
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    [image: Hot For The Holidays]
  

  
    
      Hot For The Holidays

    

    
    

  

  
    Table of Contents


    
    
      
        
          Marie Force

          A Gansett Island Christmas

        

      

      
        
          Skye Warren

          His For Christmas

        

      

      
        
          Sierra Simone

          Red & White: A Snow White and Rose Red Retelling

        

      

      
        
          Laurelin Paige

          Sweet Liar: Dirty Sweet Book 1

        

      

      
        
          Julia Kent

          Christmas Shopping for a Billionaire

        

      

      
        
          Noelle Adams

          Holiday Heat

        

      

      
        
          A.L. Jackson

          Lost To You

        

      

      
        
          Tamsen Parker

          On the Twelfth Night of Kinkmas

        

      

      
        
          M. O’Keefe

          Christmas Eve: A Love Story

        

      

      
        
          Jenika Snow

          A Real Man Holiday

        

      

      
        
          Eden Bradley

          Getting Scrooged

        

      

      
        
          Nikki Sloane

          Say It First

        

      

      
        
          Sawyer Bennett

          If I Return

        

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Gansett Island Christmas

          

        

        
          Marie Force

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Gansett Island Christmas

          

          Marie Force

        

      

    

    
      It’s Christmas on Gansett Island, but a blizzard is ruining everyone’s plans…

      

      Until Ned gets a big idea that might save the day for the McCarthys and their family. Take the ferry to Gansett Island and spend Christmas Day with Big Mac, Linda and the entire McCarthy family. Previously published through Marie’s online store on December 25, 2017.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Gansett Island Christmas

          

        

      

    

    
      Janey Cantrell stood in the window and watched the snow come down in a total whiteout. She wanted to scream at the weather gods—not today! Not on Christmas! She looked forward to this day all year, and the snow was scuttling her plans. This would be the first Christmas of her life that she didn’t spend with her parents and siblings. The thought of missing out on the McCarthy family madness made her want to cry.

      Right away she felt silly for being sad. What did she have to be sad about? She had her wonderful husband, Joe, as well as their children, P.J. and Vivienne, who would celebrate her first Christmas. She had what she needed.

      Except…

      Evan and Grace were home, and Stephanie and Grant were back from a few weeks on the west coast…

      Janey hadn’t gotten the chance to see any of them yet. Plus, her brother Mac’s baby son Malcolm the third—another Mac McCarthy, God help them all—would celebrate his first Christmas today, too. Janey wanted photos of him with Viv to commemorate the day.

      She shook her fist at Mother Nature. As New Englanders, they hoped every year for a white Christmas, but no one asked for a blizzard on Christmas!

      “What’s the matter, babe?” Joe asked as he joined her at the window, taking a good look at the snow that had shut down the ferries for the day. “It sure is pretty.”

      “No, it isn’t!”

      “Um, yes, it is, and I thought you loved snow.”

      “I do love snow, but not when it ruins my Christmas.”

      “Aww, is my baby sad that she can’t be with her mommy and daddy and her new sister and big mean brothers today?”

      “Yes! I’ve never had a Christmas without them, and I don’t want to start now.”

      “So what you’re saying is that your wonderful husband and the two beautiful children he’s blessed you with aren’t enough for you?”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      Joe laughed. “You could at least try to spare my feelings.”

      “Oh stop. You’re as bummed as I am that we won’t get to see the family today.”

      “You’re right. I am, but we’ll still have a nice day together.” He put his arms around her. “The kids are down for naps. We can snuggle in front of the fire. It’ll be great.”

      “No, it won’t,” she said, trying not to sound as whiney as she felt.

      “Now, you’re officially hurting my feelings. I’m very good at snuggling, as you well know.”

      “Yes, you are, but today I want my family. It’s Christmas, Joseph. It’s wrong that we’re so close to them but can’t see them.”

      “As much as I’d love for you to have everything you want for Christmas, there’s no way I’m taking babies out in this. It’s not safe to drive, Janey.”

      “I know!”

      “Are you going to pout all day?”

      “Not all day, but for a little while longer.”

      “I’ll allow that.” He tugged on her hand to lead her from the window. “But while you pout, I want my Christmas snuggle with my wife.”

      Janey followed him to the sofa and sat while he added wood to the fire. Outside the wind howled and the snow pinged against the windows. “It’s only two miles.”

      “What if we get stuck? Then what?” He stood and came to sit next to her on the sofa. “You’ll survive one Christmas without your family.”

      Evan and Grace, Adam and Abby and Grant and Steph would probably brave the roads because they didn’t have babies to worry about. It would be so much fun! She wondered if Mac and Luke were as bummed as she was to be stuck at home with babies while everyone else got to go home for Christmas.

      “Did you hear from your mom?” she asked Joe. “Did they make it to Ireland?”

      “Safe and sound.”

      “Did the boys love the flight? They were so excited for their first plane ride.”

      “They did love it. Mom said they didn’t want to sleep on the plane because they didn’t want to miss anything.”

      “Caro and Seamus must be exhausted.”

      “She said they’re hoping they can convince the boys to sleep for a while when they get to Seamus’s mom’s house.”

      “I hope so.” Janey texted her brother Mac. This weather sucks!

      I know, he replied.

      Whose big idea was it to have babies?

      Not mine, that’s for sure.

      Janey replied with laughing emojis. Her brother’s aversion to babies being born on the island was well-known—and he had good reason with one chaotic delivery after another. She’d had Viv on the ferry, for crying out loud. Nothing ever went according to plan when it came to babies on Gansett Island.

      What are you guys up to? Mac asked.

      Joe wants to snuggle. Janey awaited his predictable reply.

      Ewww. Gross.

      Nothing gross about it...

      Everything about that is gross.

      What r u doing?

      Walking the floor with Mac. He’s cranky.

      That’s going around today.

      Thomas is so excited to play in the snow. We told him he has to wait until it stops blizzarding.

      That’s not a word.

      Did you get what I meant? If so, it’s a word.

      I’m going to snuggle now.

      Barf.

      “What’s he barfing about?” Joe asked when he joined her on the sofa.

      “Me snuggling with you.”

      “Nothing barfy about it.”

      “That’s what I told him.”

      “Thank you for defending me, babe.” He wrapped his arms around her. “Let’s make out while we can.”

      “Don’t you want your Christmas present?”

      “Making out with you is all the present I need. Now kiss me.”

      “But I got you something cool.”

      Joe sighed. “Will it still be cool after you kiss me?”

      Janey giggled at the pathetic face he made. “Yes, I suppose it will be.”

      “Then…”

      “Oh, all right. If I must.” Smiling, she laid her hand on his handsome face, which was even more so thanks to the stubble on his jaw, and kissed him.

      “Mmm, more of that, please.”

      While her babies slept and the wind howled outside, Janey decided since she couldn’t fight Mother Nature, she may as well enjoy the stolen interlude with her sexy husband. There were worst things that could happen on Christmas than having nothing better to do than make out with Joe Cantrell.

      

      Red hair splayed out on a white pillow was one of Luke Harris’s favorite sights, especially on Christmas morning with the wind howling outside and baby Lily back to sleep after an early-morning feeding.

      “Luke,” Sydney said, gasping. “Do something.”

      “I am doing something. I’m doing you.”

      She laughed, which made her internal muscles clamp down on his cock.

      He saw stars. There was nothing in this world he loved more than making love to his gorgeous, sexy wife.

      “So we’re just going to stay like this all day?”

      “You got somewhere else to be?” God, he loved her. He loved their life and their little girl and the home they’d made together. When he thought of all the Christmases he’d spent alone, wishing for the things he had now… That seemed like another lifetime.

      “No, but…” She squirmed, seeking relief he wasn’t in the mood to give her. Not yet anyway.

      “Relax, sweetheart.”

      “How am I supposed to relax when you’re doing that?”

      “What am I doing?”

      “Nothing!”

      He flexed his hips. “Feels like something to me.”

      Sydney’s fingers dug into his back as her legs encircled his hips. “She’s going to wake up, and won’t you be sad then that you didn’t take care of business while you could.”

      “Is that what this is? Business?”

      “Luke!”

      He laughed. How could he not? She was so damned cute and sexy and all his. The only girl he’d ever wanted. “Maybe we’ll make a little brother or sister for Lily. Wouldn’t that be a Christmas miracle?” They’d been having sex without protection for months, but so far, they hadn’t succeeded in conceiving again. But they’d had a hell of a time trying.

      “Can’t talk right now. My husband is torturing me.”

      He nuzzled her neck, making sure his chest hair brushed against her breasts, which were extra sensitive from feeding Lily. “You love when your husband tortures you.” Christmas was a tough day for her, a reminder of the husband and children she’d lost. His goal today was to keep her too busy to let the past intrude to make her sad. Plus, they were celebrating their anniversary, too.

      She gasped. “Luke… please…”

      He raised himself up on his arms and began to move. “Is this what my baby wants?”

      “Yes,” she said, eyes closed, lips parted. “Yes, yes, yes.”

      Feeling her body tighten with impending release, he let himself go, losing himself in her and the magic they created together. He’d never experienced anything remotely like the way she made him feel, especially when she wrapped her arms around him and held him through the aftermath.

      “That was mean,” she said after a long silence.

      He grunted out a laugh. “How do you figure? Didn’t it end well?”

      She poked his side. “How can you still be surprising me after all this time?”

      “Baby, I have only begun to surprise you.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. Now you’ve done it. I’m completely exhausted, and all I want to do is sleep.”

      “So sleep.” He kissed her, lingering over the sweet taste of her lips. “I’ve got Lily.”

      “Mmm, I might take you up on that.”

      “We’ve got nowhere to go and nothing to do but relax.”

      “Are you sad to be missing Christmas with the McCarthy’s?”

      “Nah, it’s okay. I had Christmas with them for years. Now I want to spend Christmas with my two best girls.” He slid her hair through his fingers. “Are you missing your folks?”

      “A little, but they’re having fun in Wisconsin, and they’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “If they can get here.”

      “True.”

      “So it’s just you and me and Lily.” He kissed her. “Best. Christmas. Ever.”

      

      The day began for Mac McCarthy at five a.m. when baby Mac decided he’d had enough sleep. Unfortunately, his parents did not agree, and were trying to keep their two older children asleep for another hour or two so their day wouldn’t be a complete disaster.

      Mac picked up the baby from the bassinette next to the bed he shared with Maddie and walked him to the window to check the weather.

      As predicted, the blizzard had arrived overnight, and the wind was blowing so hard the snow came down sideways.

      Trapped.

      No grandparents to take turns with the baby.

      No cousins to entertain Thomas and Hailey.

      No one to cook them a delicious dinner.

      No opportunity for him and his brothers to gang up on Janey.

      Worst. Christmas. Ever.

      As if he could read his father’s thoughts, baby Mac patted his daddy’s face with a chubby hand.

      Mac nibbled on the baby’s fist and got the deep belly laugh he loved so much. He went to enormous lengths to make his son laugh as frequently as possible just so he could hear that joyful sound.

      “Are you trying to remind me to count my blessings, buddy?”

      “Is he answering you?” Maddie asked.

      “We have our own language, don’t we, pal?” Mac asked the baby, who looked at him like he was crazy. “We don’t understand why people are so excited about a white Christmas that ruins everyone’s plans.”

      “You’ll survive one Christmas without your mommy.”

      “I don’t know if I will,” Mac said, sitting on the bed.

      “You’re a grown up now, Mac. You have your own family. If we have to spend the holiday just the five of us, then so be it.”

      “Why do you have to be so mean to me?”

      Maddie laughed, rolled her eyes at him and reached for baby Mac, bringing him to her breast to feed him.

      Mac loved to watch her feed their babies. She was an amazing mother and wife, and he felt lucky every day to be taking this journey with her.

      “Why don’t you go back to sleep for a while?” she asked.

      “I’m awake now. That ship has sailed.”

      “It’s gonna be a long-ass day around here.”

      “Yep, and no grandparents to help. It’s us versus them.”

      “And there’re more of them than there are of us.”

      “Whose big idea was it to let them outnumber us?”

      Maddie laughed and shook her head. “Not the best idea we ever had.”

      “I don’t know about that.” Mac smoothed his fingertip over the baby’s foot. “This guy may turn out to be the best idea we ever had. How can we go wrong with another Mac McCarthy?”

      “Is that a rhetorical question?”

      “Come on, admit it. The world needs more Mac McCarthys.”

      “You’re delusional.”

      Mac laughed. “You love me.”

      “For some reason, I really do.”

      “Will you take good care of me today, so I don’t miss my mom too much?”

      “Don’t I take good care of you every day?”

      “I’ll need extra care today, especially at nap time.”

      “I see where this is going. You do realize that’s how we ended up outnumbered around here, don’t you?”

      Mac nuzzled her neck and then kissed her. “It was so, so worth it.”

      

      Big Mac McCarthy stood at the big sliding doors that looked out over the deck and the Salt Pond below. Through the driving snow, he could just barely make out the marina that was boarded up for the off-season, and the hotel that was closed for the holiday. They had some bookings coming in later in the week, but for now, all was quiet in their waterfront fiefdom.

      He drank from his mug of coffee and tried to shake off the morose mood that had descended upon him since waking to the raging blizzard that would keep the kids from coming home for the day. That was particularly vexing since all of them were close by, but the snow would leave them stranded.

      Usually Big Mac loved snow. Today, not so much.

      The thought of Christmas without his kids and grandkids made him sad and put a serious damper on his holiday spirit.

      “Ugh,” Linda said when she joined him downstairs and took a look at the weather. “What the heck am I going to do with all the food I bought for today?”

      The lights flickered.

      They held their breath while they waited to see if the power would go out.

      It didn’t, not yet anyway.

      “Please tell me we have gas for the generator,” she said.

      “All set.”

      “I suppose we can postpone Christmas dinner to tomorrow or the next day.”

      Storms tended to settle in over Gansett Island, lasting for days sometimes. “Won’t be the same without the kids underfoot.” He still missed having little ones at home on Christmas morning. They’d grown up shockingly fast, and Christmas wasn’t the same without them waking up at the crack of dawn to see what Santa had brought.

      Those had been the best years, but these years, with their kids settled into happy relationships and five grandchildren—and counting—to spoil were pretty great, too. On days like today, his mind wandered back in time to when he and his brothers, Frank and Kevin, still lived at home with their parents.

      His folks had been gone a long time now, but holidays always brought back fond memories of precious time with family.

      The phone rang and Linda went to grab it. He heard her talking to his best buddy, Ned, about the weather.

      “We’ll miss you guys today,” she said. “You, too. Here he is.” She handed the phone to Big Mac.

      “Hey,” he said. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Ya don’t sound too merry.”

      “Not gonna get to see my kids today. Bums me out.”

      “I hear ya. Not a holiday without the little ones.”

      “What’re you guys doing?” Big Mac asked.

      “Same as you. Poutin’ about not gettin’ ta see our babies.”

      “Damn snow.”

      “Thought ya loved it?”

      “I do til it messes with my plans.”

      Ned laughed and then went silent for a few seconds. “What if…”

      “What?”

      “Nothin. Just an idea I had.”

      “What idea is that?”

      “Let me think on it a little more, and I’ll let ya know if I can make it happen,” Ned said.

      “What’re you talking about, old man?”

      “Gotta run. I’ll call ya back later.”

      The line went dead, and Big Mac stared at the phone. “What the heck?”

      “What’s Ned up to?” Linda asked as she made a pot of coffee.

      “Hell if I know. He’s up to something, though.”

      Linda’s cell phone made a sound he hadn’t heard before. She picked it up to check it. “It’s an alert from Blaine,” she said of the Gansett Island police chief. “Asking people to stay off the roads today.”

      Big Mac sighed. If the police were asking people to stay home, that meant the roads were bad.

      Then the lights flickered again, and this time the power went out.

      “Christmas is doomed.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Linda said. “We have each other, a fridge full of good food and a generator. We’ll be fine.”

      They would be fine, but the holiday wouldn’t be the same without the kids.

      

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Francine asked, following Ned to the mudroom where he donned his heaviest parka and pushed his feet into boots.

      “I gots an idea.”

      “What kind of idea?”

      He kissed her cheek. “The kind that’s gonna save Christmas.”

      “You’re not going out in this.”

      “I ain’t goin’ far, so don’t worry.”

      “Ned, seriously, it’s a blizzard. You have no business being out there.”

      “This ain’t nothing. I been out in much worse over the years.”

      “That was before you had a wife at home who will worry about you.”

      That gave him pause. Until the last couple of years, he’d never had anyone at home to worry about him. Now he had his dream girl, and knowing she would worry made him question the sanity of this mission. But then he thought about how depressed Big Mac had sounded. It had reminded Ned of how his best friend had been after he suffered a head injury a few years back.

      Ned couldn’t bear to hear him so down, and if there was something he could do to fix it for everyone, then that’s what he’d do.

      “Ned…”

      “I’ll be back before you miss me,” he said. “Promise.”

      “What’ll I do if you don’t come back?”

      “Call Blaine. But that won’t be necessary. I’ll be back.”

      She sighed. “You’re a crazy old fool.”

      “Ya knew that when ya married me.” He kissed her again. “Pack up yer stuff to go to Linda’s.”

      “We’re not going to Linda’s. We’re staying home like our son-in-law the police chief told us to.”

      “We’re going to Linda’s. Get yerself ready and pack us a bag just in case we get stuck there. I’ll be back to getcha soon.” This idea got better with every passing minute.

      “Ned—”

      “Get ready,” he called over his shoulder as he went out into the howling wind and snow to fire up the woody station wagon he used as a cab. After pulling out of his driveway, he discovered the roads were bad. Worse than bad, in fact. But he knew this island better than anyone and took it nice and slow. He made his way past the Southeast Light, which was barely visible through the snow.

      Ned wondered if Slim and Erin had made it back to the island ahead of the storm or if they’d hunkered down in Florida to wait it out. Big Mac would know. He kept tabs on their pilot friend Slim.

      He crept along at five miles an hour, the station wagon fishtailing here and there. Francine might’ve been right about this being a fool’s errand, but if he could pull it off…

      He went by the entrance to Martinez Lawn and Garden. Alex and Paul were no doubt hunkered down with their families, their houses walkable to each other even in the blizzard.

      Half an hour after he left home, what should’ve been a five-minute ride landed Ned at the home of Gansett Island Town Councilman Royal Atkinson. Ned parked the car but left it running as he dashed through the snow to ring the doorbell.

      The rotund councilman pulled open the door. “Ned? What the heck are you doing out in this?”

      “I need a favor.”

      

      Adam McCarthy woke up cold and realized the power had gone out while he and Abby were sleeping. “Crap.”

      “What?” Abby asked, her voice sleepy and sexy.

      He curled up to her. “We’re going to have to share body heat. We lost power.”

      “I love sharing body heat with you.”

      “We’ll have no choice but to stay in bed all day so we don’t freeze.”

      She laughed at his shameless ploy. “There are worse ways to spend Christmas than snuggled up to you in bed.”

      “Far worse ways.”

      “It won’t be the same without naked boy, naked girl,” Abby said, referring to last Christmas when Adam’s nephew Thomas and his cousin Ashleigh had coined a new term when they ran through the family gathering completely naked.

      “We can play naked boy, naked girl all by ourselves. It’s my favorite game.” He worked his hand under her T-shirt.

      She screamed. “Adam! Your hand is freezing!”

      “Warm me up.”

      She shivered. “It’s too cold.”

      “I’ll go downstairs, build a fire and then come back for you.”

      “Hurry. I’ll freeze without you.”

      “I’ll be quick.” He got out of bed and grimaced at the smack of cold air that greeted him. “Damn, this house gets cold quick.”

      “Gonna be a long day without heat. I told you we should’ve gotten a generator when they had them at the hardware store.”

      “Yes, dear, you did.” Adam jammed his feet into fleece-lined slippers and pulled on a thick sweater over a long-sleeved T-shirt. At this rate, he’d need a parka inside the house before much longer.

      “You can also say that from now on I’ll act immediately on all my wife’s good ideas.”

      “Nice try. Going downstairs now.” He darted down the stairs and went directly to the fireplace, thankful that he’d heeded Abby’s suggestion to bring in firewood last night, just in case they needed it. He built the fire and had it going strong within a few minutes.

      Then he went back upstairs to get Abby.

      “All set, sweetheart. Let’s go.” He held up a down blanket that he wrapped around her when she got out of bed.

      Downstairs, Adam pulled cushions off the sofa and set them up with a bed by the fire.

      “My hero,” Abby said, when they were snuggled up in front of the fireplace.

      “Your hero should’ve bought the generator when he could.”

      She patted the hand he had on her belly. “My hero can’t be perfect all the time.”

      Adam laughed. “I promise to do better in the future.”

      Linking their fingers, Abby held on tight to his hand. “Do you think someday we’ll have little people waking us up way too early on Christmas?”

      “I do. I really, really do. I see that for us.”

      “You’re so sure.”

      “I am sure. It’s going to happen. It’s just a matter of when.”

      “Sometimes I think I should move on and let it go.”

      “Don’t do that yet. I’ll let you know when it’s time for that—but it’s not going to happen.”

      “I wish I had your confidence.”

      “You don’t need it. I’ll be confident for both of us.”

      “It’s too bad we won’t get to see the kids today,” she said, sighing.

      “We’ll see them tomorrow. Go back to sleep for a little while. We’ve got nothing to do and nowhere to be. There’s no one I’d rather be marooned with on Christmas than you.”

      “Me, too.”

      Adam was on his way back to sleep when the phone rang. Groaning, he untangled himself from Abby and grabbed the phone off the coffee table where he’d left it the night before. What the heck did Ned want so early? “Hey, Ned, what’s up?”

      “Merry Christmas,” Ned said, speaking loudly over a whirl of noise in the background. “Pack yerselves up. I’m comin’ to getcha.”

      “Huh?”

      “Just get ready. I’ll be there soon to take ya to yer mama’s. Pack a bag. Just in case I can’t getcha home tonight.”

      “Uhh, okay...”

      The line went dead.

      “What did he want?”

      “He’s coming to get us to take us to my mom’s.”

      “Coming to get us in a blizzard? Seriously?”

      “That’s what he said.” Wondering what Ned was up to, Adam said, “Looks like we’ll get to see the kids after all.”

      

      While on the phone with Big Mac earlier, Ned had recalled the estate sale Mrs. Chesterfield’s heirs had held right before they put her home on the market. Ned had scooped up her old Cadillac. Royal had bought the oversized sleigh that Ned now navigated over snow-covered roads. The one thing he hadn’t anticipated was the wind that made it difficult to see where he was going.

      Royal had made two of his sturdiest workhorses available to Ned, saying they could handle anything, including a blizzard. He’d also sent Ned with oats to feed them and filled the sleigh with red plaid blankets to keep Ned’s precious cargo warm. He was giddy with excitement as he turned the sleigh with the jingling bells toward his home to pick up his first passenger. There was nothing he wanted more than to make the ones he loved happy on Christmas.

      Approaching his house, he saw Francine looking out the window, her eyes wide with what he hoped was delight. He brought the sleigh to a stop and jumped down into snow that came up to his knees.

      Inside the door, he knocked the snow off his boots. “Doll! Getcher coat on! We’re goin’ for a ride.”

      “You have lost what’s left of your mind,” she said.

      “Aww come on! It’ll be fun. Doncha want to see yer babies on Christmas?”

      “Of course I do, but—”

      “No buts. Get yer coat on, grab yer bag of presents and let’s go. I gotta lotta stops ta make.” He helped her into her coat and kissed her before wrapping a scarf around her neck and face. Gathering up her bags of gifts, the picnic basket full of food and the bag he’d told her to pack—just in case they couldn’t get home later—he hustled her out of the house.

      He helped her into the sleigh, tucked a blanket around her and stashed her things in the back compartment, covering them with another blanket.

      “This is the craziest thing you’ve ever done!” She yelled so he’d hear her over the wind.

      Ned directed the sleigh back to the road and headed for Adam’s house. “Tisn’t it fun though?”

      “Oh yeah. Lots of fun.”

      “Ya mean that?”

      “You’re still crazy, but it is fun. Leave it to you to figure out a way to save Christmas.”

      A few minutes later, he guided the horses for a right-hand turn into Adam’s driveway.

      “Are you kidding me?” Adam called from the doorway.

      “Let’s go!” Ned said. “We’re on a schedule!”

      Adam and Abby came running through the snow, bags in hand and got in behind Ned and Francine.

      “This is awesome!” Adam said.

      “Glad ya think so. Ready?”

      “Ready!”

      “Bundle up and hold on.”

      Fifteen minutes later, they pulled up to the McCarthy’s White House, and Ned helped Francine down from the sleigh. He carried her bags and opened the gate to the white picket fence that was crusted with snow. Adam and Abby followed them up the walk.

      Big Mac threw open the door and the euphoric expression on his face made Ned’s day complete. “You gotta be kidding me!”

      “I ain’t kidding ya.” Ned handed over Francine’s bags to Linda. “I gotta go to town. Call Tiffany, Mallory, Grant and Evan. Tell ‘em all to get ready.”

      “I want to go with you,” Big Mac said. “Give me one minute.” He ran to grab his boots, parka, hat and gloves and kissed Linda.

      “Crazy old fools,” Linda said, but she couldn’t hide her delight.

      “Get dinner in the oven, doll,” Ned said. “The kids are comin’ home!”

      “We’re on it,” Linda said, glancing at Francine, who nodded.

      “Don’t get your fool selves killed out there,” Francine said. “That’d put a damper on the day.”

      Ned laughed and kissed her. “Doncha worry ‘bout us. We may be fools, but we’re hardy fools. Ya ready?” he asked Big Mac.

      “Ready. Let’s do it.”

      The two men ran out into the storm and climbed aboard the sleigh for the ride to town to collect the kids.

      “This is awesome,” Big Mac declared when they were underway.

      “Tisnt it? These horses are fearless.” He guided the horses through a huge drift. “What’d ya hear from Slim?”

      “They stayed in Florida for the holiday with Erin’s folks, but they’ll be up for a visit in the next few days. He said they were waiting out the storm.”

      They plowed through the snow, undeterred by the drifts, the wind or the cold, arriving in town about half an hour after they set out. First stop was the pharmacy where Evan and Grace lived in the loft upstairs. “Go get ‘em,” Ned said to Big Mac.

      Big Mac was halfway up the stairs when Evan and Grace came out, bundled up and carrying bags of presents.

      Evan had his guitar slung over his back. “You guys are crazy,” he said, laughing at the sight of the sleigh.

      “Ned’s the crazy one,” Big Mac said, relieving Grace of the duffel bag she carried. “I’m just along for the ride.”

      “Bundle up, kiddos!” Ned said. “Let’s go get yer sister.”

      They stopped to pick up Mallory and Quinn as well as Grant and Stephanie before heading to Tiffany’s place.

      She sent Ashleigh out first, and Ned snuggled her in next to him.

      “You can help me drive,” he told her. The little girl who looked just like her mama had him wrapped so tightly around her little finger it wasn’t even funny.

      Big Mac helped Tiffany with her bags and carried baby Adeline, bundled into a snow suit.

      “Am I really taking my babies out in a blizzard?” Tiffany asked when she climbed in next to Grant, who helped to tuck blankets around her and the baby.

      “We can’t let a little bit ‘o snow ruin our Christmas,” Ned said, turning the sleigh to head back to the White House.

      “Did you tell Blaine where to find you?” Big Mac asked Tiffany.

      “He’s working, so I texted him. Needless to say, he wasn’t pleased to hear we were going somewhere.”

      “He’ll catch up to ya later. No sense you girls bein’ home alone if ya don’t hafta be.”

      “I’ll let you tell him that,” Tiffany said.

      “Mommy,” Ashleigh said. “I’m driving!”

      “Oh dear God,” Tiffany said while everyone else lost it laughing.

      

      Ned delivered the group from town to the White House with instructions for them to call Mac, Janey and Luke to put them on notice that they were coming for them.

      They went first to Mac’s house.

      “If I forget to tell you later,” Big Mac said as they headed down Sweet Meadow Farm Road, “thank you for this.”

      “We couldn’t have Christmas without our babies,” Ned said.

      “Wouldn’t have been the same.”

      Ned brought the sleigh to a stop in Mac’s driveway. “Go get ‘em!”

      Big Mac bounded up the stairs to Mac’s deck. His son met him at the sliding door. “What’re you two up to now?”

      “We’re saving Christmas. You guys ready?”

      “We aren’t really taking a baby out in a blizzard, are we?” Maddie asked, eyeing the storm with trepidation.

      “It’s only a mile,” Big Mac reminded her. “We’ll have you bundled up so tight you won’t even know you’re out in a blizzard.”

      “Right,” Maddie said skeptically. “If you say so.”

      “Have you ever known my dad not to be right?” Mac asked.

      “Not once, ever,” Maddie said with a warm smile for her father-in-law.”

      “Mommy!” Thomas said. “There’s horseys out there! Can we go? Can we?”

      “Let’s go,” Maddie said, seeming to realize when she was outnumbered.

      Mac held Hailey, Maddie carried baby Mac and Thomas took care of himself while Big Mac juggled bags of gifts, a suitcase and a diaper bag.

      “Off to the Cantrells,” Ned said, directing the team with the assistance of Ashleigh and now Thomas, too. He tried not to notice that the storm seemed to be intensifying. They were so close. He couldn’t quit now. Fifteen arduous minutes later, they pulled into Janey’s driveway. “Hurry,” Ned said to Big Mac. “It’s getting worse.”

      “I’m hurrying.”

      Janey let out a scream of delight when she saw the sleigh. “Joe! Look! Oh my God! This is fabulous!” She carried baby Vivienne while Joe brought P.J. They wore backpacks and had bags of gifts hanging from their arms.

      “Cantrells get the prize for most ready to roll,” Ned said when they were loaded up.

      “Janey was so excited to hear you were coming, I practically had to sit on her to keep her inside until you got here,” Joe said. “She even got Mr. Davis next door to agree to come over and check on the menagerie a couple of times. Oh, and Luke called to say thanks for the offer, but they’re staying home.”

      “Good thing cuz I don’t think we coulda gotten there.” Ned directed the sleigh toward the White House. “Off we go!”

      “This might be the craziest thing we’ve ever done,” Maddie said.

      “If this is the craziest thing you’ve ever done,” Big Mac said, “you kids need to get out more.”

      “No shit,” Ned muttered.

      “Don’t encourage her Dad,” Mac said. “She’s wild enough for me as she is.”

      It took twenty minutes, but they finally pulled up to the open gate at Big Mac’s house. With two babies on board, Ned had become more anxious with every passing minute, but they’d done it. They’d gotten them all.

      He and Big Mac helped everyone inside and went back with Mac and Joe to grab the bags.

      “Can we stow the team in the barn?” Ned asked Big Mac.

      “Yep. Let’s do it.”

      They went back out into the storm to detach the horses from their harnesses and put them up in the barn-shaped garage that also doubled as a workshop. They filled buckets with oats and water, rubbed down the horses and covered them with dry blankets.

      “Will they be okay out here?” Big Mac asked.

      “Royal says they’re low maintenance and will be fine as long as they’re outta the elements and have food and water.” Ned petted their long snouts. “Ya boys did good work. Ya saved Christmas.”

      “With a little help from our good friend Ned,” Big Mac added.

      “They did the hard part.” Ned spotted the camping supplies piled in the corner of the garage. “We oughta grab the air mattresses and sleeping bags. I have a feeling we’re gonna need ‘em tonight.”

      “Good thinking.”

      Carrying sleeping bags and deflated air mattresses, the two men made their way through waist-high drifts to the back door. Inside, they stashed their cargo, kicked off their boots and shed layers of heavy wet outerwear.

      Big Mac opened the door to the kitchen, and the roar of voices, laughter, screaming babies and Christmas music greeted them. “Now that,” he said, grinning at his best friend, “is more like it.”

      “Merry Christmas, good buddy.” Ned raised his hand for a high five.

      Big Mac returned the high five and then hugged him. “Best Christmas present anyone ever got me.”

      

      “Can you tell me what the hell we’re doing in this madhouse?” Quinn asked Mallory, amused by the antics of Thomas, Ashleigh and Hailey, whose excitement bordered on mania.

      “We’re enjoying my second Christmas with my new family.”

      “Is that what we’re doing?” His eyes went wide when Ashleigh jumped on Thomas’s back and took him down into a heap.

      They landed with a thump and promptly cracked up laughing.

      Quinn released a deep breath. “I keep thinking I should’ve brought my medical bag.”

      Mallory laughed at him. “Didn’t you grow up in a big family?”

      “I did, but my big family is nowhere near as crazy as yours.”

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” Mallory had been devastated to realize Christmas would be canceled due to the weather and elated to get the call about Ned coming with the sleigh.

      “Wonderful. Hmmm, okay. If you say so.”

      “We don’t have to stay if you don’t want to.”

      “I’m just teasing you, sweetheart. I know how badly you wanted to be right here in the middle of this madness.”

      “I really did. I know we were having a nice quiet day, but I had so many of those before I knew my family.”

      “It’s fine. I promise.”

      “So you’ll be okay if I go help Linda in the kitchen?”

      “I’ll be fine. The guys are watching football in the den. I’ll go in there where it’s safe.”

      Mallory kissed him. “This is the best Christmas of my life.”

      “Because you have your family. I get it.”

      “Not just because of them, but because I have you, too.”

      “Every day is like Christmas since I met you.”

      “That’s very sweet of you to say, but thankfully not every day is as loud as Christmas with the McCarthys.”

      “Very true. Not sure I could handle that.”

      “At least they have a doctor and a nurse in residence, just in case.”

      “Let’s hope they don’t need our professional expertise today.”

      He’d no sooner said the words, when Ashleigh and Thomas rolled across the floor, taking out Hailey, who bumped her forehead on the coffee table.

      “Spoke too soon.” Mallory scooped up her niece and held her tight as she howled. “Get some ice,” she told Maddie who came running when she heard her daughter crying.

      “Mac!” Maddie called. “Talk to your son about roughhousing.”

      Mac, who had baby Mac in his arms, said, “I love how he’s my son when he’s misbehaving and her son when he’s charming.”

      “Move it,” Maddie said to her husband, taking Hailey from Mallory. “My poor baby. Did your brother knock you down?”

      Hailey, who had a knot forming on her forehead and a quivering chin, nodded.

      “A little ice will make that boo-boo go away,” Mallory told her, kissing her cheek.

      “Auntie Mallory knows these things,” Maddie told Hailey. “She’s a nurse.”

      Maddie went to sit with Hailey and the ice pack while Mallory joined Linda, Stephanie, Abby, Grace and Francine in the kitchen.

      “What can I do to help?”

      “How are you with a potato peeler?” Steph asked.

      “That’s my holiday specialty,” Mallory replied. She took the potato peeler from Steph and eyed the ten-pound bag. “Where’s Janey?”

      “Upstairs nursing Viv,” Grace said.

      “I can’t believe we’re all here and carrying on as if there’s not a huge storm going on outside,” Abby said. “Our house was freezing!”

      “Ours, too,” Mallory said. “We were bundled under ten blankets, and I was still cold.”

      “Good old Ned,” Linda said. “Leave it to him to find a way to save Christmas.”

      “Crazy old fool,” Francine muttered, eyes brimming with affection for her husband.

      “Your crazy old fool saved the day,” Linda said.

      “Yes, he did,” Francine said, shaking her head. “He never ceases to surprise me.”

      “He’s the best of us all,” Linda declared.

      “He sure is,” Steph said. “Did anyone hear from Laura and the others?”

      “Frank, Betsy, Shane, Katie, Sarah, Charlie, Kevin, Chelsea and the boys all stayed at the Surf last night with Laura and Owen and the kids,” Linda said. “Big Mac talked to them earlier, and they’re hunkered down with a generator.”

      “I’m glad they can all be together,” Grace said. “Did you talk to Charlie?” she asked Stephanie.

      “We had Christmas Eve with him and Sarah,” Steph said of her stepfather. “After so many years apart on Christmas, we’ll take what we can get.”

      Tiffany came into the kitchen holding Adeline. “I got a text from Blaine in all capital letters with multiple exclamation points that said, ‘ARE YOU FREAKING KIDDING ME?!?!!!!,’  when I told him where we are and how we got here. I said it was all Ned’s fault.”

      The others laughed at that.

      “Poor Blaine out serving the community, thinking his family is safe at home,” Linda said. “And you’re actually cavorting in the snow with babies.”

      “He was worried about us being home alone in the storm,” Tiffany said, “so at least we’re not home alone anymore.”

      “There is that,” Maddie said, smiling at her sister’s reasoning.

      Tiffany was an expert at manipulating her alpha husband who was slavishly devoted to her.

      “How late does he have to work?” Francine asked.

      “Not too much longer. He’s mostly making sure people heeded his advice to stay home.”

      “Everyone did except his wife and her family,” Grace said, giggling.

      “I’m going to hear about this,” Tiffany said.

      “Ya think?” Francine asked, laughing.

      “Ohhh, maybe he’ll spank me for disobeying him,” Tiffany said, shivering.

      “Good lord,” Francine said as the others howled with laughter. “I have no idea where she came from.”

      

      They opened presents, drank eggnog, sang Christmas songs and took turns going out into the cold for more firewood. Babies were passed from one set of arms to another, and the volume remained just below deafening.

      Big Mac couldn’t remember a better Christmas.

      Dinner for twenty-five—counting Blaine, if he made it—took some doing, but under Linda and Francine’s oversight, they had a ten-pound beef tenderloin with all the fixings on the table by two o’clock.

      Big Mac sat at the head of the table and took in the faces that surrounded him—Linda, who made it all happen. Mac, Maddie, Thomas, Hailey and baby Mac. Mallory and Quinn. Grant and Stephanie. Adam and Abby. Evan and Grace. Janey, Joe, P.J. and baby Vivienne. Ned, Francine, Tiffany, Ashleigh and Adeline.

      When he thought back to his wedding day, now forty-one years ago, Big Mac never could’ve imagined what would come of his life with Linda.

      She reached for his hand under the table and they shared a smile. “Unbelievable, isn’t it?”

      “Best Christmas ever. Look at them—everyone has the one they love most by their side.”

      “Except Tiffany, but hopefully he’ll be here soon.”

      “He’ll be here the minute he can get free,” Big Mac said. “Wild horses couldn’t keep him away from his wife and girls.”

      “Wild horses brought his wife and girls through the snow to grandmother’s house,” Linda said in a sing-song voice.

      “That they did. Ned to the rescue.”

      “Best friend we ever had.”

      “He sure is.”

      Ned sat at the other end of the table, holding hands with Francine like the newlyweds they still were.

      “We need a toast,” Linda said.

      “I’m on it.” Big Mac stood, cleared his throat.

      “Oh no,” Mac said, groaning. “Here we go.”

      “Hush,” Big Mac said to his oldest son. “I’d like to propose a toast to family—the best gift any of us can get on Christmas.”

      The others raised their glasses in support of that.

      “And to Ned, our cab driver extraordinaire, who made it possible for us to be together today.”

      “To Ned!” everyone said.

      Ned’s face turned bright red. “Aww shucks,” he said, waving off the praise. “Twas no big deal.”

      “Twas the biggest of big deals,” Big Mac said. “To all of us. Thank you again for coming up with a way to save Christmas.”

      “My pleasure,” Ned said, smiling widely.

      The front door slammed shut and boots landed on the floor with a loud thump. In came Gansett Island Police Chief Blaine Taylor, hands on hips, hair standing on end. “What in the name of god is wrong with you people?”

      “So many things,” Quinn said, earning an elbow to the ribs from his beloved.

      “What part of ‘stay off the roads’ wasn’t clear to you?”

      Tiffany got up to greet her husband with a kiss. “You’re just in time for dinner, honey.”

      “Don’t try to kiss your way out of this, Mrs. Taylor. You took our babies out in a blizzard!”

      “They were perfectly safe. Ned knows these roads better than anyone, even you.”

      Blaine glowered at her.

      “Maddie, can you please watch Addie for a minute while I have a word with my husband?” Tiffany asked.

      “I’ve got her,” Maddie said.

      Tiffany took Blaine by the hand and dragged him along behind her, pushing him into the half bath in the hallway.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Blaine asked.

      “This,” Tiffany said, pinning him against the sink to kiss him, “is a much better use of your mouth than scolding everyone.”

      His fingers dug into her hips. “Everyone heeded my instructions except my own family. What does that say for my authority?”

      “If you drop it for now, I’ll let you spank me when we get home.” She rubbed against him shamelessly. “If you want to, that is.”

      The low, tense growl that came from deep inside him nearly made her laugh.

      “Do we have a deal?”

      “How soon can we leave to go home?”

      “My husband, the police chief, said no one should be on the roads tonight, so we might have to stay here.”

      “If you’re offering a spanking, we’re going home.”

      “We’ll see about that. If it’s not safe, I’m not taking my babies out in the storm.”

      His eyes bugged. “But you were fine with taking them out earlier in a freaking sleigh?”

      “In a sleigh during the daylight with Ned, the most qualified driver on Gansett? Yes, I was fine with that.”

      The scowl that overtook his handsome face made her laugh. “You don’t scare me.”

      “Good,” he said, wrapping his arms around her. “Even when you’re working me shamelessly, I’d never want you to be afraid of me.”

      “I’m so happy you’re here. Wasn’t the same without you.”

      “I couldn’t believe it when I got your text that you were here. Leave it to Ned.”

      “We’ve been saying that all day. Ashleigh loved the sleigh ride.”

      “I’ll bet she did. What did my little Addie think of it?”

      “She slept right through it.”

      “I need to see my girls, but I can’t go out there in this condition.” He looked down at his hard cock, which stood out in prominent detail under his jeans.

      “I could take care of that for you,” she said, tugging his button and unzipping him. Before he could form a reply, she had her hand wrapped around the steely length of his erection and was stroking him.

      “Fucking hell, Tiff,” he said, gasping.

      She stopped the movement of her hand. “Are you saying no?”

      “Fuck no, I’m not saying no.”

      She smiled. So predictable. And she loved him madly.

      His hands framed her face, and he kissed her senseless as she stroked him. He broke the kiss to suck in a deep breath before he came in her hand. While he continued to breathe hard, she reached around him to wash her hands. Then she tucked him back into his pants and patted his chest.

      “You should be nice and relaxed now.”

      “I have no idea what I ever did to deserve a wife like you,” he said, kissing her softly.

      “You loved me—and my daughter—like no one else ever has. That’s what you did.”

      “Loving you two and Addie is as easy for me as breathing.”

      “That makes us very, very lucky.” She kissed him again. “Merry Christmas, love.”

      “Merry Christmas, my disobedient sweetheart.”

      

      After the guys handled kitchen cleanup, Mac got out the Twister game and taught the kids how to play with Adam and Evan’s assistance. As often happened on holidays at the McCarthy’s house, the game descended into a wrestling match that pitted Adam against Evan with Thomas and Ashleigh “helping” by jumping on top of them.

      “If they knock my tree down, I’ll kill them,” Linda said, as she always did.

      “Boys, if you knock your mother’s tree over, she’ll kill you,” Big Mac said.

      “How old are they again?” Quinn asked.

      “Old enough to know better,” Janey said. “But that’s never stopped them.”

      “Get him, Thomas!” Mac said to his son, who had Evan in a headlock.

      “No fair,” Evan gasped. “I’m being double-teamed.”

      “Throw an elbow,” Grace said.

      “Hey,” Abby said, laughing. “Don’t hurt my husband. I need him.” Just as she said that, Ashleigh’s foot connected with Adam’s groin, and he went down in a boneless pile, moaning.

      The others howled with laughter, especially after Abby offered to kiss it better.

      “Taken down by a widdle, widdle girl,” Evan said, rubbing his eyes dramatically. “Poor baby.”

      “We beat him, Uncle Evan,” Thomas said.

      “With Ashleigh’s help.” Evan high-fived Ashleigh.

      “That’s the only way you can win,” Adam croaked. “With the help of toddlers.”

      “We aren’t toddlers,” Thomas said. “Hailey is a toddler.”

      “My apologies,” Adam said.

      “When can we play naked boy, naked girl?” Mac asked.

      His wife let out a scream. “Mac!”

      “We’re not allowed to play that anymore,” Thomas said solemnly. “But Mommy still gets to play it with Daddy cuz they’re married.”

      “My mommy plays naked boy, naked girl with Blaine all the time,” Ashleigh said.

      After a heartbeat of complete silence, Grace snorted with laughter that took down everyone in the room.

      

      As darkness fell over the salt pond, Ned wandered to the big windows to check the weather. The snow continued to fall unabated, with easily two feet accumulated on Big Mac’s deck.

      Linda joined him, curling her hands around his arm and resting her head on his shoulder. “I can’t thank you enough for organizing us today. You gave us all a priceless gift.”

      “Ahh, doll, think about all the years I had no one but you and yer family and how welcome ya made me here. Twas the least I could do fer ya.”

      “We love you.”

      “Love ya, too, gal, but I hope ya still love me when I tell ya yer gonna be puttin’ up twenty-five of us tonight.”

      “We’ve got plenty of room, and if it means having everyone home for Christmas, then so be it.” She turned to face the gathering. “Listen up, everyone! You’re all staying put tonight, so here’s what we’re going to do. Mac, Janey, Tiffany and Mallory—you get the four bedrooms upstairs.”

      “Why do they get bedrooms?” Evan asked, pouting.

      “Because three of them have babies and the other has a fiancé who is still new to this family. Since we’d like to keep him around until the wedding, they get a bedroom.” Linda ensured her tone left no room for negotiation.

      “Thank you, Jesus,” Quinn said, grinning.

      Mallory stuck her tongue out at Evan.

      Linda loved to see her fitting right in with the siblings she’d discovered later in life.

      “Thomas, Ashleigh and Hailey can have the kid’s room,” she said, referring to the bedroom she’d turned into a room for her grandchildren. “Ned and Francine, you get the pull-out sofa in the den. The rest of you get air mattresses and sleeping bags down here.”

      “We’re being discriminated against for not having kids,” Grant said.

      “Yeah,” Adam said. “No fair.”

      “That means no naked boy, naked girl for us,” Grant said.

      “Shut up, Grant,” Stephanie said, putting her hand over his mouth.

      “Honestly,” Linda said. “When are you all going to grow up?”

      “Not today,” Evan said, accepting a high five from Grant.

      They got busy settling little ones, blowing up air mattresses and making beds.

      “We can use dresser drawers for the babies,” Linda said.

      “That’s freaking brilliant,” Tiffany said.

      “No kidding,” Maddie said. “She must be an expert on babies or something.”

      “Believe it or not, this is not my first circus,” Linda said.

      “That’s a good word to describe this day,” Quinn said, making everyone laugh.

      It took an hour, but they got Thomas, Ashleigh, Hailey and P.J. bathed and into pajamas. They were tucked into Linda and Big Mac’s bed for a story read to them by Big Mac before their moms came to collect them and put the sleepy kids to bed.

      Babies were deposited into towel-lined dresser drawers in the rooms assigned to their parents who snuck downstairs for a nightcap before calling it a night.

      “Spiked eggnog for everyone,” Janey declared.

      “You’re breastfeeding,” Joe said.

      “Oh my God,” Evan said, making retching noises. “Do not talk about her breasts in front of us.”

      “Seriously,” Grant said. “So gross.”

      “Nothing gross about it, boys,” Joe said, grinning. “Your sister has one hell of a rack.”

      “Joseph!” Big Mac’s bellow rang across the living room from his perch in front of the fireplace where he added more wood.

      “Oh shit. Didn’t see you there. Sir.”

      Mac and his brothers lost it laughing.

      Smiling, Janey stood so Joe could sit and then climbed into his lap.

      He wrapped his arms around her.

      “Thank you for defending my ta-tas,” she said, laying a hot kiss on him while her brothers groaned and threw pillows at them.

      “Your ta-tas are well worth defending, babe.”

      “Mom!” Grant said on a long whine. “Make her stop.”

      “Jane Elizabeth, stop disgusting your brothers.”

      “Why would I stop now when I’m so good at it?”

      “Let’s go to bed,” Joe said, waggling his brows suggestively.

      “You’re at mom’s house,” Mac said disdainfully. “This is a no-sex zone tonight.”

      “Is it?” Maddie asked, raising a brow.

      “Oh, um, well…”

      That set off more laughter.

      “My sides hurt from laughing,” Mallory said, hands on her ribs.

      “Mine, too,” Stephanie said. “I had no idea holidays could be like this until I met this family. Thank you, guys.”

      “We couldn’t be happier to have you as one of us,” Big Mac said.

      “Totally agree with the old man,” Grant said, kissing his wife.

      “Who you calling old, boy?” his father asked.

      “Evan,” Linda said, “will you play for us?”

      “Sure.”

      “Quietly,” Maddie said.

      “You got it.” Evan tuned his guitar while the others snuggled up to their loved ones.

      Grant slung one arm around Stephanie and the other around Grace, so she wouldn’t feel left out.

      “Don’t get too comfortable with my brother, Mrs. McCarthy,” Evan said, glowering playfully at Grant.

      “Shut up and play,” Grace told her husband as she leaned her head on Grant’s shoulder.

      “No respect,” Evan said, strumming the guitar and listening intently until he was satisfied with the sound. He sang a lovely, moody take on “Joy to the World” that brought tears to his mother’s eyes.

      “I loved that,” she said. “You should record it.”

      “You think so?”

      “Oh yes,” she said. “It’ll be a huge hit.”

      “Mother knows best,” Big Mac said, “but I agree with her. That was fantastic, son. What else you got?”

      He played for an hour, running through the old familiar Christmas songs and putting his own spin on each of them.

      “Time to record a Christmas album, bro,” Grant said. “Amazing.”

      “I’ll give that some thought the next time I’m here long enough to record.”

      “When will that be?” Linda asked.

      “March. We’ll be home for a couple of months before the summer tour.”

      “I could never stand to miss summer on Gansett,” Big Mac said. “Glad I don’t have to go on tour.”

      “We’re all glad about that, Dad,” Evan said.

      Big Mac was known for many things. Singing wasn’t one of them. “On that note,” Big Mac said, after tossing a few more logs on the fire, “I’m taking my lovely wife up to bed and keeping her there until sometime tomorrow after the day she’s put in today.”

      “Thank you, Linda,” Stephanie said, starting a round of quiet applause.

      “You are most welcome,” Linda said, taking a bow. “My day was made by having you all here.” She blew air kisses to everyone as she left the room.

      “No sex in the living room, boys,” Big Mac said over his shoulder as he followed her.

      “Said the guy who has private accommodations,” Grant mumbled.

      “You’ll survive one night without,” Stephanie said, crawling in next to him on one of the narrow air mattresses.

      “One night without.” Evan snorted. “Whatever.”

      “What can I say?” Stephanie smirked. “My husband is a stud.”

      Evan and Adam made gagging noises.

      “That’s right, baby.” Grant pulled the sleeping bag over them and put his arm around her. “Turn over,” he whispered.

      

      Stephanie turned to face her husband. “What?” she whispered.

      “I wanted to see you.”

      “You saw me all day.”

      “Not enough.” He slid his hand down her back and tucked her in tighter against him, arranging them so her leg was between his. “That’s better. Now kiss me.”

      She gave him a chaste kiss.

      He squeezed her ass. “Not good enough.”

      “That’s all you’re getting tonight. Go to sleep.”

      “How am I supposed to sleep in this condition?” he asked, pushing his erection against her belly.

      “Tell him to stand down.”

      “He doesn’t listen to me.”

      Stephanie began to laugh and couldn’t stop.

      “Are you two having sex over there?” Evan asked.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” Grant said.

      “If he’s doing it, I want to do it, too,” Evan said.

      “Not happening,” Grace replied.

      “Everyone’s having sex but us,” Adam said. “It’s not fair.”

      “This is like the sleepover straight from hell,” Abby said, laughing.

      “You guys,” Stephanie said softly. “I just want you to know that being part of this family is… Well, it’s the best thing. The very best thing.”

      Grant hugged her tightly and kissed her softly. “You make us better.”

      “I don’t know about that…”

      “I do.”

      “I agree with him,” Evan said. “And you know how rare that is.”

      “Same,” Adam said. “You certainly make him better.”

      “Whatever,” Grant said. “I was pretty good to begin with.”

      “She definitely makes you better,” Abby said, sparking a wave of laughter. As his ex-girlfriend, she ought to know.

      “Well played, my love,” Adam said, laughing.

      “Gracie, you could make me better if you just—” Evan’s words were muffled by his wife kissing him. “Yes, just like that only more.”

      “Mom!” Grant said. “Evan’s having sex!”

      “Shut up,” Stephanie said. “No one is having sex.”

      “I am,” Adam said.

      “No, you’re not,” Abby replied.

      “I hate this sleepover,” Adam said. “It’s no fun. If we were home, we could have sex.”

      “No, we couldn’t because it’s freezing at home, and there’s no way I’m getting naked when it’s freezing.”

      “I could get you naked.”

      “No, you couldn’t.”

      “Could.”

      “Couldn’t.”

      “Oh my God,” Evan said. “Shut the fuck up, will you?”

      “Did someone say fuck?” Grant asked.

      Grace began to laugh. She laughed so hard she went silent.

      “Your laughter is highly inappropriate,” Evan said indignantly. “My boner doesn’t find any of this funny.”

      Grace snorted. “I can’t,” she said, gasping for air. “I can’t take any more. Just shut up. All of you.”

      

      Meanwhile upstairs…

      

      “Not in your father’s house,” Quinn said as Mallory kissed his chest, moving lower.

      “He won’t know.”

      “Yes, he will. He’s incredibly perceptive.”

      Mallory laughed softly. “He’s at the other end of the hall.”

      “He’s under the same roof, and he’s a big dude.”

      “You’re a big dude.” She wrapped her hand around his hard cock to make her point.

      Groaning, he said “Mallory…”

      “Yes, dear?”

      “Don’t.”

      She stared at him, hoping her shock registered. He never said no to her. Ever. “You’re serious. You really don’t want to?”

      “I believe you’re holding ample proof that I want to.”

      She giggled at his use of the word ample. “So what’s the problem?”

      “It’s disrespectful for me to fuck you in your father’s house.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “I’d like to ask him to be sure.”

      “Stop it. You’re not going to ask him. And P.S. I’m almost forty years old. I can fuck my fiancé, as you so elegantly put it, anytime I want to.”

      “Under normal circumstances, your fiancé would completely agree, but with your six-foot-something father down the hall and in possession of two working legs, I’m going to take a pass.”

      Mallory positioned herself—naked—on top of him, sliding back and forth over his cock until he whimpered. That’s when she knew she had him.

      “If he guts me with that big fishing knife of his, you’ll have only yourself to blame.”

      “I’ll take the risk.” She sunk down on him, and shivered from the impact the way she always did. “There we go.”

      Quinn put his hands behind his head and gazed up at her with amusement. “Go ahead and have your fun.”

      “Thank you, I will. I’m feeling rather fertile today. Must be all the little ones. Maybe this will be the night. Wouldn’t that be something?”

      “Yeah, babe. It would be. Hopefully, the father of this child you want will live to raise him or her with you.”

      “Stop it. My dad loves you as much as I do. He wants me to be happy.”

      “Are you? Happy that is?”

      Mallory stopped moving and stared down at him. “How can you ask me that? You know how happy I am with you.”

      “Just making sure.”

      Mallory leaned in to kiss him. “Living and working with you is the most fun I’ve ever had.”

      “Me, too. I love everything about it—and you.”

      “Good, then prove it.” She swiveled her hips, drawing a sharp gasp of pleasure from him.

      He moved so quickly, she never saw it coming. One minute she was on top of him and the next she was pinned to the bed with him on top and in charge.

      Gotcha, she thought, smiling as she wrapped her arms and legs around him, thrilled to let him take the lead.

      

      “Are you happy now that you got to have Christmas with your family?” Joe whispered to Janey. He had her spread out under him, her body soft and pliant as he throbbed inside her.

      “So happy. But this is the best part of the day—time alone with you at the end of it.”

      “Couldn’t agree more.”

      They were in the room that’d been hers growing up. “I’ve never had sex in this bed.”

      “Never?”

      “Nope.”

      “I can’t believe you and what’s his name never snuck up here, not that I want to think about you doing this with him.” Joe gave an extra push of his hips to make his point.

      “I had parents and four older brothers. There was no way we could pull that off.”

      “Well, I’m glad to be first for something.”

      “You may as well have been first for everything. I barely remember what it was like to be with him. You’re the only one who matters.”

      “Good answer, babe.”

      Vivienne let out a squeak from her makeshift crib next to them.

      Joe froze even as he throbbed with desire for his sexy wife. He dropped his head to Janey’s chest and took a deep breath, fighting for control.

      She ran her fingers through his hair.

      He thought she was soothing him until she clamped down on his cock, nearly making him come.

      “Stop,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Don’t wanna,” she whispered, her lips brushing against his ear giving him goose bumps.

      “You’re going to wake her up before we get to finish.” That had happened far too often lately.

      “Then you’d better get moving.” She pinched his butt to make her point.

      She made him crazy, especially when they had to be quiet. Well, she made him crazy much of the time, if he was being honest.

      He moved with her until they both gasped with satisfaction that ripped through him the way it always did when he made love to his wife. How was it possible that it just got better all the time? He’d waited so long for a chance to love her, and now every day with her made that long wait worth it.

      “Love you love you, Janey Cantrell,” he whispered, recalling when he’d told her he wanted her to love him love him—and not as an extra brother.

      “Love you love you, too, Joseph. Merry Christmas.”

      “And a very happy New Year.”

      

      Blaine had his hands full of Tiffany’s spectacular ass, but she’d forbidden him to collect on the spanking she owed him until they were in the privacy of their own home and couldn’t be overheard.

      “This ass is so mine when we get home tomorrow.”

      “Yes, dear,” she said, smiling up at him.

      “Do I need to be concerned about how much pleasure you take in disobeying me?”

      “You take just as much pleasure from setting me straight.”

      “Yes, I do,” he said, nuzzling her neck.

      “Did you stop by your mother’s earlier?”

      “Yep, everyone was there.”

      “We’ll see them tomorrow.”

      “Your ass might be too sore to go out.”

      “Haha, no way. I’m not afraid of you.”

      “Good,” he said kissing her. “Earlier, I was remembering that long awful winter I spent thinking about you and wishing I could be with you. I don’t care what we’re doing as long as we’re doing it together.”

      “Speaking of doing it…” She raised her hips suggestively. “You wanna?”

      “Um, yeah, I wanna, but we’re not gonna.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because, you were very, very naughty today, defying your police chief husband, and you need to be made to pay the price.”

      “I thought the price was the spanking.”

      “Hell no, that’s not the price. You enjoy that too much.”

      Tiffany laughed. “Yes, I do. But may I point out that you enjoy this,” she said, rubbing her belly against his hard cock, “so maybe you could make a little exception since it’s Christmas.”

      “I suppose I could allow it this one time.”

      “You are just too good to me.”

      

      After feeding baby Mac, Maddie conked out while the baby remained wide awake. Mac sat up in bed, holding the little guy who had brought them so much joy since his arrival.

      He grasped handfuls of Mac’s chest hair and pulled so hard his daddy winced.

      “Ouch, buddy.” Mac no sooner disentangled the little fists than they had grabbed another handful.

      Taking the baby with him, he got up to find the T-shirt he’d discarded earlier and put it on. “Much better.”

      Baby Mac reached for the hair on Mac’s head and pulled. “Yep, you’re a McCarthy boy. We start the hair pulling at a young age around here.” He could remember wild wrestling matches with his brothers that included hair pulling and various other dirty tricks.

      “Let me tell you a bedtime story about a guy who thought he had his life set up just the way he wanted it until he knocked a gorgeous woman off her bike—totally by accident, of course. And that accident turned out to be the best thing to ever happen to him. You know who was on that bike, buddy? That’s right. Your mommy. She had terrible boo-boos, and Daddy moved in to take care of her and your brother and he never left. Well, except for a short time after Daddy did something stupid and Mommy got mad at him. Luckily for him—and for you—she decided to forgive him for that and many other stupid things he’s done since then.”

      Mac stood the baby up on his chubby legs and let him bounce around, hoping to tire him out.

      “Your mommy is the best mommy ever. She loves you and me and Thomas and Hailey and she takes such good care of us. When you grow up, I hope you find someone just like your mommy. Watch for gorgeous girls on bikes. They’re the best.”

      “What’re you telling him?” Maddie mumbled.

      “The best bedtime story ever.”

      “Is it working?”

      “Um, nope. He’s wide awake.”

      “You want me to take a turn with him so you can sleep?”

      “Nah. We’re good. Right, buddy?”

      “Mmmmaaammmm.”

      “You hear that? He almost said mama! Remember how I taught Thomas? Time to start your training, buddy. You should always say mama first. Happy mom, happy life.”

      “It’s supposed to be happy wife, happy life,” Maddie said.

      “I’ll teach him that one later. I’ve got so much to teach you, pal.”

      “Oh dear God,” Maddie muttered.

      Mac laughed at her predictable comment. “Let me tell you the rest of the best bedtime story ever… So your mommy, she fell madly in love with me…”

      

      “Best Christmas yet,” Big Mac said to Linda, who was cuddled up to him in bed. He’d left the door open so he could hear the goings on downstairs, which had been highly entertaining.

      “By far. Having everyone sleeping under our roof again is like old times.”

      “There were a lot fewer of them back then.”

      “When we bought this hunk of junk house, you said you wanted to fill it with kids. I’d say you more than succeeded.”

      “We succeeded. What a family.”

      “And how about Ned? Has there ever been a better friend?”

      “Not that I’ve ever had.”

      “Me either. Maybe we should make the blizzard party an annual tradition.”

      “I like that idea.”

      “I wonder how many more people we’ll have next year.”

      “What do you know Voodoo Mama?”

      “I predict Grace, Stephanie and Mallory will have babies in the next year, and maybe Adam and Abby will get their miracle, too.”

      “God, I hope so. They’d be such great parents.”

      “They’ll get there. One way or another.”

      “So we may be looking at close to thirty for next year’s blizzard party?”

      “Could be. Who knows if Mac and Maddie are done.”

      “At least Janey and Joe are, thank goodness.” He couldn’t bear to think of Janey giving birth to Vivienne on the ferry. What a day that had been.

      “Yes, thank goodness indeed.”

      “Here’s to another year on Gansett Island,” he said, kissing her.

      “I can’t wait to see what happens.”
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      Thank you for reading A GANSETT ISLAND CHRISTMAS!

      Maddie Chester is a single mom with no patience for a playboy until he proves he’s playing for keeps in MAID FOR LOVE.

      Maddie Chester is determined to leave her hometown of Gansett Island, a place that has brought her only bad memories and ugly rumors. Then she’s knocked off her bike on the way to her housekeeping job at McCarthy’s Resort Hotel by Gansett’s “favorite son,” Mac McCarthy. He’s back in town to help his father with preparations to sell the family resort and has no intention of staying long. When Mac accidentally sends Maddie flying over the handlebars, badly injuring her, he moves in to nurse her back to health and help care for her young son. He soon realizes his plans for a hit-and-run visit to the island are in serious jeopardy, and he just may be “maid” for love.

      ONE CLICK MAID FOR LOVE >
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      I stand very still, holding a pen I shouldn’t be touching, in the office of a man I’ve never met. The man who’s standing behind me now. The man who has his hand on my hip.

      He’s my new boss.

      I could fight him, but then he might ask questions. He might find out about my criminal record, the one I didn’t mention on the job application. So I let him make me come, but he wants more. He needs more, and for some reason I want to give it.

      But if he finds out about my lie, I’ll be out on the streets—or back in jail.

    

  

  
    
      “Fall on your knees

      Oh hear the angel voices

      Oh night divine

      Oh night when Christ was born

      Oh night divine

      Oh night divine”

      

      – from “O Holy Night”
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      The guard behind the glass grunted as he pulled a manila folder from the stack. “Angel Cole,” he said, sounding bored as the contents of my life slid onto the counter.

      A half-empty stick of gum. A dull pencil only a few inches long.

      Twenty dollars and change.

      I was surprised the twenty bucks hadn’t been taken by a guard, honestly. The sad collection of items didn’t make me feel anything. I didn’t even remember using that pencil. I didn’t remember what the gum tasted like. A two year sentence had been lenient, according to the public defender, due to my age. Only two years, but it felt like my whole life—and whatever came before a distant dream.

      The guard slid a clipboard to me. “Check that everything’s there, and sign at the bottom.”

      I scanned the list and found something new had been added: a diploma. Two years had counted for something, after all. It was only an associate’s degree, but it was something. With any luck, I could make a new life for myself. One that didn’t involve drugs or scummy boyfriends or jail time.

      I signed.

      “You got a place to go?” he asked, though his gaze remained on the fuzzy TV in the waiting room behind me. The empty waiting room.

      No. “I’m not sure.”

      He dropped an orange sheet of paper onto the small pile. Resources for the Homeless Community.

      My chest felt tight.

      I shoved everything back into the envelope but left the flyer on the counter. That seemed to catch his attention. He looked me over. His gaze traveled down and up, crawling slow, leaving chills on my skin.

      “I may know someone with a place,” he said slowly. “They’re hiring.”

      My bullshit meter had been finely honed the past two years. “What kind of work?”

      A humorless smile, almost a smirk. “The kind that pays.”

      Shame ran through me, in that deep groove where it had been so many times before. I was too broke, too stupid, too desperate to get a real job. That had been true at sixteen, and my worst fear was that it wouldn’t be all that different. And now I was getting propositioned by the freaking guard. Whether he wanted me to sleep with guys or run drugs, it didn’t matter. I was going to get a regular job or die trying.

      Having lived on the streets before, I knew dying was a real possibility.

      “No thanks,” I said breezily like the dirty offer didn’t hurt. “I’m heading to New York City anyway.”

      He snorted. “In this weather? You’ll freeze.”

      “I have enough for a bus ticket.” Totally bluffing. I had no idea how much a bus ticket cost, and I had no money for food or housing once I got there. But the odds had to be in my favor sometime, didn’t it? I figured I was overdue.

      “Good luck,” he said, in a voice that meant the exact opposite His attention returned to the football game on TV.

      Clutching the envelope in my gloveless hands, I pushed the door open. Cold blasted my face—and my body, through the thin fabric of my T-shirt. Just my luck, getting arrested in July. My clothes were no match for the December weather.

      The parking lot was mostly empty, the cars parked and covered with a thin layer of snow. No one idled at the street. My daddy hadn’t come. It had been a long shot, but I’d been desperate enough to write him. He hadn’t answered.

      Probably for the best anyway.

      I really was due for that good luck, even if the guard hadn’t meant it. The winter-bright sky made me squint. Chilly air skated over my skin like the guard’s cold assessment of me, raising goose bumps. I shoved my hands under my armpits and started walking toward a bus stop.
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      Maybe my luck had turned after all, because I found a house with a room to let in New York City. The owner of the house was an older woman with knowledge in her eyes, like she knew where I’d been and what I’d done—and didn’t judge me for it. And she agreed to let me pay rent only after Christmas.

      As if that weren’t enough, I landed a job.

      It was only a temp position, but to a girl like me it felt like a freaking miracle. We don’t usually hire people without experience, the HR woman had said over the phone. But one of our assistants had a family emergency and with the holidays…your application showed up at the right time.

      I smoothed my beige skirt and turned my face up to the white, wintry sky. The pale sun wrapped around the spire at the top of the building, blinding me, and I wobbled on my high heels. A cab honked at me from behind, and I jerked forward, realizing almost too late that I was standing too close to the edge.

      I shivered.

      “You lost?” said a thready voice.

      An older man was watching me with a concerned expression on his lined face, his dark skin a contrast to the white fluff that lined his red suit. This particular Santa manned the donation bucket right in front of the door I needed.

      “Not lost,” I admitted. “A little nervous.”

      “Ahh.” He turned back to look up at the building. “You going to work for the Big Bad?”

      I wasn’t exactly current with the rich and famous. There were TVs in prison and the occasional magazine, but I preferred to keep my head down. But even I knew what the Big Bad meant. Gage Thompson was the owner of Thompson Industries. The press had dubbed him the Big Bad Billionaire after a particularly dirty takeover of a competitor.

      Then there had been that unfortunate quote that had aired again and again. He’d been on an interview with some finance show as part of a “Billionaires Under Forty” feature, looking cool and crisp in a custom-tailored suit.

      I don’t make the rules, he’d said. I just win the game.

      Apprehension twisted my stomach. But it was just a silly nickname, right? The newscasters said it with an ironic twist of their lips—and a wary light in their eyes.

      I tried to laugh. “He’s not really that bad, is he? I figured that was just, you know, for show.”

      The man lifted one shoulder clad in red felt. “I hear a lot of conversations coming in and out of the building. Sounds like the man lives up to his reputation.”

      A knot formed in my throat. “Oh.”

      I shouldn’t be afraid of anyone after where I’d been. No matter how big or bad he was, he was unlikely to shank me while I took a shower. The worst he could do was fire me. Although if he found out I’d lied on my application, he might report me to my parole officer. The slightest offense could get me thrown back inside. I’d heard enough stories from people who’d made it out for a few months only to get arrested for some small offense. The courts weren’t kind to repeat offenders.

      Lying had been stupid and desperate—and necessary.

      The man smiled. “Well, you won’t have to see him up close, right? Young thing like you probably start at some desk far away from him.”

      Or not that far. From what the lady on the phone had said, I would be temping for Mr. Thompson’s personal secretary. The pay would cover all the money I owed for rent, plus extra for food.

      So much freaking luck I felt sick with it.

      I forced a smile. “I’m sure it will be fine.”

      The man smiled. “That’s the spirit.”

      I dug a dollar out of my pocket. There weren’t many more where that came from, but if there was one thing I’d learned on the inside, it was that someone always had it worse than I did. Maybe by acknowledging that person and helping them, however little, I’d feel less alone.

      Less lonely.

      “Merry Christmas,” I told the man, dropping my dollar into the slot.

      “Merry Christmas to you. By the way—” he called to me, and I turned to face him. His eyes crinkled. “Mr. Thompson puts money in the bucket every day. Always nods hello to me too. You can tell a lot about a person by how they treat people in passing.”

      Some of my worry cleared. Mr. Thompson couldn’t be all bad. I smiled a little. “Thanks, mister.”

      He tipped his Santa hat. “Take care now.”
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      Have you ever been convicted of an offense or violation of the law anywhere?

      I stared at the black letters on white paper as my heart beat a million times a minute. I’d known there’d be paperwork to fill out my first day, and with my luck, I’d known they would ask about a criminal record. Just my mumbled answer on the phone with the HR person wouldn’t be enough. I’d have to put my lie down on paper, for the record.

      I’d just hoped the question would be vague, maybe only asking about felony acts committed in the New York state limits while over the age of eighteen. Because then I could have truthfully answered no. My crimes had been misdemeanors in the backwoods of upstate New York, where paperwork seemed optional and rule-following even more so. And I had been a minor. Which maybe explained how they’d found no record of it when they’d run the preliminary background check the HR person had mentioned.

      My hand trembled as I checked the box that said No.

      The security guy had a sour look on his face. He spent a long time looking over my form. He even left me in the front office while he made some calls, and I squirmed in the plastic bucket seat. God, what if they found out? I’d only been released four weeks ago. Not even long enough to get used to regular food and regular clothes and regular outside. It seemed like he wanted to refuse me, but in the end, he handed me a freshly printed name badge and sent me to an elevator around the corner.

      “Oh, thank God,” a dark-haired woman said when she saw me. “I thought you weren’t going to show up.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, too quickly. At least that much I was used to, being slow and late and wrong.

      You’ve always been a few cards short of a deck, my daddy had said, shaking his head. But at least you’re pretty.

      The woman blew out a breath. “It’s okay. Security can be a little overzealous, but that’s what they’re there for, right?”

      “Um. Right.”

      Not overzealous enough, though. Because I’d passed their checks. But I wasn’t going to do anything bad here. Wasn’t going to steal or whatever they thought ex-convicts would do. And I definitely wasn’t going to store a few boxes for my boyfriend without knowing there were drugs inside. Even if I had a boyfriend, which I didn’t. Billy and I had officially broken up when his lawyer tried to argue I’d been the dealer. The judge hadn’t believed that, thank God, but he’d still given me eighteen months.

      The woman smiled, looking frazzled. “I’m all over the place today. I was just so worried, because today’s my last day before I leave. We’ve only got a couple hours to get you up to speed. I’m not sure when you’ll have time unless… Can you stay late?”

      “Oh.” I looked around, feeling a little disoriented. Everything was so shiny and reflective. It felt more like a swanky fun-house mirror ride than a place of business. I’d been so worried about getting found out that I hadn’t thought much about actually working here.

      “Maybe you won’t have to. If you just explain to Mr. Thompson what happened, with security taking up all that time and—”

      “I can stay late,” I assured her. I didn’t want to bother Mr. Thompson. And I definitely didn’t want him asking security about me. Besides, the temp job was hourly. Staying late meant more money, and I was grateful for the chance.

      “You’re a doll,” the secretary said, clearly relieved. “What’s your name again?”

      “Angel. Angel Cole.”

      “Angel, the thing you have to know about working here is that Mr. Thompson is harsh but fair. Some people say he’s cold but…he’s also generous. You know what I’m saying?”

      Not really. “Sure.” I tried for a smile. “Fair is good.”

      Especially when people had done the right thing. But if they’d lied…then the fair thing to do was to turn me in to the authorities.

      My stomach turned over.

      Christy gave me an apologetic look. “Just do what he says and you’ll be fine. Now let me show you how the phones work.”
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      After hours at the desk, my neck ached and my shoulders were tense. I stretched, the cracking sound of my joints loud in the wide-open space.

      Mr. Thompson had the only office on the floor, which had startled me when I first realized that. His office was spacious, as was the waiting area where I worked, and the hallway from the elevator. But still not as large as the entire building. Apparently the rest of the floor was blocked off for some other department, but you had to take the regular elevators to get there.

      This elevator was reserved for the CEO. And for the two weeks that I worked here, for me too.

      The Big Bad Billionaire. I hadn’t met him yet, and I wasn’t really looking forward to it. What if he could see right through me? With his reputation for razor-sharp intuition, he could take one look at me and know what I was hiding.

      Maybe he was traveling so much he wouldn’t be in the office—for two entire weeks.

      Yeah, not likely. And it was also unlikely he’d be able to tell I’d been in prison just by looking at me. But sometimes I felt like my time behind bars was written on my skin, grit and grime and shame embedded into me like glass. It was always a surprise when people treated me normal, even pleasant, like the Santa outside. I stood to leave, wincing at the soreness in my legs. It hadn’t even been that long, only… I glanced at the clock and frowned. Wow, it had gotten late.

      And it was pitch-black through the tall windows.

      I still wasn’t used to keeping my own schedule. A loud bell would tell me it was time for lunch, or a guard would come round us up for shower time. But here on this floor I was alone, and so I’d kept working. As if I were some kind of windup doll that ran into a wall, unable to think for herself. A few eggs short of a dozen, my daddy said.

      I gathered the stack of files I’d completed and carried them into Mr. Thompson’s office like the secretary had told me to. But I didn’t leave right away after setting them down.

      Curiosity held me at the edge of his desk, let me take in every detail, every clue to the man who normally sat in that empty wide-backed chair. A plump glass paperweight shaped like a teardrop, with bubbles inside like snowflakes. A legal pad was half torn out with scribbled writing—unreadable. And a sleek black pen, its thick cylinder shell shining as if it wasn’t used much, even though I was sure it had been.

      Without realizing it, I leaned across the desk and picked up the pen. It was cool to the touch, but I imagined it warm—warm from the hand that held it, stroked it. I ran my finger pad over the smooth casing. What was this made of anyway? Not plastic. Not wood. Some kind of metal?

      Rich people even had different pens, and this struck me as wildly important, a sign of just how little I belonged with them, in a building like this.

      My stomach clenched, and I tense, pen in hand, when I felt something brush across the back of my legs. Air. Then came the subtle scent of cologne.

      I wasn’t alone.

      A chill raced over my skin. I would have turned, but a hand on my hip stopped me. A hand. On my hip. The shock of it was enough to render me frozen, and I stared down at the pen in my hand, almost accusatory, as if the beauty of it had led to this. As if this was my punishment for being where I didn’t belong, for touching what wasn’t mine. For lying so I could get this job.

      “Thank fuck,” a low male voice murmured behind me.

      My mouth opened, but only a faint squeak came out. I tried again. “Excuse me?”

      “They told me they weren’t sending anyone.” He began to stroke me, from the dip of my waist, over my hip, and trailing down my thigh. “I’m glad they lied.”

      The HR department? My cheeks were flaming hot…because his hand was still on my hip. His hand. My hip. My mind couldn’t quite wrap itself around that. He was touching me, caressing me, and I hadn’t even seen his face.

      “I was getting desperate,” he said, “with the holidays coming up.”

      I tried to imagine what desperate looked like, tried to fill in the space of his body, his face, using only his dark-whiskey voice as a guide. The picture in my mind looked nothing like the cold face that graced business magazines. That glossy image was calculated and posed. This was a warm hand on my body and breath against my hair. This was goose bumps all over my skin.

      I cleared my throat. “Mr. Thompson, I—”

      “No, there’s no time for that. It’s been too long, and Jesus, look at you. Where did they find you?”

      I definitely didn’t want to talk about that, about the ad I’d answered or the lies I’d told. “I needed the work,” I whispered.

      There was a pause where his hand froze midstroke. I held my breath, unsure whether I wanted him to stop or continue. If he stopped, he might make me leave. And the hot touch of this stranger had to be better than working the icy streets.

      “I’m sure they told you about me,” he said conversationally. “They were supposed to.”

      Who was supposed to tell me about him—his secretary? The security guard? The man outside dressed like Santa? And what were they supposed to tell me? That he liked to touch his secretary? Had he touched the other woman too? Or was he only touching me because I was a temp? Or maybe he’d found out about my past, found out that I’d lied, and he knew I’d have to do anything he wanted just to stay out of jail. Oh Jesus, this was too crazy. I felt crazy. With a little shimmy, I managed to step aside. I turned halfway, only to be arrested by the sight of him.

      I’d have wanted him to be handsome. No, he was handsome, when he showed up on glossy magazines and TV news reports. He was facing the camera with a fierce expression or carefully turned away, thoughtful. Proud. Strong. Composed.

      He was none of those things now.

      Now he looked…hungry. Like a wolf who’d been denied too long. A wild beast staring at a doe. I shivered. “I’m sorry that I…” I glanced down at my hand, still holding his pen. I’d encroached on his territory, and now I was paying the price. “I’m sorry I touched your pen.”

      “Keep it,” he murmured.

      “Oh, I—” My gaze flickered from the pen to him and back again, and they were almost the same—both cool and dark and belonging here. “I couldn’t.”

      But I couldn’t let go of it either. I couldn’t even move. I just stood there, holding the smooth-metal pen, feeling guilt and shame and fear. Had he thought I was going to steal it? He could report me for that, even if he didn’t know about my record. But he didn’t look angry, exactly. He looked menacing, and sure, as if he would have put his hand on my hip whether I took his pen or not. As if he knew my hip belonged to him as much as the pen did.

      His eyes darkened as I met his gaze. “What’s your name?”

      “Angel,” I said quickly.

      His forehead creased for a moment, but just as quickly, whatever question he’d had faded from his eyes, replaced by something I knew well. Lust. Desire. Possession. Men had looked at me enough times that I could recognize it.

      At least you’re pretty. The night I’d seen that look in my daddy’s eyes was the night I’d left home, too young and too stupid to make anything of myself. At sixteen I could do little more than shack up with a guy. He’d promised me the world, but in the end all I’d gotten were two silver bracelets and a one-way ticket to jail.

      Mr. Thompson was older, smarter, and a heck of a lot richer. But he might give me the same things if I wasn’t careful.

      “Turn around,” he said, his voice gruff.

      And so I obeyed him. Because I understood what he wanted from me. Because the consequences of refusing him were so much worse. And because I’d been trained to follow orders for eighteen months at the state correctional facility.

      Just do what he says and you’ll be fine. That was what the secretary told me. Had she meant this? Had she meant turning away and feeling him step close, shivering at the firm grasp of his hands on my hips, my back flush against his front. My eyes fell closed. Did he do this to her? Did he think I was her? But I had dirty-blonde hair and the secretary’s was a dark brown. My breath whooshed out.

      He groaned. “You’re too fucking pretty, and it’s been too long. I need you. Now. Do you mind?”

      Did I…mind? Oh God. Was this how billionaires propositioned women for sex? By touching them, by making them burn, and then asking, almost politely, if they minded getting used? And the worst part was, I didn’t know if I minded. But I knew I couldn’t tell him to stop, couldn’t risk him asking questions. “I’ll do what you say.”

      He grunted in something like approval.

      And I knew I should mind. Regular women didn’t like this. A normal woman would get offended and maybe even slap him, but I’d been too well conditioned to do what I was told. Too desperate to keep this job. Both of those were reasons I let him touch me, but not the only ones.

      But I didn’t mind his warm hands on me or his hard body behind me, holding me up when my legs began to shake. I didn’t mind seeing what else he could make me feel. The truth was, I was starving for human touch. After two years behind bars, I hungered for it. Feared it. Needed it. But when his hands slipped back to cup my ass, I tensed.

      The pen fell, almost silent, on the plush carpet.

      “Am I going too fast?” he murmured. “Christ, of course I am. I’ll make sure you’re ready for me. It won’t hurt.”

      It seemed like such a small thing to offer me. It won’t hurt. And such a huge gift. I felt offended and grateful at the same time, shamed and eager, and my body reacted by pushing my ass into his touch. He squeezed, and a moan escaped me, low and needy, as he pulled me against his body, showing me his arousal in the hard brand of his erection.

      He hissed at the contact. “Jesus.” His hands moved from my waist, skimming over my shirt. “I want to make you feel good. Can I do that? Can I make you come?”

      He was asking…permission?

      Something about this seemed off—that he’d touch me like he had every right to but ask almost meekly if he was allowed to make me come. The world felt off balance, but I didn’t question it. I couldn’t question it, not with my employment and my housing and my freedom at stake. Couldn’t question the sudden relief that ran through me. The thin cots and cool metal chairs in prison hadn’t felt good. The bare walls and coarse sheets on my bed didn’t feel good either. But he could make that pain go away. He would make me feel good, I knew he could.

      Two minutes in his arms and I already knew so much about his skills in this department. This was a form of interview, his hands cupping my breasts, broad fingers finding my nipples through the fabric.

      “Please,” I whimpered.

      He stroked my breasts with agonizing gentleness, weighing them in his hands, lifting them, and squeezing softly. Warmth coursed through me, heating me inside the confines of my clothes. My arms were trapped beneath his, and it was a relief. A relief to know I didn’t have to move—that I couldn’t move. He was directing me, commanding me. This was a man used to being obeyed, and power coursed through every caress of my breasts.

      His breath whispered across my temple. “More?”

      It wasn’t enough. Not after two years of impersonal touches from the guards or dirty looks from the other inmates. Not after coarse uniforms and cool concrete and smooth metal bars. “Mr. Thompson, please.”

      His cock seemed to surge at my words, flexing against my ass, as if it were punching through so many layers of fabric, as if it could push inside me. My inner muscles answered by squeezing around nothing, and I knew my panties would be damp. And still he only touched me, caressed me, stroked me outside my clothes. It felt too dirty and not dirty enough. I was breathing hard, each intake of air pushing my breasts into his hands. The friction made my nipples peak, ready for him to grab.

      And he did grab them, so carefully, between his forefingers and thumbs. The thin fabric of my bra and my shirt barely hindered him at all when he pinched me, and I cried out, pressing my legs together.

      “Pretty,” he murmured, and the word made me shudder, close enough to what my daddy had told me. “These are so pretty. What color are your nipples, sweetheart? They’re going to be wet from my mouth before this night is over. You know that, don’t you?”

      “No,” I said, almost a moan. I had no idea what he would do to me or how far he would go.

      His hands paused. “Can I see you, Angel?” he asked, his voice raw. Almost pleading. “Let me see you.”

      In answer, I let my head fall back on his chest and closed my eyes. Let him. I could let him do anything. I wasn’t sure I could do much more than that, but I could lean against him, using his strength, while his hands undid the buttons of my shirt. He pulled the sides apart, and cool office air rushed over my skin, raising goose bumps.

      He sucked in a breath. “Fucking pretty.”

      He must have been telling the truth when he said it had been a long time. A man like him would be used to gorgeous women who had the best diets and makeup and clothes. My bra was from the dollar bin, made of cheap beige satin stretched in the wrong places. I shouldn’t have been anything special to a man like him, but he sucked in a breath and stood unmoving. He must have been staring at me. Must have been…awestruck.

      Or at least luck-struck, and for me, that was close enough.

      When he reached one hand into my bra cup, my body slid closer to him, his hold on me almost too tight—and perfect, like that. I reveled in the feeling of being pressed against him, within the embrace of his body, the unbreakable hold of it. He was all hardness and strength, all confidence and a deep, endless well that only my body could fill.

      Without my consent, my hips rocked against his, and he responded almost violently, pushing me forward, his cock an almost painful rod against my hip, his fingers tightening around my breast.

      He made a rough sound as he exposed me fully, tugging down the cups until my small breasts plumped. I looked indecent like that, breasts thrust forward, begging for his touch—but then I was indecent. I was filthy and shameful and somehow aroused. My blood rushed so fast all I could hear was the beat of my heart, and his.

      Instead of cupping my breasts again, he tugged my skirt up.

      “Just a little more,” he muttered, and I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or himself.

      Then it didn’t matter, because his fingers slipped inside my panties. The shock of his rough skin in my private place made me gasp. I pushed up on my toes, but the high heels didn’t leave me anywhere to go. I was caught by his arms and my shoes, pinned in place as his fingers stroked through my folds, finding dampness, finding need.

      “It’s been…a long time,” I gasped, because I needed him to know that. Needed him to go slow. Needed him to go fast, because oh God, I was dangling over the cliff, already there.

      He groaned. “Then how…?” He pressed his mouth down my neck. “Never mind. Don’t answer that. You don’t have to say that stuff. You don’t have to lie.”

      “What?” But then his fingers found my clit, and I shuddered, helpless, unable to demand answers, unable to do anything but rock against his hand in an age-old rhythm. I was like the ocean, pressing against the beach with every wave, feeling rough sand sift through my slickness.

      And I couldn’t have stopped him for anything. Not the sun, not the moon. Not even for the temp job I needed so badly.

      “I want to make you feel good, that’s all,” he murmured against my neck. He nipped at my earlobe, and I jolted in his arms. Then he reached lower, dipping his fingers inside, this thumb stroking my clit. “Want to make you feel good,” he repeated, again and again, while the waves crashed and I finally broke, coming apart around his callused fingers, crying out his name. Mr. Thompson.

      Then there was only the ragged sound of my breathing. Soft caresses brought me down slowly, like he knew how tender I felt, how vulnerable.

      How afraid.

      He pulled his hand from my panties, and before I could register what he was doing, he pressed his fingers against my lips. “Taste yourself,” he ordered gruffly.

      I opened my mouth—to protest?—but he pushed inside, swiping the musky flavor on my tongue. I closed my lips around him and sucked his fingers clean. I’d never done that before, but it felt right. It felt especially right when he made a choked sound that I knew was arousal. I slicked my tongue against the seam of his fingers and closer to the tips, pretending they were his cock, miming the actions I’d use to pleasure him and lap the precum from the head.

      But he didn’t spin me around then. Didn’t push me to my knees like I thought he would. Wasn’t that what rich men in suits wanted from the women around them?

      Instead he gently straightened my bra so it covered my breasts and began buttoning my shirt. I was still half-delirious from the orgasm. I was completely dressed by the time I could speak.

      “What about you?” I whispered.

      He stepped back. I couldn’t see him move, but I could hear him, feel him, as he removed his strength and warmth. And then I was standing alone. Again. Reeling from an orgasm I should never have had.

      “I’m fine,” he said in a clipped voice that proved his words a lie. He was not okay, and it was my fault. All of this was my fault, because I’d sneaked into this situation, clearly unprepared.

      I whirled to face him. “What was that?”

      It shouldn’t have been that hard to figure out. The big bad billionaire had taken what he wanted from the secretary. If I kept working here, he’d probably keep taking it from me, again and again. Why did the thought of that make me clench? I should be horrified, disgusted. I should be angry, but when I looked into the dark, troubled eyes of the man in front of me, all I felt was anticipation.

      “I mean we’re finished,” he said gruffly. “You’ve done your job. Now get out.”

      My eyes widened as hurt lanced through me. I should be running out the door. Heading straight to the HR department to tell them I quit. But all I could think was, You promised my nipples would be wet from your mouth. He hadn’t tasted them yet. I hadn’t tasted him yet either. How could we be done?

      He didn’t want to be done.

      I could see that in the stress around his mouth. Tense, because he hadn’t gotten any relief tonight. Not yet.

      I stepped closer, and I could almost feel his wariness. “What are you doing?” he asked, his voice clipped.

      “I’m returning the favor.”

      “That’s not how this works.” He swore softly. “They’re supposed to give you instructions.”

      Well, they hadn’t. Did that mean he touched all his secretaries? The thought made me tense, even though it shouldn’t have been a surprise. “What instructions?”

      His eyes hardened. “That you do what I want. And don’t ask questions.”

      My hands clenched into fists at my side. I hated being helpless… although I felt most comfortable that way, with a guard telling me where to sleep and what to eat and when to bend over. And I liked it too with a stranger telling me when to come. He’d proven that much, and I hated that my own body seemed to have turned against me. Tears pricked behind my eyes.

      He leaned forward, placing two fingers under my chin—the two fingers that had just touched me intimately—and looked me in the eye. “It’s not personal, Angel. I request a girl when I need one. I use her until I’m done. Understand?”

      I swallowed hard, not breaking eye contact. It was just business, the way he’d cupped my breasts and slid his fingers deep inside me. Just business the way he’d groaned into my hair. But no one could be that cold, even him. Especially him. I stared into those murky depths, wondering what pain he was hiding. “Yes, sir.”

      His eyes flashed white-hot, and I knew he liked me calling him sir. But when he spoke, his words lacked any of the warmth he’d imbued into every touch. His hand dropped away, and I lost even that bit of connection.

      “Now tell me, Angel. What happens next?”

      Leave. He wanted me to leave. He also needed me to stay. I felt that in every cell of my body. But it wasn’t my job to fix a lonely billionaire. I didn’t even have that power if I wanted to.

      “And tomorrow?” Because I really did need this job, and I hated the idea that I should have to suffer—and possibly get evicted—just because he had intimacy issues.

      “What about tomorrow?”

      “Do I show up to work?” Anger rose up in me, even if I didn’t have the right to feel it. “And you could maybe tell your HR department not to bother with the background checks and all that if you only want people working here for one day.”

      His eyes flashed, and I remembered exactly why I’d thought he looked mean. He looked more than mean; he looked terrifying. My heart pounded in my chest, so heavy it felt like it must be visible through my clothes—but he wasn’t looking at my chest anymore. He looked directly into my eyes.

      “What did you say?” His voice was deceptively soft.

      “I said…” My accusations faltered. He may have done something callous, but I had no right to call him on it. I should walk away with my head held high and count this as a lesson learned. And I would do those things, but I felt myself breaking down under the stress of the past few months. And years. Living on the streets, getting caught, prison. And then after, wondering if I’d made it this far for nothing, if I’d starve before the New Year even came. That orgasm had unwound something in me, something vital, something that made me lash out. “The HR person said this was a two-week job. I don’t have anything else lined up.”

      “The HR person,” he said, his voice sounding strangled.

      “This was the only job I’ve found in weeks. I know it’s not your problem, but rent is due. And my fridge is empty. I need this job.” Bitterness shadowed my voice. “And it turns out you only wanted me for one night. For this.”

      He walked stiffly to the window and looked out. His silhouette was tall and imposing, even against the impressive backdrop of the city.

      “I worked hard today.” I didn’t know why I was explaining myself to him. It seemed important that he understand. I was willing to work hard. “I can do this job while your secretary is out. I won’t screw it up if you let me stay.”

      “Christ,” he said.

      My chest tightened with humiliation. And fear for what I’d do next. Was this what I’d been reduced to? Someone to get called in, to fuck and then discard? Was this my life now? My throat felt thick, and I had to force the words out. “I’ll just go now.”

      Leave, like he’d told me to.

      “Wait, Angel. Is that your real name?”

      I turned back, my hand on the door. “Yes, Angel Cole.”

      He looked pained. “Ms. Cole. I’ve made a mistake. A big mistake.” The words sounded so rusty I knew he hadn’t used them often. He probably hadn’t made a mistake in years.

      And I still didn’t know what he was talking about. “Sir?”

      He turned and gave me a half smile. Or a snarl. “You weren’t supposed to go through HR. You were supposed to be sent by the discreet agency. A very expensive, very exclusive agency with a stable of girls who are trained to do what I tell them to. But you weren’t, were you?”

      I shook my head silently.

      A rough exhalation of air. “You weren’t sent for me to use. Not like that.”

      From the guilt on his face, I knew he meant what he’d said. He had thought I was some kind of escort sent for him. And he really didn’t know about my criminal record. My secret was still safe. “It’s…it’s okay.”

      He grimaced. “It’s not okay. I forgot my secretary was going on vacation. It wasn’t planned, so I didn’t… I just saw you standing in my office and assumed…”

      Because I looked like an escort, apparently. Heat flooded my cheeks. “So can I keep working here?”

      He faced the dark windows, and all I could see was his reflection, almost haunted. “It’s late,” he said finally. “Go home.”

      “And tomorrow?”

      He glanced back. His gaze met mine, eyes as flat and cool as the glass behind him. “Tomorrow I’ll figure this out.”
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      I barely slept that night, very aware that he could figure me out come tomorrow. Figure out who I was, figure out that I’d lied. And then the fact that there’d been a misunderstanding in his office would only be foreplay for my return journey to prison. Wham, bam, and thank you, ma’am. Lying on an application may not be a crime… but lying about my criminal record was a crime.

      There was something else that kept me tossing and turning: complete and utter humiliation at my reactions to him—all while he’d thought I was a prostitute. The temp job was only for two weeks, but I’d managed to make a mess of it in a single day.

      Or maybe he was as embarrassed as me. Maybe he’d pretend the entire thing never happened.

      By four a.m. I gave up on sleeping and got dressed. At least I could actually finish that stack of files Christy had left for me before Mr. Thompson figured me out and fired me. At least my security badge still worked. The floor was still dark when the elevator opened at five a.m. Floor-to-ceiling windows revealed the city skyline still dark with night. The walls were smooth—no light switches—but the glow from my computer monitor gave me enough light to work.

      I worked through a few of the files before a sound distracted me. Had that come from Mr. Thompson’s office? I went back to work, trying to focus, hoping it would be enough to keep this job…

      That noise again.

      I walked closer. The door was open, and the overhead lights were off just like the rest of the floor. It looked empty. So what had made that sound? Or who?

      It didn’t escape my notice that this was exactly how I’d gotten in trouble last time—going into the boss’s office while he wasn’t here. But I had to see for myself, make sure everything was okay, now that I’d heard a sound.

      It was a little spooky on the floor all alone.

      But it turned out the boss was here. He was sitting in his chair, wearing what appeared to be the same suit as last night, or maybe he had an entire closetful of custom-tailored suits. This one looked a little more rumpled than last night, tie loose, the top button undone.

      His head rested on the leather back of his chair, and his eyes were closed. Was he sleeping?

      I started to back away without making a sound.

      “Come in, Ms. Cole.”

      Okay, not sleeping. I took a deep breath. “Good morning.”

      “Sit down.”

      I sat. Oh God. He was going to fire me. That was the only explanation for him wanting to talk to me about it. So much for pretending it never happened.

      He opened his eyes—and even in the shadows I could see he looked furious. And terrifying, all over again. Whatever softness I’d imagined while he’d touched me was gone now. In its place was only Gage Thompson. I’d faced down people who wanted to hurt me with my chin held high. I had to, because weakness only made them hurt you longer. But they were junkyard dogs to his big bad wolf. Deep inside I began to shake.

      “Mr. Thompson, about last night—”

      He stood and circled the desk, and I couldn’t help it—I cringed back. His expression was too angry. He looked exactly like the Big Bad Billionaire. I didn’t think he’d hurt me, but I hated the thought of him being angry at me. I had always been a people pleaser. It was just how I was built. I would have done anything he said.

      He set something down in front of me on his desk. His phone, black and sleek and forbidding.

      “You can call from here.”

      My voice trembled. “Call who? The temp agency?”

      “I suppose you should call them too, after. But no. I meant the police.”

      Fear spiked inside me. No no no. He must have realized who I was. Had he already reported me? Or was he waiting for me to call, to turn myself in? I couldn’t do it. “Please no,” I breathed.

      “The police,” he said, his voice clipped. “I’ll leave the room if it makes you more comfortable. I’ll remain on this floor, so they know where to find me.”

      “To find… you?”

      “You can wait here, of course. You’ll be comfortable. I won’t bother you.”

      Uncertainty wove its way around my limbs and chest, a tight sort of comfort. He was telling me to call the police and assuming they’d come here. But why was he being so solicitous while he did it? Why would it matter that the criminal who’d lied to him was comfortable?

      “Mr. Thompson,” I said slowly, “I know I’m not the brightest bulb. But it almost sounds like… like you want me to call the cops on you.”

      “That’s exactly right, Ms. Cole.”

      “Angel,” I corrected absently. “But why would I call the cops on you?”

      “Because I raped you.”

      He did what to me? Shock held me breathless for a moment. I couldn’t even feel relieved that I was off the hook, because this was too crazy. I blew out a breath. “No, you didn’t.”

      “I did.”

      “I was there. I would have noticed.”

      He cleared his throat. “I penetrated you with my fingers. Without your consent. You need to report me. I won’t contest it.”

      Penetrated with his fingers. God, it sounded so cold. And somehow hot. But regardless of how he said it, he hadn’t hurt me. “It wasn’t against my consent.”

      He made a scoffing sound. “Of course it was. You wouldn’t have let me touch you. A stranger. A stranger like me.” Before I could even ask what he meant by like me, he continued, “But you knew I was the boss. You felt coerced. Of course you did. Anyone would.”

      “Well, I’m glad you have me all figured out, but it’s not true.” Not to mention that even if it had been against my consent, I would hardly be calling the cops on him. That would only expose the fact that I’d lied to get this job.

      “You didn’t feel coerced?” An eyebrow rose. “You didn’t know I was the boss?”

      Heat rushed to my face. Of course I’d known he was the boss. He only had to speak, only had to stand behind me, only had to put his hand on my hip, and I’d known who was in charge. “I let you touch me because… because I was surprised, at first. And then I was confused. And then I didn’t want you to stop.”

      His brow furrowed. “Why not?”

      Because I didn’t have a choice. But that would only prove his point. And besides, it wasn’t strictly true. “It felt good,” I whispered.

      For a second his eyes darkened, and I knew he was remembering the feel of my body climaxing against his fingers, the sounds I made as I came. He shook his head as if to clear it. “Whether you enjoyed it or not isn’t the question. What I did was immoral. If you won’t call the police, at least call the workforce commission. Or human resources.”

      He wanted me to report him to his own employees? I blinked. “I’m not going to tell anyone what happened.”

      He ran a hand through his dark hair, clearly frustrated. “Jesus. I never wanted this to happen.”

      Never wanted to accidentally finger his secretary? It seemed like a very specific worry. “I don’t understand.”

      A humorless half smile twisted his lips. “It’s irony, that’s all. The thing I was doing to prevent the problem led to the problem.”

      “You’re not making sense. And I’m not very sharp to begin with, so could you please just… explain it to me?”

      He frowned. “You keep saying that—that you aren’t smart. Why?”

      My stomach tightened. “Don’t change the subject. Why would you think you hurt me? Why would you think you would hurt me?”

      He studied me for a moment, then blew out a breath. “I’m not surprised that I’d hurt you. I hate myself for it, but I’m not surprised.”

      My blood ran cold. “What do you mean? Have you hurt a woman before?”

      I knew for damn sure he hadn’t raped me last night—whether he believed me or not. But he still could have hurt some other woman. Maybe that was why he was so afraid to do it… again.

      His jaw tightened. “No, but I could have. Every so often I need…” A sound almost like a growl escaped him. “I need to use and to hurt. I need… fuck, I need relief. And I won’t risk it with a woman I know and care about. I use a service, and every woman that signs up knows exactly what she’s getting into.”

      A small sound escaped me. Of surprise. Of disgust? But not at him. At whatever strange darkness he felt he had to hide. That he put himself through this just to take care of ordinary needs. Needs like sex. Like human touch. Like intimacy.

      “They tell the women what to expect, make sure they understand the kind of man they’re coming to service. I pay them above their asking rate to compensate for the risk.” He paused. Regret flashed through his eyes. “Not like you.”

      “Mr. Thompson. It doesn’t have to be that way.”

      “It does,” he snarled. “Last night proved that. It proved I’m an animal who can’t even ask what you’re doing here. Can’t even figure out whether you’re there to file papers or fuck me. I just saw you bent over, and I wanted you, and I took you.”

      I knew from his voice how much that hurt him, the thought that he’d acted on impulse. He held himself so rigidly, left no room for error, pretended he wasn’t even human.

      “So tell me what you want,” he said, his voice rough. “If you won’t report me, let me repay you. Money, a car, anything. Name it, and it’s yours.”

      I couldn’t help but gasp. “I don’t want anything.”

      “There has to be something.” His voice sounded tight, like a steel cable in a bridge, holding thousands of pounds of metal and cars, keeping the two sides of land apart. What would it take for him to snap?

      I closed my eyes against the need in his expression—need to atone for ever touching me? Or need to touch me again? “Can we pretend this never happened? That’s what I’m asking for, Mr. Thompson. Let me finish my temp position. That’s all I want.”

      And if my voice trembled on the lie, he was kind enough not to mention it. “Then stay,” he said instead, gruff and almost angry. “Stay.”
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      I kept my head down for the next week, working through the files Christy had left. I also answered the phones and greeted visitors who met with Mr. Thompson. Despite that, I didn’t have much interaction with him. By tacit agreement, we spoke quietly to each other and with the minimum amount of words. Even when I’d hear him yell at some poor asshole who’d overpromised or underdelivered, he would always speak to me courteously and succinctly.

      Thank you, Ms. Cole. If you please, Ms. Cole. It was like he’d never had his hands under my bra or inside my panties. As if he’d never spilled what was obviously his darkest secret to me.

      We were strangers, as we should be, but it still felt like a loss.

      The only other room on this floor space besides his office was the supply closet. Closet wasn’t really the right word—it was bigger than the bedroom I had rented. The whole building was spacious, but this area, the secured area reserved for the CEO, was an oasis of space, so much space I sometimes felt choked up with it, as if my body didn’t know how to react to open air without bars or grime or violence to block me in.

      I spent a lot of time in the supply room struggling with the copy machine. It spit out page after page of nonsense characters in rapid fire, the case hot to the touch. I pressed the buttons to make it stop, almost frantic, but it wasn’t listening to me. I wasn’t great with technology. I was good with people—but the only person here was avoiding me.

      Sighing, I pulled the stack of printed pages out. The question marks and strange diamond boxes mocked me. Totally ruined.

      I tossed them into the recycle bin.

      The copy machine blinked red. Out of paper. Of course it was. And I needed to try over again with this print job, so I went to the metal shelves to get a new ream of paper. Up high, almost out of reach, but I barely got ahold of it and dragged the box closer, tipping it over the edge, almost there, balancing the heavy weight of it on my fingertips…

      A throat cleared behind me.

      My heart jumped, and the box slid from the shelf, off balance, falling down onto me. I flinched, expecting to be hit. Arms reached around me and lifted the box. A wisp of air was all I felt. I whirled to face a grim Mr. Thompson.

      His face was set in stern lines, mouth a brutal slash. His eyes glinted like a threat. “You could have hurt yourself,” he said. “You should have called me.”

      Call the CEO of a major corporation to help me get a box down? Not likely. “I had it.”

      He set the box on the floor as if it weighed almost nothing. His eyes took in everything—my disheveled appearance, blouse tight around my breasts, skirt a little higher than usual because I’d been reaching up. They took in the pile of ruined pages in the recycle bin too, and I rushed to explain.

      “I sent the file, and it worked once. Then when I hit the Repeat button it just started—”

      “The thing’s a menace,” he said almost absently, dismissing the problem. Instead he focused on me, like I was the problem. Like I was a menace. I took a step back, but there was nowhere to go. The coolness of the metal shelves seeped through my clothes, sending a shiver down my spine.

      “I’ll fix it,” I said, too quiet.

      His eyes were dark, expression severe. “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “I know.” But I looked away, and I knew he didn’t believe me. I wasn’t afraid of him hurting me. I was just plain afraid. I’d lived my life like that—afraid—and I didn’t know any other way to be.

      “Angel.” He looked surprised at himself, rearing back, snapping himself back to the formality where he was clearly more comfortable. “Ms. Cole.”

      He seemed massively uncomfortable, holding himself stiffly, not quite making eye contact anymore, and it made me want to go to him. To reach out to him. But the years had taught me not to. They’d taught me to be wary. “Mr. Thompson?”

      “I want you to know… what happened that night. I don’t do that often.”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant. He didn’t feel up his secretaries? Or he didn’t hire a woman to visit him in his office, late at night, when everyone else was home. “Okay.”

      “I only do it when I can’t—when I need— It’s not that often.”

      I wondered if he knew how much he’d revealed, that it was a struggle for him. That he put his needs last.

      “Why does it matter what I think?” I asked softly.

      His voice was gruff. “I don’t know. But it does.” He turned away to look at the copy machine. And those awful ruined pages, proof of just how incompetent I was, how little I deserved even this temp job. “Maybe because I disrespected you, and I’d like your forgiveness.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive.” My throat tightened. I had no right to his past, his privacy, when I kept my own secrets. But I wanted to know. “I just… Why do you think you need to do that? To hire someone?”

      I didn’t bother mentioning that he was handsome or rich. Or that he could do amazing things with his hands. He was too self-aware not to know those things. But he’d picked an almost painfully impersonal way to fulfill his needs instead, and curiosity had eaten at me all week.

      There was a long pause, and I almost thought he wouldn’t answer. “I don’t talk about this much.” A self-deprecating smile. “Don’t talk about it ever, really. I suppose if anyone deserves the full story, it’s you. And maybe then you’ll be convinced you need to report me.”

      He crossed the room and leaned against the shelf, giving me a clear path to the door. All his grace fled, and he seemed so weary, as if the walls and floor and metal rebar in the building were holding him up—instead of the other way around.

      I raised my chin. “I won’t change my mind.”

      “My father was Benedict James.” He seemed to be waiting for a sign of recognition.

      I shrugged helplessly. The name meant nothing to me.

      “He was a serial murderer.” He looked down. When he met my gaze, his dark eyes were filled with pain. “And a serial rapist. He raped and murdered seven women that they know about. Because they found the bodies.”

      Shock stole the air from the room. “That’s horrible.”

      His expression was stark. And etched into him.

      “There was one other woman, except she survived. She managed to escape his cabin and get to the road. She got herself free.”

      My stomach dropped. I knew where this was going. He’d already told me how the story ended—with him sitting in front of me, hating himself. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

      I wasn’t sure he could hear me. “Not completely free, though. Turned out she was pregnant. She decided to keep the child. I’m not sure why. Back then abortion wasn’t as accepted or available. And adoption…well, for whatever reason, she kept me.”

      “She loved you,” I whispered.

      His gaze met hers. “Did she? I suppose so. She tried to raise me right. To understand the difference between right and wrong.”

      “You do understand, Mr. Thompson. The fact that you’re worried about me proves that much.”

      His eyes seemed to burn. “She gave me her last name and left the line on the birth certificate blank, so the press never found out. And I’ve tried to keep myself away. To keep myself locked up. In this office, in my penthouse. Away from people I could hurt.”

      Oh God. “You didn’t hurt me.”

      He’d touched me. He’d made me come. But he hadn’t hurt me. He also hadn’t done anything for himself, stopping before he could get off, stopping before he knew he’d made a mistake with me.

      He cleared his throat. “I use the service when I need it. To keep myself in check.”

      I laid a hand on his arm then. I couldn’t stop myself, even knowing I might get burned. Almost wanting it. “You don’t have to do that. You’re a regular man, capable of… doing regular things.”

      Regular sex. Regular relationships. And I almost laughed at myself for the sad spark of hope deep inside, as if he might have regular sex with me. A regular relationship. With me.

      He shook his head, gaze locked on mine. “Maybe this is all I have time for.”

      If that were true, if he really preferred this, then he wouldn’t feel the need to justify it. And he certainly wouldn’t make the appointments so spread out that he was dying to be with a woman, so hungry for one that he didn’t even notice she was wearing the most old, threadbare clothing. Like I had been.

      “I don’t think so.” I had no right to tell him anything, but the tortured look in his eyes wouldn’t let me stay quiet. I raised my chin, stubborn. I could be stubborn when it mattered. He mattered. “I think you want more. And you deserve more.”

      A curious light passed through his eyes. No, curious was too benign a word. This look was determined. This was the way he might look at an opponent across the boardroom, digging deeper and deeper until he’d found their weakest spot. “Why are you so understanding of this? I think most women would have reported me. Or at least quit.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true. I’m not that special.” Ignoring his doubtful look, I continued. “But I know what it’s like to have people make you feel bad for things that are true—and things that aren’t.”

      He looked almost amused. “No one’s trying to make me feel bad, Angel.”

      He didn’t seem to notice the slip of my real name. “You’re trying to make yourself feel bad, Mr. Thompson. But the thing is, I’m not going to let you.”

      He opened his mouth. Closed it. “Nothing special. Is that right?”

      My cheeks heated. “That’s right,” I said, pretending like I had no idea what he was talking about. It wasn’t hard to pretend. Often enough I didn’t know what people were talking about.

      “I think I’m not the only one trying to make myself feel bad,” he murmured.

      I thought in that moment that he saw me better than anyone ever had. That he wanted to see me more than anyone ever had. His head bent toward me… He’s going to kiss me.

      He didn’t kiss me.

      He licked my lips instead. I parted them on a gasp, and he bit my bottom lip, tugging it and worrying it between his teeth. Then he slipped his tongue into my mouth, sliding it against mine.

      It was a kiss, the most carnal kiss I’d ever gotten. Like animals mating. And I realized that the nickname Big Bad Billionaire must have been given by someone who had met him, maybe even by someone who had been fucked by him, because it completely applied to this. He was a wolf. He’d hunted me, he’d taken me down. And now he devoured me.

      I let him. I did more than that—I kissed him back. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him down to me, to my level. His hands went under my skirt, curving around my ass and lifting one thigh so that when he pressed me against the copy machine, my sex was flush against him. Even through the clothes I could feel his erection. Feel the heat of him.

      That wasn’t enough for him. Not enough for a man used to taking what he wanted.

      He lifted me onto the copy machine, so I was sitting on it—no, lying down on it. He spread me out and stole my panties. He took over my body with the control and precision he must apply to business, and I was bared to him, spread open, left without any defenses.

      He stared down at my pussy so long I began to squirm, acutely aware of the hard plastic lid I was lying on top of. My head barely rested on the edge of the copier. When his eyes met mine, they were molten—dark, almost red, or maybe that was just the reflection from the Empty Tray light.

      “I can’t wait to taste you,” he said, his voice low, and excitement raced through me. Especially when he leaned down and placed his mouth against my lower lips—oh God, especially then. He kissed me there without any hesitation or delay, as if he really couldn’t wait, as if he needed to lap at my tender skin, as if he was desperate to press his tongue between them and draw out my juices.

      His moan vibrated through my skin, the movement almost excruciating against my clit, in the very best way. My legs stiffened in reaction, falling off the edge of the copier. He caught them and put them on his shoulders. His hold on my thighs widened me, opened me to him, so he could press his face even deeper against me, sliding his tongue up and down the slick folds until I thought I would scream.

      “Please, please, please,” I moaned.

      His gaze met mine. “What do you need, Angel? Tell me.”

      He wanted me to say it, and just the thought of it, the faint humiliation of begging and the prospect of being denied, made me clench. He noticed—because his finger was inside me now. He’d slipped it in when I was busy writhing against his mouth, so wrapped up in his tongue and my clit that I’d hardly noticed the intrusion. But I noticed it now as my muscles squeezed him tight, just that one finger—how would it feel to have something thicker? Like two fingers, three? Like his cock, pulsing and heavy, wrapped with latex and shoved inside me?

      “Make me come,” I whispered.

      His expression was strained, almost desperate, and he went at his task like a man starving. He ate at my pussy with harsh, angry strokes, using his lips and his tongue and even his teeth to bring me to the edge.

      “Not yet.”

      I gasped a breath. “Mr. Thompson.”

      He groaned. “Jesus. Not yet.”

      It took all my strength not to come, all my willpower as my body surged toward orgasm, hovering on the brink. I shuddered on top of the copy machine, writhed against the plastic made warm by my body, almost turned on by the faint texture of the casing, by the cool wash of air from the vent above us. Every touch on my skin turned me on—because of him. Because he was here, staring at me like he’d never seen anything sexier. Because he was touching me, tasting me.

      Because he made me wait.

      “I want to see you again. Want to see those pretty tits flush pink when you come.”

      A shudder ran through my body. My arms were boneless, useless, bound at my sides by their own sex-drenched laxity, and he used his free hand to unbutton my shirt. He pulled the cloth aside and tugged the bra down, all while steadily, slowly pumping his finger inside me. And then another, stretching me, giving me the faintest burn as my walls accommodated the extra width.

      “What did I say I’d do to your nipples?”

      “M-m-my nipples?” My voice was shaky, trembling. My whole body was trembling.

      “That’s right, baby. What am I going to do to them?”

      “You’re going to make them wet. With your mouth.”

      His dark gaze was approving. “That’s when you come. When my lips are wrapped around your nipple, I want you to come on my hand. Understand?”

      He didn’t wait for my answer. His hand sped up, circling my clit, almost there, already painful. That was how he wanted it: painful. This was what he longed for, what he needed, what he gave in to sometimes. With a woman he paid, like me. Only not like me, because they usually came from an agency. Me, I’d gone through HR.

      He leaned down, so close, and I almost came in anticipation. But then he kissed the side of my breast instead. He worked lower, to the underside, grazing his teeth along tender, almost ticklish skin. And all the while his fingers worked me, bringing me higher, until my hips were rising to meet them, hungry and needy and so beyond shame now.

      The urgency made me whimper, and he jolted at the sound. His mouth found my nipple, his lips closed around me. He’d given me permission to come when he did this. No, he’d given me an order to come, and I could have. With his fingers inside me and his thumb stroking my clit and his mouth at my breast, I could have come so hard. But it was the expression on his face that arrested me—at once tender and dark, both generous and cold.

      My body shot into orgasm with all the power he used on me, the confident strokes of his fingers and the steady sucks of his mouth. I soared through my climax, seeing stars and blinking red lights and snowflakes falling, falling, coming back down to earth in a blanket of warm, white snow, but it wasn’t the ground at all, it was his arms, and he was holding me, soothing me while I floated back into myself.

      “What about you?” I mumbled.

      “Shh.”

      I blinked rapidly, clearing my vision. “You really aren’t going to come?”

      “I can’t,” he said tightly. But I knew he could. He could slip inside me and come so easily. He could pump into my fist or my mouth. He just wouldn’t do those things, because he was too afraid of hurting me. The irony was almost painful as he held me sweetly, believing the worst of himself while he treated me better than anyone ever had before.
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      On Thursday morning the elevator dinged. I looked up to see the doors open. All of Mr. Thompson’s appointments came through that elevator. It was the only way in or out. Sometimes they were men, all wearing suits and ties and nervous expressions. Other times they were women, and I had to wonder if he was using them the same way he’d used me. He left the door open a crack, so I knew he wasn’t. Which just made me wonder why he’d left the door open. Did he know I’d wonder? Bottom line: I was slowly going insane.

      This arrival was a man. Or a boy, really, younger than most of the execs who had appointments. He had pale blond hair and a grin that almost hid his unease.

      He stopped in front of my desk. “Noah Waters. I’m here to see Mr. Thompson.”

      I double-checked the calendar in case there’d been any last-minute changes from when I’d memorized it at the start of the day. Despite the rocky start, or maybe because of it, I was determined to be freaking great at this job. And copier battles aside, I’d mostly managed it—even if all it had earned me were grunts and clipped thanks from the boss.

      Your ten o’clock is here, I typed into the company IM system like Christy had taught me to do.

      Mr. Thompson didn’t immediately answer, so I figured he was on a call or something.

      “He’ll just be a minute,” I told Noah with a nod toward the waiting chairs. The uncomfortable waiting chairs, which I’d found out one day when I’d sat in them. Had to be some kind of intimidation tactic, because the company could afford plush luxury on all the floors, especially the top. Not to mention my own chair behind the desk—Christy’s chair—which was an ergonomic masterpiece.

      But Noah didn’t sit. “Are you new here?” he asked instead.

      At my questioning look he gave me a sheepish smile. “I didn’t see you at the Fourth of July picnic.”

      “Oh.” I blushed. I wasn’t sure why I blushed except there was something in his eyes that looked like interest. It had been a long time since I’d seen interest that didn’t also come with a threat, like the guards in prison or strangers on the street. Or a certain billionaire just a few feet away. “I’m just temping until Christmas,” I explained. “Nothing permanent.”

      He seemed disappointed but undeterred. “What’s your name?”

      “Angel. Christy will be back after the holidays. I’ll be gone soon.”

      His smile finally faltered. “Me too, I think.”

      Sympathy tightened my lips. Dread and I were old friends—old enough that I could recognize it in someone else. I wasn’t sure I should ask but… “Is everything okay?”

      “Okay? No, not really. It’s a mess actually. A really big screwup.”

      Oh no. “I’m sorry. Maybe Mr. Thompson will understand. He’s harsh but fair.” I had slowly learned what Christy meant by that, watching Mr. Thompson in action. He was a lot of bark, but he only bit when it was really warranted.

      Noah shook his head. “He won’t understand this. Someone’s going to take the fall, and it’s going to be me.”

      The way he said it was full of conviction, as if he was determined to be the one. As if there might be someone else to do it.

      Mr. Thompson’s message appeared on my screen. Send him in.

      “He’s ready to see you now.” I tried for a supportive expression—but I was pretty sure I failed. I’d seen exactly how the boss could be when he was pissed, and apparently he was pissed at Noah Waters. I had a feeling we were going to see the Big Bad Billionaire very soon, as if the white-winter sun outside was a moon, ready to turn the man into a monster. He would howl, and he would snap. I just hoped Noah would still be standing when Mr. Thompson turned back.

      As Noah walked to the office and opened the door, another message popped up in the IM console. Do the other assholes that work for me flirt with you?

      I stared at the message, shocked more by the tone of intimacy than the actual question. The tone of possession. It almost sounded like he was jealous. Which was ridiculous considering he’d touched me, he’d kissed my skin. He’d made me come, and then discarded me like it was all a big mistake.

      It had been a mistake, I reminded myself. So where did he get off acting jealous?

      I typed into the IM console. Noah was just being nice.

      I glanced at the office, where the door was cracked open. I couldn’t see inside, but I imagined Noah sitting in one of the chairs in front of the desk, waiting nervously for Mr. Thompson to acknowledge him. But Mr. Thompson must have been typing because a new message appeared.

      Like I was nice to you?

      I rolled my eyes. Sometimes smart people could be very stupid. Have a good meeting, I typed and shut the window.

      Except it wasn’t a good meeting. Over the next twenty minutes I listened through the opening in the door as Mr. Thompson blasted Noah for some mistake that had cost the company a lot of money. Based on the way Noah was defending himself—or rather, wasn’t defending himself—it was a valid criticism. Still, I winced as Mr. Thompson’s anger seemed to grow stronger with every passing minute.

      And I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d somehow made it worse by talking to Noah while we waited. Even though I knew I’d done nothing wrong.

      “Pack your shit,” I heard Mr. Thompson say. “And get out of my building.”

      My eyes widened. Without thinking out a plan, I was up from my seat. I crossed the short space and pushed the door open in time to see a defeated Noah standing up, his shoulders slumped and smile long gone.

      “I’m sorry for disappointing you, sir,” Noah said stiffly.

      “Wait,” I said. “You can’t fire him.”

      Mr. Thompson sent me an icy glare. “What are you doing?”

      Noah’s eyes widened. Concern creased his forehead. “Yeah, Angel. What are you doing?”

      Of course Mr. Thompson didn’t miss the use of my first name. His eyes narrowed. And the truth was, I didn’t know what I was doing. This was how I got myself into trouble, doing things without thinking them through. Leaving home because I knew I couldn’t stay. Holding my boyfriend’s boxes even though I knew they held illegal stuff, because he’d protected me on the streets. Lying on the job application because it was the only way I could work.

      And now here I was, standing in front of the Big Bad Billionaire, probably about to lose my job for an entirely different reason. I licked my lips, fighting with myself. How the hell was I going to get out of this? But I was already neck-deep and sinking fast. “I’m just suggesting you rethink your position. Maybe he could find a way to fix his mistake at the beginning of the New Year.”

      “He lost the company over a million dollars.”

      My eyes widened. That was a lot of money. Still… “It’s a week before Christmas,” I said weakly. “You can’t fire someone right before Christmas.”

      “Can,” Mr. Thompson said. “Just did. It’s called making a point. In fact, I can do it again if you want another demonstration?”

      Oh shit, I couldn’t be fired. Not when I’d done everything right. Except for keeping my mouth shut.

      “Angel,” Noah said. “Don’t get yourself in trouble over me. It’s not worth it.”

      “Listen to him,” Mr. Thompson said. “He’s really not.”

      I narrowed my eyes. I may not be the brightest person in the room—definitely wasn’t—but I knew how to stand up for myself. In fact, getting picked on my whole life had taught me not to back down. “Is that supposed to impress me? The Big Bad Billionaire is going to blow my house down?”

      Noah sucked in a breath. “Angel.”

      Challenge sparked in Mr. Thompson’s eyes, and I almost thought… he liked when I talked to him this way. Either that or he hated it, and he’d ruin my life and get me thrown back in prison.

      “No, I’ve got this,” I said. “I’m not scared of him. All my life people have tried to tell me to sit down and shut up, but guess what? I’m not going to. You’re firing someone who doesn’t deserve it, who’s taking the fall, and if I’m the only one with enough balls to say it to your face, then so be it.”

      Both men looked shocked. The tension was as thick as the snowstorm I could see through the window.

      “Taking the fall,” Mr. Thompson said quietly.

      I took a deep breath—and a gamble. “Are you telling me that Noah was responsible for over a million dollars without a single safeguard in place? Without one other person checking his work? So where are they?”

      “Mr. Waters?” Our boss drew out the name in a way that was somehow scarier than when he was yelling.

      Noah shifted. “I told you I’m taking responsibility for this, and I am.”

      There was a long silence. Finally Mr. Thompson sighed. “I appreciate loyalty. I value it. But your loyalty needs to lie with the company. I need a complete report of what happened on this project. It’s not just about protecting the people around you, especially since they didn’t do the same for you. It’s about making sure this doesn’t happen again.”

      After a beat Noah nodded. “I’ll tell you everything. But you need to understand, it was a culmination of mistakes that led to us losing that deal. And some of it was just plain bad luck. But I was the team lead, and I take responsibility for the outcome.”

      “Sit,” Mr. Thompson said gruffly. Then he turned to me. His eyes narrowed. “And you. Outside. Now.”

      I scurried out of his office. Unfortunately that didn’t provide much protection because Mr. Thompson followed me. Damn it.

      Nerves ate me up from the inside like acid all through my body. My heart was pounding. I started babbling. “Look, I’m only here for one more week, but if you want me gone early—”

      “Ms. Cole.”

      “Just so you know, I’d never even met Noah Waters before today and never plan to again, so it wasn’t anything like flirting or—”

      “Angel, listen to me. Part of the reason I was firing Mr. Waters was because I could tell he was holding back information about the project failure. I assumed he was covering his own ass. But we handle large-volume deals all the time. Losses happen. Mistakes happen.”

      “Oh.”

      “I don’t go around firing my employees right before Christmas for making mistakes.” He paused. “Or for speaking out of turn.”

      Relief coursed through me. “Cold but generous,” I murmured.

      His eyes darkened. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m a good man, Angel.”

      “Too late.” The words came out a whisper.

      He reached for me, his hand one inch from my face. I was sure he’d cup my cheek. Sure he’d lean down and kiss me, standing outside his office with Noah Waters waiting inside. And I wouldn’t have turned away. I told him with my eyes just how much I wanted to feel his lips on mine. I didn’t always do the smart thing. Almost never, in fact. I did what felt right, and this felt right. His eyes locked on mine, his hands on me. He felt right.

      “You do something to me,” he muttered. “I don’t like it.”

      And just like that, a splash of cold regret doused any desire I had. Any hope. I may as well have rolled around in the snow for how I felt as he went into his office and shut the door.

      I don’t like it.
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      I closed the last of the files, satisfied that I’d finished my work before leaving. A bittersweet feeling because today was my last day.

      It was also Christmas Eve, and most of the building had already left. At seven o’ clock, it felt much later. Snowfall had grown heavier all day. It verged on a storm now, darkening the streets as people rushed to get home with last-minute packages. Lights were on in Mr. Thompson’s office, and I knew he was still there, because he’d come in early this morning—and hadn’t left yet.

      I stared at the office door, which was cracked open. In invitation?

      That was wishful thinking. I couldn’t see inside, but maybe that was for the best. Even if I went in there, what would I say? He wouldn’t care that I was leaving. For good, this time. I was just an awkward situation he’d be glad to get rid of.

      But I cared. Tears sprang to my eyes, and I hated myself for being so transparent. How had I started to fall for my boss when I’d only worked here for two weeks? When the first time we’d met, he’d made me come so hard I couldn’t breathe? When he watched me and listened to me and even flirted with me in that gruff, brutal way of his?

      Okay, so maybe the crush wasn’t that far-fetched considering.

      Still, I shouldn’t be thinking about saying anything else to him. Not even goodbye. I left a quick note for Christy letting her know the work I’d done, so she’d know where to pick up. Then I grabbed my purse and headed for the elevator.

      I refused to look back at the office. Refused to care. I made it inside the elevator. The doors slid shut behind me… until a hand pushed in to stop them.

      Mr. Thompson.

      “Going down?” he asked.

      I averted my eyes and nodded. Outwardly I remained calm and collected, but inside my senses went haywire like they did every time he was nearby. The size of him, filling up every spare inch in the elevator. The heat of him, making my skin tingle.

      The musky male scent of him, turning me to liquid. God, I need to get out of this elevator.

      Either that or I needed never to leave it.

      Out of the corner of my eye I watched him step inside and press the button for the lobby. The elevator began moving.

      “Do you have plans?” He cleared his throat. “For Christmas Eve?”

      I blinked. Why was he making small talk after avoiding me for two weeks? And how embarrassing would it be to tell him no, I didn’t have any plans?

      I was saved from that embarrassment when the elevator shuddered to a stop, well before we would have reached the ground floor. The lights flickered and went off. I blinked as low yellow lights appeared from the bottom of the walls, giving me just enough illumination to make out the shadows.

      The elevator doors didn’t open.

      “What’s going on?” I whispered. Something about the darkness made it seem like I should be quiet.

      He pressed the buttons, but they weren’t even lit. “The storm must have taken down the grid.”

      Crap, just what I needed, to be trapped with the man I had an inappropriate and completely unrequited crush on. My heart began beating faster, as if this was some kind of private makeout session instead of just bad luck. “Security will know to look for us, won’t they?”

      “Yes.” A beat passed. “Maybe not. There aren’t many people with access to this elevator. And most people leave early on Christmas Eve. In fact, why are you still here?”

      “I don’t have any family in town.” I didn’t have any family at all, but he didn’t need to know that. My daddy hadn’t responded to my letter from jail, and maybe that was all I deserved after running away from home, for not trusting him enough to stay. Stupid girl, he’d called me.

      Sometimes I thought running away had been the smartest thing I’d ever done.

      “I see,” Mr. Thompson said.

      And I thought that, somehow, he may have figured it out. Who spent the night before Christmas filing papers for a boss who didn’t even like them? I did, apparently. Who stuck around at the end of a temp job because they didn’t want it to be over? Me again.

      Stupid girl.

      I’d always believed I’d prove my dad wrong, but I never had, and days like this, I thought I never would.

      Mr. Thompson pulled out his phone. Light from the screen filled the elevator with a blue glow, making it feel more intimate, more wrong. And more clear, as the faint light lit his face. “Damn,” he muttered. “Signal is shit in here. Try yours?”

      “I—I don’t have a cellphone.”

      He glanced at me, and I felt his surprise overcome his frustration. “Why not?”

      A blush heated my face. Thank goodness it was too dark for him to see the proof of my embarrassment. At least I hoped so. I certainly couldn’t see the tan color of his skin or dark mahogany of his hair. He was all angles and shadows to me now, more a dream than reality, which made it easier somehow to tell the truth. “I can’t afford one.”

      I expected him to look away. I wanted him to look away, to give me some relief, but instead his gaze sharpened even further. And I knew he was taking note of my clothes that didn’t quite fit or the winter jacket with holes in it. “How long have you been working temp jobs?”

      Oh God, was he going to find out now? At the very end? It wouldn’t matter if he fired me, but if he found out I’d lied and told the authorities, I could be put back in jail.

      “This is my first job out of school,” I said vaguely, desperately, hoping it would be enough.

      “Have you applied for permanent positions?”

      “Um. Yeah.” I’d applied to a hundred positions, both permanent and not. Each time disclosing my criminal record. And then, when I’d gotten hungry enough and scared enough, I’d skipped the disclosure. And the HR person for Thompson Industries called me the next day. “Haven’t found one yet.”

      “Why not?” The question was blunt. And painful.

      “There are a lot of people looking for jobs. And not that many jobs. And, well, I’m not the brightest bulb. I know that too.”

      He made a dismissive sound. “That again.”

      “It’s the truth,” I said. Liar. “But I think I can do a good job. If I can find someone to take a chance on me.”

      Like you. But I didn’t say that. All I was hoping for now was that he wouldn’t ask any more questions. If I could make it out of this elevator, out of his sight, he’d forget all about the mousy temp assistant he’d had. And I’d be safe.

      “I’m sure I’ll find something soon,” I said hastily, attempting a smile.

      “Jesus,” he muttered. Then without warning, he banged on the elevator doors. Bang bang bang. I jumped back, startled, my heart jumping into my throat.

      The silence that followed rang in my ears. No footsteps came running. No shouts asked if we were okay.

      No one was there.

      I bit my lip. “Mr. Thompson?”

      “I think, considering all that’s happened, you can call me Gage,” he said wryly.

      My eyes lowered in the dark. “How long do you think it’ll be?”

      “Not long.” A longer pause this time. “I don’t know. There’s always someone from security on standby even when the building is mostly empty. But they might be patrolling the grounds. They might be unable to get here due to the storm. For all I know, they could be in one of the elevator cars, stuck just like us.”

      “Oh.”

      With a muttered curse, he started pacing. Since the elevator car was small and his stride was long, he could only go one-and-a-half steps before turning. And with each turn, his movements got a little more jerky, his stride a little more clipped. He practically vibrated with tension; it filled the air, making me jittery and hot.

      “Don’t like small spaces?” I asked.

      He turned to face me. “What?”

      “Small spaces. They make you stressed? That’s understandable.”

      He laughed shortly. “No, the space isn’t the problem.”

      Was the problem… me? It seemed crazy that a girl like me could impact him this much, but clearly he was upset. Hurt arced through me. He’d already told me he didn’t like me, didn’t like the way I made him feel, but it still hurt to be reminded of it. “I’m sorry,” I said, hating how my voice shook. “I’m sure they’ll get us out soon.”

      He swore. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “You can’t see me.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Angel. I can see you in the dark. I can see you with my eyes closed. I see you in my dreams. I can’t seem to stop seeing you.”

      The air rushed out of me. “Mr. Thompson?”

      “Don’t Mr. Thompson me. You know exactly what effect you have on me with those goddamn ugly skirts and those goddamn ugly heels. And that smile. So fucking innocent. Do you practice that?”

      Tears stung my eyes. “Why do you talk like that to me?”

      I waited for a sharp retort, something angry and cutting, but it never came. “Because I’m an asshole,” he said shortly. “Because I don’t know how to deal with you. With this.”

      Pain laced his words, and my anger melted away. “You don’t have to deal with me.”

      I won’t be here tomorrow. Won’t see you again. Am I the only one sad about that?

      “I want you,” he said, his voice raw and rough like an open nerve. “I need you. But I can’t touch you.”

      Because of what he’d told me? It seemed impossible that it would hold him back if he really wanted something, wanted someone, and yet he seemed so torn. Like a wolf with his paw caught in a trap—except the trap wasn’t a physical thing made of metal. The trap was his own past, his own mind. His own fears. My heart broke for the mother who’d seen her rape every time she’d looked at her child. It broke even more for the child who’d seen that shame in her eyes and understood he was the cause of it.

      I can’t touch you.

      If he couldn’t touch me, then I could touch him. I could be the bridge between us, my hand on his arm, his skin hot under my palm. His whole body stilled at the contact. I felt his muscles flex under my hand as a shiver ran through him.

      “Don’t do that.” Almost a growl.

      “Why not? You won’t hurt me.” To prove my point, I squeezed gently.

      For a moment, his whole body leaned toward me. I was sure he would kiss me, but then he yanked himself away. “God, Angel. Do you want to be raped? Is that what this is about? Some sick game of chicken? Because I will do it. I’ll hurt you, and I won’t even feel sorry for it.”

      His words sickened me—not because I believed them, but because he did. He really believed he was capable of hurting me. I knew otherwise. And as for feeling sorry… he was already suffering deep, searing regret for things he hadn’t even done, for crimes his father had committed.

      “I’m not afraid of you,” I whispered.

      “Then you’re an even bigger fool than you thought.”

      I winced. He’d said it to hurt me, and it had worked. For a moment, I turned away, facing the corner as I blinked back tears. But I knew how badly he wanted me, and that was enough to lend me courage. The courage to help him. Nothing I said would convince him. So I would have to show him instead.

      With trembling fingers, I began unbuttoning my dress shirt, just like he’d done two weeks ago.

      Despite the darkness, he noticed immediately. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Making a point,” I said, repeating what he’d told me in the office that day with Noah Waters. I pulled my shirt from the waistband and faced him.

      His breath caught. “Stop that right now.”

      I dropped the shirt on the floor and toed off my shoes. He backed up—but there was nowhere for him to go. His back hit the elevator wall, and he leaned back, pressing his head against the wall and staring at me through slitted eyes. His jaw must have been clamped shut the way the words came out. “I. Said. Stop.”

      “I heard you. But I’m not going to listen.” I gave him an apologetic smile. “I stopped working at noon. It’s Christmas Eve, you know.”

      “Not funny.”

      I reached behind me and unclasped my bra. I held it to my breasts as the straps fell down around my arms. “This isn’t a joke.”

      “It’s not going to be a joke when you’re lying there, broken, hurt, because you didn’t fucking take me seriously.”

      I didn’t want my fingers to tremble as they worked at my skirt and my stockings, but I couldn’t help it. Not with his threat hanging in the air.

      “Angel,” he said sharply.

      I stilled, looking down. “What is it you like to do to girls?”

      “Not girls, Angel. What I did before—that was scratching a fucking itch. What I want to do to you… is take you. Without a care for whether you like it or want it. Without making sure you can even move after that.” He laughed shortly. “No, that’s not true. The truth is I don’t want you to be able to move. I want you fucking shattered underneath me. Understand?”

      Oh, I understood. I understood that he thought he would hurt me, just like his father had hurt his mother. That he saw those impulses inside himself, the ones that wanted to pin me down and fuck me, and saw the pain and shame and hatred from his own conception. I understood that he saw the past repeating itself, and he cared enough about me to warn me away.

      I couldn’t bear the thought of him in pain, believing the worst of himself. Because he wasn’t his father. He wasn’t a rapist. And he wouldn’t harm me, not really. I believed that—and I was about to stake my life on it.

      I released my hold on the bra and let it fall to the ground.

      He turned his head away as if the sight of my bare breasts—even in the shadows—was painful. Then he slid to the ground. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he muttered hoarsely.

      “You won’t,” I promised him.

      But he didn’t believe me. Of course he didn’t believe me; that was why I needed to prove it.

      I sank to my knees in front of him. He started to reach for me… and then pulled his hands back. He reached up and grabbed the shiny metal bar that wrapped around the elevator walls. “I’m not going to touch you. You may be fucking suicidal, but I’m not going to help you do this.”

      A rough edge of fear marked his voice, and it hurt me to hear. But it also strengthened my resolve.

      I put my hands on the bar beside his and leaned forward, my breasts right in front of his face.

      “Oh God,” he muttered and leaned forward, rubbing his face over my breasts, feeling them with his cheeks, his nose, his eyelids. Running the five o’clock shadow of his jaw over my tender flesh, abrading me. “So fucking beautiful.”

      He was lost in me, learning the shape of my breasts, breathing me in. And I was lost in him, gripping the bar tight through the pain, moaning softly when he caught one nipple in his mouth. He sucked, making it wet, just like he’d promised that first day, and my legs clenched together in response.

      “Feels so good,” I whispered. “Want more.”

      I knew my words were slurring as if I were drugged, and I was, high on the pleasure coursing through me, but he needed to know I was okay. It must have worked, because he did just what I asked. He licked and sucked and bit his way to my other nipple and sucked me there until I cried out.

      He never released his grip on the bar.

      I felt a little mean for teasing him this way, even though I hadn’t meant it as a tease. I pulled back, and he groaned, sounding almost desperate. Then the sound changed, grew more urgent as I began unbuttoning his dress shirt.

      “Wait,” he gasped. “It’s enough. Just let me… let me touch you again. Let me use you.”

      I knew exactly how good it would feel to let him do that, like he had the first day. And I knew it would end there, with me feeling wonderful and him still afraid of his own dark desires. I couldn’t do that to him, even if he wanted me to.

      Underneath his dress shirt was a white tank. I pushed it up out of the way, revealing the hard planes of his abs, his chest, lightly furred and clenched tight with restraint.

      “So sexy,” I murmured.

      He laughed, unsteady—more an exhalation of air. “Angel, enough.”

      “No.” I trailed a finger down his chest, enjoying the ripple of muscles, all the way down his abs and over his belt, to the bulge in his pants. It pulsed at my touch. “I don’t think it’s enough.”

      He made a muffled sound that I took as wholehearted agreement. With him, that was as close as I would get.

      I stroked him through his pants. “Keep holding on to the bar if you want.”

      “Okay.” He shut his eyes. “I’m going to.”

      He said it like a threat. It made me smile. I was still smiling when I unzipped his pants and pulled out his cock. How pretty. He wouldn’t like that word, but it was perfect for his cock. Long and thick and impossibly smooth. Already wet at the tip, because he wanted me that much. What could be prettier than that?

      I leaned down and kissed the tip. He jerked in my hand. His whole body shuddered, but he didn’t release the bar. When I pulled back, my lips were wet from his arousal.

      “More?” I asked.

      “I can’t control it.” He was pleading with me now. For me to keep going? Or for me to stop? Maybe both. Maybe he wanted to hurt me and have me forgive him.

      I leaned down and closed my lips around the head of his cock.

      “Fuck,” he shouted. The word bounced off the walls, filling the elevator.

      I used my hand to pump his cock while I sucked the head and swirled my tongue around. I tried to draw out every drop of salty precum, swallowing it down and searching out more. It was hard to take him deep in this position, with him sitting up straight. He was practically holding his body up, gripping the bar and pushing his hips toward me. I took him as far as I could, letting the wetness slide down and coat him, using it to lubricate my fist as I worked him.

      “Sorry,” he muttered. “Sorry, sorry, sorry.”

      I barely understood what he was saying, or why, until I saw his arms come down. As if released from a spring, they grabbed me before I could blink. He rocked forward, shoving me down to the floor, climbing on top of me. Sorry, sorry, sorry.

      My breath was coming fast and then not at all. Was this it? Was he going to hurt me now, like he’d sworn he would? But I wasn’t afraid of him. I was afraid for him. How much would he hate himself if he did hurt me? And I knew I would let him do anything to me. I’d never say no. Never make him regret anything we did together.

      I let him move me, let him yank down my panties and spread my legs. Let him put his mouth against my sex, and God, God, it wasn’t a hardship at all to let him suck my clit. He dipped low and slid his tongue into my folds, drawing out slickness and pleasure, making me shudder and cry out. Then he went high again, lashing my clit with steady, urgent strokes, begging me to come, demanding it.

      “Mr. Thompson.”

      His voice was muffled, but I heard him anyway. “God, yes. Again.”

      He pressed one finger inside me, working it along the inner walls until I clenched around him. He added another finger until I felt full—but not enough. Not even his wicked tongue on my clit or his deft fingers in my cunt were enough.

      Tears fell down my cheeks. “Mr. Thompson,” I whispered.

      He lunged forward until his body canted over mine. His eyes were dark orbs above me, almost cruel. He notched his cock against my body, a warm and urgent threat. “I’m sorry, Angel.”

      Then he pushed inside me, relentless, giving me no time to adjust, no time to do anything but stretch and burn and ripple around his hard flesh as I sobbed his name. Immediately he pulled back and thrust inside me again, his pace faster than I could breathe, his movements so hard I felt like the whole elevator car was moving instead of just him.

      It felt like his entire body was slamming into my clit, the friction too painful to come, but then he shifted position and his cock pressed a place inside me. I wrapped my legs around him and held on as he battered that place until I was begging him, asking for something with incoherent moans and stuttered breaths. Needing to come.

      He pinned my arms above my head. “Angel. Oh fuck, Angel. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      I didn’t have enough air to respond. I was barely holding on as he rode me. In the end it wasn’t his cock filling me up or his hands on my wrists that made me come. It was his cheek brushing against mine that pushed me over, the unexpected intimacy of the moment, my heart swelling along with my clit as I shuddered beneath him.

      My climax caused his, and he made a choked sound as he pressed himself into me, somehow deeper, somehow harder, straining against me while he filled me with his seed.
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      I groaned. “Oh God, that feels so good.”

      Gage’s white smile was like the Cheshire cat’s in the dark. “Too much?”

      My toes scrunched up as he ran his capable hands over my heel. An extremely intimate sound escaped me. A footrub in a stalled elevator was officially the most decadent thing that had ever happened to me, and I never wanted it to end.

      “Just right,” I said on an exhale.

      His voice grew serious. “You work too hard.”

      I had to laugh. “You’re telling me that?”

      “I own the company. I have a vested interest in its success. But you… you weren’t even getting overtime. I checked.”

      Thank goodness it was dark so he couldn’t see me blush. “I guess I thought if I did a good enough job, I might be considered for a permanent position.”

      Of course I’d known what a long shot that was, if only because it might require a more in-depth background check, one that might turn up sealed records.

      But Mr. Thompson was silent, and I knew that he had never even considered offering me a permanent position. Not surprising, considering our first encounter, but it still hurt to know that he hadn’t wanted me. I’d thought I did good work, but maybe I was wrong. Or maybe that didn’t matter.

      A few cards short of a deck, my daddy had said.

      I tried to lighten the mood. “Not sure I’d want to work here anyway. What’s with offices being so high and spacious? I’m more of a burrower.”

      “Angel…”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll find another temp job. It’s not a problem.”

      “Angel, I don’t understand why you’re trying to get a job like this. Filing papers? Filling out forms?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I just like paying my bills.”

      He barked a laugh. “Fair enough. I meant it isn’t you. That isn’t where your strengths lie.”

      “What strengths?” I wasn’t fishing for compliments. I was genuinely curious if there was any way to earn a living while being both gullible and hopeless. Preferably not on my back.

      “Angel, you’re caring, you’re courageous. You’re also pretty damn smart no matter what you say. But as much as I’d love to see you every day, it’d be distracting to have you as my secretary. I don’t think it would make you happy either, would it?”

      “Well, I’d have food and clothes and maybe even my own apartment. They say money can’t buy happiness, but those things make me pretty happy.”

      “You need to do something. You don’t need to do this. There are a lot of jobs in the world that aren’t being an assistant to assholes like me.”

      “There aren’t,” I said flatly. “But I guess my daddy was right after all. I can’t make it in the real world.”

      “This?” He made a sweeping gesture at the shiny metal walls of the elevator, at the marble floors. “This isn’t the real world. This is a boxing ring, and you aren’t going to be happy here because you don’t like to hit people.”

      “I appreciate the attempt, but I know the real reason I’ll never make it.” And it wasn’t even the criminal record I had to disclose on every job application. The real reason was what had gotten me in jail in the first place. Too trusting, too blind, and too…

      He groaned. “Jesus. You need to stop with that. You’re not stupid.”

      I gave him a look. Which probably would have been more effective if he could see my face. “Don’t patronize me. I know what I am.”

      “Fuck, Angel. You of all people know me better than that. I’m not a nice person. I’m not going to tell you things just to make you feel better, not if I don’t believe them.”

      That was true, he wouldn’t.

      “Who told you that?” he demanded. “Your father? If so, he’s an asshole.”

      Something shifted inside me to have Mr. Thompson acknowledge that. Because my daddy had been an asshole. He hadn’t cared when they’d diagnosed me with some kind of learning disability, and he definitely hadn’t gotten me the help they’d recommended. No, he’d been too interested in me for all the wrong reasons, kissing and hugging me while he insulted me, hoping I was too stupid to figure out why he really liked to hold his thirteen-year-old daughter so close. I’d learned to keep my head down. Learned to stay under the radar.

      Learned to be stupid, so no one would ever pay attention to me.

      Or maybe I was just fooling myself. Maybe I was just stupid and desperate enough to make up reasons.

      A cold sensation wrapped around me, gripping me with its fingers and squeezing tight. There were no more reasons to make up. No more excuses. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said flatly.

      He blinked, clearly not used to people talking to him that way. But he didn’t get angry. Instead his eyes softened. “I know you’re smart in everything that matters. You’re smart about people. You’re smart about the way I treat you and the way you treat me.” He paused. “You’re smart about us.”

      About us. Oh God. I wanted there to be an us. And how stupid was that? “I have a record,” I whispered.

      “What?”

      “I have…” Damn it, this was harder than I’d thought. And I’d thought it would be pretty freaking hard. “I have a criminal record, okay? I got out of jail six weeks ago. I was inside for two years, for conspiracy to possess with intent to distribute.”

      He stared at me, mouth open. His brown eyes were no longer angry or fierce. They were shocked, and for the first time I noticed his dark lashes. They made him seem younger, almost vulnerable. He was like the building, hard steel and concrete—and the thin layer of glass that I’d slammed into like a sledgehammer, breaking it with no care at all, only concerned about what this job would mean to me.

      He shook his head slowly, disbelieving. “You were… a drug dealer?”

      A short bitter laugh escaped me. “That would require some level of intelligence. And in that case, I wouldn’t be broke. No, I was just the dumb girlfriend of the dealer. I kept the boxes in the room I was renting because he’d asked me to. And when the cops showed up to search them…”

      “Jesus, Angel.”

      “I do have my diploma,” I said somewhat defensively. “At least that part was true. I got my associates degree while I was there. But I didn’t disclose my crime on the application. That’s the only reason I got this temp job.”

      He was silent a moment, the darkness almost suffocating as I waited for him to judge me. He couldn’t say anything worse than I’d already told myself. But it would still hurt, from him.

      “How the fuck does a minor get two years in prison for someone else’s crime?”

      Surprise held me suspended, almost floating above the cool elevator floor, hanging by a breath. He didn’t seem mad… at me. It had to be a mistake. A temporary reprieve. Just one more thing I didn’t deserve. “The judge said I needed to learn my lesson. That running away from home had proven how little responsibility I took for my life. He said that even if I hadn’t meant to, I should have known better.”

      “That’s ridiculous. What was his name?”

      “The judge?” My eyes widened. What did he want to know that for? “I’m not telling you.”

      “I’ll find out easily enough.”

      “It’s sealed. My record is sealed. The judge did that much for me, at least.”

      My heart seemed tight, my chest too small to contain it. I found myself clutching the elevator floor, almost bracing myself for whatever would come next. Whatever he would say, whatever he would do—except before he could say anything, footsteps approached from… above? Through the door, but it almost sounded like the floor was halfway up.

      Gage was on his feet in a flash. “Hello,” he shouted. “Anyone there?”

      Someone shouted back. “I hear you. You okay in there?”

      That almost sounded like the man out front…except I didn’t know his name. “Santa?” I called, feeling silly.

      There was a laugh. “Yes, ma’am. I knew you went in this morning and never came out. Figured I better check on you.”

      I smiled. “Thank you. We could use your help.”

      “Call security.” The Big Bad Billionaire was back. “Tell them Mr. Thompson is in elevator bank three and to get their asses down here.”

      “Will do.”

      It got quiet, and Mr. Thompson sent me a sideways glance. “How do you suppose he got in with the doors locked?”

      He must have found some way in, maybe a way that wasn’t totally kosher, but I wasn’t going to complain about that. Or let him get in trouble. It was my last day, and even if it hadn’t been, I’d have been fired after that confession. “The chimney, of course.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      After adjusting a strand of glittery tinsel, I stepped back to examine my work. The little household plant bore its Christmas trappings with dignity… kind of like a dog forced to wear a Halloween costume. Well, a Christmas tree wouldn’t fit in my room here. Not that I’d been able to afford one.

      I dropped onto my couch and sat back. Maise wandered over and curled up on my lap. I stroked her absently. “It’s nice, isn’t it?”

      Maise purred.

      “Just don’t eat the tinsel. I’m pretty sure it won’t digest well.”

      A knock came at the door. I frowned. The owner of the house had gone to visit her son in Alabama. I was watching Maise until she got back, though to be honest, the gray and white striped cat had taken up residence almost since I’d gotten here. There were a few other people living in the house, but they were at work.

      Which meant I had no idea who was knocking on the door.

      I pushed a reluctant Maise off my lap and went to peer through the peephole. Oh God. “Mr. Thompson?”

      “Gage,” he said.

      My heart started beating like crazy. What was he doing here?

      Was he finally going to turn me in?

      He looked about cold enough to do it, his mouth set in grim lines. In fact his face seemed starker than it had been, shadows under his eyes and a shadow of scruff on his hard jaw.

      And deep inside, stupid hope beat against my ribs, clamoring to get out, and God, I didn’t want to be wrong. Not again. Not about this. I needed some kind of protection around my heart, but seeing him standing outside my door in that ratty hallway tore down every defense I might have had.

      “It’s Christmas,” I said, stalling.

      “That’s why I came today,” he called. “I knew you couldn’t turn me away on Christmas.”

      Damn him, he was right. Just like I’d told him he couldn’t fire a guy a week before Christmas. Fear and a small, strange excitement warred inside me as I opened the door a crack.

      His expression was reserved. He held up a small box wrapped in red and gold. “I come bearing gifts. Well, one gift.”

      If there were handcuffs in there, I was ready to be seriously pissed. Well, unless he had a different use planned for them… But worrying would get me nowhere. I had no choice but to open the door and show him up to my room. Then close the door and take his coat, as if he would be staying awhile. Doing anything else was physically impossible.

      “I didn’t take you for a cat person,” he said as Maise twined between his legs.

      “She’s not mine.” Just to be contrary I said, “But she’s sweet. I could’ve had a cat.”

      “I see you with a dog. Something small but energetic.”

      I’d have done anything for a dog. Only, even as a young girl I’d been smart enough not to ask for things. Maybe I hadn’t always been stupid. I’d just spent my brain cells on survival, on staying under my daddy’s radar so he’d never have leverage against me. Never touch me. “I’m not allowed to keep pets here anyway. Maise belongs to the owner of the house.”

      He wandered farther into the room. He stooped to examine my pathetic houseplant Christmas tree. I felt overexposed with him seeing where I lived. How I lived. He looked sharp in a suit—even outside of work, on Christmas day. That was him, covered in masculine linen and silk, wrapped like a present.

      “I’m starting a new trend,” I said lightly.

      When he glanced back at me, his expression was solemn. He looked less like a stranger, more like the Gage Thompson I knew from the office. The Big Bad Billionaire… but even with his stern face, I wasn’t intimidated by him anymore. If he wanted to ruin me, it would be only too easy. With his money and his power, he could ruin anyone. I was completely at his mercy, and I found, for some reason, that I liked it here. It didn’t feel scary.

      It felt safe.

      I didn’t think he was here to turn me in. “Did you come to offer me a job?”

      He glanced at me sideways. “Do you want one?”

      “Depends what I’d have to do.”

      A small smile turned his lips, challenging and intimate. “What if I said you had to come to my office, late at night when no one else is there?”

      My stomach knotted. “I’d say that sounds familiar.”

      He withdrew something from his pocket. Folded paper that he opened. “Angel Marie Cole,” he read.

      My heart sank. “What is that?”

      But I knew. I knew what it was even before he said, “Your job application. And let me tell you, this wasn’t easy to get on Christmas Eve at midnight.”

      “You own the company.”

      “And as such, I’m considering a complete overhaul of our filing system. It took me two hours to find this.”

      Despite my distress, a smile tugged at my lips. He hadn’t wanted to disturb his employees on Christmas Eve, in the middle of the night, so he’d done it himself. I imagined him bumping into file cabinets, swearing under his breath, and thumbing through stacks of files.

      But no matter how adorable the image was, it didn’t change what was on that paper.

      Anger rose up in me, which was a whole lot easier than dealing with the truth. I didn’t like him being disappointed in me. Didn’t like being disappointed in myself. “You had no right to pull that out.”

      He gave me a dark look. “I had every right.”

      “You can’t fire me. I’m not your employee anymore.”

      His expression softened. “And why would I fire you?”

      I stared at him. “Because I lied.”

      “Angel… your juvenile record was sealed. That’s why we didn’t find it during the background check. And that means you don’t have to disclose it.”

      My gaze narrowed. “What?”

      And more importantly, how the hell did he know that?

      The question must have shone in my eyes because he gave me a half smile. “I do numbers for a living. I could work out the dates here between your birthday, your GED, and your associates degree. And the date you submitted this application.”

      That much made sense, but… “How do you know about not having to disclose juvenile records?”

      “I’m a business owner,” he said lightly as if his business wasn’t a billion-dollar conglomerate. “It’s my responsibility to understand basic hiring laws.” His cheeks darkened. “Plus I may have called my lawyer to confirm that this morning.”

      Blood had started to pound thickly in my ears. I felt close to crying, and that somehow seemed the worst travesty of this whole thing—crying in front of the man I wanted, the one I’d never deserve to have. “Why didn’t I know about that?”

      “You should have. Your parole officer should have gone over all this.”

      I just shook my head, remembering the flyer of homeless shelters and the offer to make money on my back. I’d known then that it wasn’t how things were supposed to be done, but a lot of rules got broken in prison. And not all of them by the inmates.

      He stepped forward, his finger raising my chin. “You don’t have to worry anymore.”

      Worry? I had plenty to worry about. He didn’t understand that in his thousand-dollar suit and his supreme self-assurance.

      I shook my head. “I can’t even blame my criminal record. It’s not like I was so freaking successful before I got arrested. The truth is, I can’t cut it, okay?”

      “Never going to cut it?”

      Why was he making me spell this out? God, it was so obvious. And so depressing. “I’m never going to make a bunch of money, got it? Never going to be one of those fancy people in a business suit. Never going to take the elevator to the top of the glass building.”

      “Well, we can’t all be Willy Wonka.”

      Don’t smile, you’ll only encourage him. But I couldn’t help it. I was glad he’d told me about the disclosure thing, and a deep sense of relief filled me. It meant I hadn’t broken any rules getting that temp job. It also meant I could probably find another job, without a criminal history—and possibly with a positive recommendation. “You are such an asshole.”

      Or maybe without the recommendation.

      He didn’t seem bothered. “I’ve heard that before.”

      “Well, I’m not very original.”

      “Do not start with the smart stuff again. You’re smart.” When I snorted, he pressed on. “Very smart. The smartest woman I’ve ever met.”

      I glared at him. “Stop.”

      “It’s true,” he insisted. “I wish I had half your skill with people. I generally have to take over someone’s company to get them to listen to me. Sometimes it feels like overkill.”

      “Only sometimes?” I asked wryly.

      “But you, you just smile in that open way and say something sweet, and people are eating out of the palm of your hand.” Something fell, then, in his eyes—a wall. A barrier. He took it down and let me see the truth of his words. “It worked for me, anyway.”

      My chest felt tight. “Not smart enough to get a job. The real kind. Not pouring stale coffee.”

      “You had a rough start,” he countered. “You survived on the streets. And now look at you. Do you think I don’t know how far you’ve come? Do you think I don’t realize how hard you had to work to get to this point without a family, without a home?”

      Yeah, kinda. “You’re rich.”

      His expression softened. “I wasn’t always rich. But you’re right. I was never homeless either. So let me help you.”

      “What?”

      “Let me give you money,” he said bluntly.

      Ah, there was the Big Bad. It was almost comforting that he woudn’t be cheesy or romantic about this. He was giving it to me straight.

      “I’m not visiting your office, Gage. Not at night. Not at any time of the day.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking for. I seem to recall you telling me I deserve more. That’s what I want. From you. I want you with me when I go home. I want a reason to actually go home.”

      “And I’d be what? Your kept woman? Your mistress?”

      “I was thinking girlfriend.”

      I fought against the wave of inappropriate happiness inside me. “This isn’t right. The money. The imbalance. It’s like you paying a woman to come to your office. That’s not how it’s supposed to work.”

      He took my hands and pulled me close. “Angel… I want to be with you. Near you. Is that wrong?”

      I should pull away. I really should. And I would just as soon as I leaned in close and soaked up all his warmth. “No, you know that isn’t wrong. I want that too.”

      “And I want you to have food,” he continued in that persuasive tone of his. I imagined him using that tone when negotiating a multimillion-dollar deal, and felt strangely flattered by the comparison. “I want you to have clothes and your own apartment. Is that wrong?”

      “No…” I drew the word out.

      “And I want you to be happy.” He pulled me flush against his body, his mouth against my temple. “So let me buy you a little happiness,” he whispered.

      I bit my lip to stop the laugh, but it came out anyway. “I did set myself up for that one.”

      “You can figure out your next step. You can try out different jobs. You can do whatever the fuck you want, but do it near me. That’s all I want.” He looked down at me, his eyes dark and somehow bright. “That’s my happiness.”

      I swallowed thickly. “Oh, Gage.”

      His expression was tight, almost pained in its uncertainty. This wasn’t a man used to uncertainty. “Is that a yes? Will you let me make you happy? Will you be mine?”

      “It’s a yes, please.”

      And he was good to his word, giving me the happiness I needed and wanted, bending his head to brush his lips across mine, deepening the kiss until I was lax in his arms and he was breathing heavy with need. One of his hands was threaded through my hair, cradling my head as he delved his tongue into my mouth. His other hand roamed my body from my breasts, down my stomach, to cup my ass, and then started the trek all over again—with a kind of urgency born of denial, as if he thought he’d never get to touch me again and had to prove to himself that he could.

      When he pulled back, his eyes were hazy with desire. They focused on me with slow-burning intensity. “Show me your bedroom, Angel.”

      “Why?” I looked up at him, coy. “Do you have something to show me?”

      “I have several things to show you,” he growled. “Right here on the floor if you don’t take me to your bed.”

      Ooh, I liked him growly. “Wait. First I need to see what’s in the box.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Mercenary. I approve.”

      I shrugged, unapologetic. I was way too curious about what he’d gotten. Besides, it had been a long time since anyone had given me a present. As soon as he handed me the box, I pulled aside the ribbon and tore the paper. Lifting the lid, I found a gleaming onyx pen inside. His pen. I picked it up, admiring the smooth shine.

      Only then did I notice the engraving along the side. Property of the Big Bad Billionaire. Please return if found.

      My jaw dropped. This was exactly how he’d gotten his reputation. And just like the man in the Santa costume had said, he lived up to his reputation. “Oh, you’re very bad.”

      “So they tell me. Big too.”

      I swatted him. “Arrogant, overconfident, egotistical—”

      “But you didn’t think I meant… you, did you? Only the pen is mine. That’s what I meant.”

      “I see,” I said, even though he was such a tease. A sexy tease, and I never wanted him to change.

      I loved him like this—demanding and confident like he should be, none of the hesitation and self-disgust he’d had before. Sometimes we were the worst judges of ourselves. He wasn’t a rapist, no matter what his father had done. And I wasn’t stupid, no matter what my daddy had said.

      “But you can use it. Now that you’re my girlfriend, I don’t want you going around, borrowing other men’s pens.”

      “Not when you have a perfectly good one.”

      He leaned down and kissed me, murmuring between hot presses of his mouth on mine, “Perfectly. Good.”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on tight for what I was sure would be rough and wild and absolutely decadent. My lips close to his ear, I whispered, “You’re too pretty, and it’s been too long.”

      His lips curved against my neck as he recognized the same words he’d spoken to me. “Do you know what you’re asking for?”

      Better than he did, almost. And I wasn’t afraid.
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      He didn’t reach for me right away. Didn’t pull me close or pin me down. Not yet.

      Instead his gaze was appraising, weighing my sincerity. Wondering whether I could take him. I raised my chin. I’d survived on the streets. Survived prison. If there was anyone strong enough to survive him, it was me.

      “It’s too late to back out now,” he warned.

      “Use me,” I said softly. “I won’t break.”

      He cocked his head. His gaze took me in, from my nipples pebbling underneath my threadbare cami to my bare feet, visible beneath the hem of my too-long pajama bottoms. Not exactly the sexiest outfit, but the hunger in his eyes left no doubt that he wanted me. And I knew exactly how he wanted me: hard. Rough. And fighting back.

      “Will you tell me if I go too far?” he asked, almost conversationally, in the same tone he might use to wonder if we’d have a white Christmas. Will it snow? he’d ask. Will I know when I break you? he'd wonder. After the fact, when it’s too late to matter.

      Being with him was putting my trust in him. “You won’t.”

      He shut his eyes. He could handle touching me, holding me, pounding me, but the trust was too much. And just right. When his eyes opened again, they glinted with lust—and hard steel. “Then we’ll pick up where we left off.”

      And I knew he didn’t mean after in the elevator, with my lips around his hot, pulsing flesh or my legs spread wide for him. He meant before that. He meant the very beginning, in his office.

      My voice came out small and somehow more confident than I’d ever felt. “You were making me come.”

      “That’s right,” he said, approving, the same way he’d tell me I’d turned in the reports on time or followed his directions exactly. The tone of command and condescension sent a wash of humiliation through me—quickly followed by arousal. This man was power. He was threat and generosity wrapped into one sleek package, and I wanted more. I’d never get enough.

      “Turn around.” His voice was rougher now. Colder.

      I turned willingly, nerves fluttering in my stomach, a tight knot lodged in my throat. Tonight was a test, whether he meant it that way or not. He’d either bend or break me, and if he did the latter, I feared for him more than myself. He’d never forgive himself if he hurt me, which was why I needed to be strong.

      I reached to flip off the lamp. A brush of air was my only warning before hands gripped my hips. He pulled me back, pressing my ass flush against his body, his erection an iron bar, threatening and hot even through our clothes.

      The soft fabric of my cami gave way to his rough hands, slipping under my breasts and plumping them up.

      He groaned, looking down. “The first time I saw these..”

      His hands seemed large or my breasts seemed small. His hands tanned and rough against my pale skin. In every way he was stronger, darker, more powerful. I shivered, overpowered and subdued before I’d even thought to fight back.

      “What did you think?” I asked, imagining that night when he’d thought he was a prostitute. And he wasn’t that far wrong. I’d been desperate then—to keep the job, to survive. Desperate to please him, the same way I felt now. The same but different, because this time I knew I could say no.

      “I thought you were more beautiful than I had any right to. And I felt better that I was paying you, because at least then you’d be getting something in return.”

      “I’m getting something. I’m getting you.”

      A low laugh. “We’ll see if you still think that when I’m through with you. When I’ve bruised and bitten your pretty little tits. When you think you can’t take it in any deeper or harder, but I force you to.”

      My inner muscles clenched, preparing myself and wanting at the same time. I could have told him I wasn’t afraid, but we were beyond that, into the place where he threatened me because it turned me on—and because it turned me on too. He didn’t need my reassurance; he needed my fear, and my body responded with obedience, sending my blood racing through my veins, my breath coming fast.

      “What else?”

      “Do you want to know what I’m going to do to you? I’m going to bend you over this bed, with my hand on your back to keep you down. Then I’m going to slide into that hot, wet heat of yours and get myself off with the friction of your cunt.”

      I moaned, afraid and hungry. “Wait,” I said uselessly.

      He didn’t wait. When I tried to stand, but his hand touched my lower back, holding me down, bent over.

      Exactly like he’d said he would.

      My hands braced on the bed, but it wasn’t enough. Not when he shoved a hand underneath my cami and squeezed—not a careful caress like he’d done before. He squeezed my soft flesh until an anguished cry left my lips, and then he didn’t let up. He found the nipple between his thumb and forefinger and pressed, deliberate and cruel.

      “Like this,” he muttered, and I wasn’t sure if the question was meant for me or himself.

      But then he pressed harder, and a whimper escaped me. “No,” I whispered.

      That seemed to be what he wanted, because he started to move then, using my breasts like handles, pulling me back onto his cock, jerking himself off with the softness of my ass. Breathy, pained sounds filled the air around me, and I realized I was making them—almost a song, a sick kind of rhythm.

      A large hand reached around and cupped my sex. “It will hurt more if you’re dry,” he said, his voice low and more menacing for how calm he sounded. Like he wanted me to hurt.

      My clit pulsed at the warmth of him, desperate for more. I didn’t think dryness would be a problem—not with the way my body was already responding to him, slick and hot. But he could still hurt me.

      He probably would.

      I ground my clit down on his palm, seeking him, and he groaned. “You don’t care what I do to you, is that it? You get off on the pain, don’t you?”

      I flinched, because I hadn’t been expecting him to call me out on it. I should have, though. I should have known he’d want to hurt me and make me want it and make me feel humiliated for it too. Should have known he’d wring every last drop of sensual torture from our play, or he wouldn’t really be Gage Thompson.

      The female body was made to be invaded, made to be entered, but he fanned his fingers over my sex and then squeezed, making me feel small and owned and fucked without even slipping his fingers inside me. My muscles clenched around nothing, aching, bruised and needy. “God, don’t,” I moaned. “Please."

      “It’s really too late for that,” he said in his cool, calm CEO tones. The same tones he’d used telling Noah he was fired. “Give me your hands.”

      My hands were the only things holding me up off this bed. If I gave them to him, I would have no leverage left, no protection. No control. And that was exactly the way he wanted me.

      I reached back, and he clasped my wrists together, deft and sure. And just as quickly released me. I only had seconds to register my freedom before he took it back, reaching around me, grasping my cami—and oh God, pulling, yanking it. A strap tore. The sound ripped through the air. And then the ruined fabric was pulled back, wrapped around my wrists, holding me effectively, leaving his hands free to touch and roam and pinch.

      A cry filled my throat, low and desperate.

      He laughed softly. “So pretty. This is how I imagined you that night, when I saw you bent over my desk.” His lips found my ear, and he traced them along the curve. His voice came soft, then—I had to strain to hear. “And now I have you.”

      “Please,” I whispered. But I didn’t just want his dark words, his harsh promises. I wanted him to touch me, to force me. I even wanted him to hurt me, as long as he took care of me too. Those steel bars had kept me imprisoned—and they’d kept me safe. He was steel, and he would hold me, keep me. He’d protect me.

      He pulled back and pushed down my pants. Cool air washed over the backs of my legs. His fingers skated up my thigh, teasing the hem of my panties. I squirmed, aching for more, harder, now, but he held me still. He held me with his hands and my bunched up cami. With a single muttered word: “Stay.”

      I stayed. I stayed while he hooked his fingers into my panties and dragged them down my legs. He pulled them taut around my ankles, spreading my legs just far enough to hold them there.

      He was silent, but I felt his gaze like a touch. On my pussy, on my legs. On my ass. He watched me with total patience—the kind of patience that came with possession. There was no hurry, because he knew he’d have me for as long as he wanted. Because he knew he’d have me for a long time.

      The first touch between my legs wasn’t from his hands. He kissed me. He pushed his face between my thighs, shoving them apart until I bent my knees. He licked and sucked at my pussy, only reaching the outer lips. Every nip and suck made me push back harder against his face, aching for more.

      “God, I can’t—” My fingers grasped at nothing, at air.

      “You can,” he said, returning to his torment. When he finally added a finger, it only got worse. And so much better, the sweet stretch of him, the brutal rhythm.

      I choked on my next refusal when he stood. A zipper running down. A rustle of clothing. A tear of foil. My whole body tensed, ready for him, waiting.

      He notched his cock against my opening, hot and blunt where I was slick.

      Then he was inside me, shoving all the way in before I’d had a chance to breathe, too fast for me to even cry out. He impaled me, and I shuddered in a kind of sensual shock, pinned down by him, laid bare. There was nothing to do but take it, nothing to hold on to, no gravity at all except the hard, implacable length of him pushing me down on the bed.

      It was exactly what he’d threatened—what he’d promised—and exactly what I needed. I need to know that he would be there, keeping his word, hurting me and protecting me. I needed to know, when I was alone in the world, when it was Christmas Eve, that someone wanted me enough to take me.

      “This.” His voice was choppy, breathing rough. I wasn’t the only one breaking apart. Wasn’t the only one crashing. “This is what I imagined doing. Fucking you until you couldn’t breathe. That’s what I want.”

      And he’d gotten it, because God, I couldn’t. Couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. My body was a mass of burning sensation, like the sun. I was heated from the inside and melting on the surface. It hurt to look at anything, blinding, so I shut my eyes tight. But the light found me there, flares of red and electric white light. I couldn’t escape the burn. It consumed me, flames licking at my skin, molten deep in my core, the temperature rising until I came, calling his name, Gage, clenching around him, feeling his body tense behind me as he growled out his climax.

      We remained like that, me bent over the bed, him collapsed on top of me, my muscles pulsing around him, his flexing inside me, our bodies communing while our breaths slowed down. When he finally moved and his cock slipped from inside me, I felt the loss acutely, the space he had filled now empty.

      He found another way to fill it, with firm and gentle touches, moving my body onto the bed, settling me under the covers before he disappeared into the bathroom for a few minutes. When he came back, he had a warm washcloth that he used on me, soothing the secret places on my body, tender spots he had used roughly, bruises he had left.

      My limbs were limp as he arranged me, moved my legs apart to give him access, and then slid them closed again. In all that we’d done, this was the first time I’d gotten a clear view of his body, the sinewy muscle and dark hair. Carefully banked power treating me gently.

      And then he was behind me, pulling me against his chest. I was helpless against his warmth and so damn sated. And half-asleep when we heard the city clock chime twelve times.

      “Merry Christmas, Angel,” he murmured.

      “Merry Christmas,” I whispered back.

      The rumors hadn’t lied. He was big and he was bad, but he was mine. And I was his.
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      Thank you for reading HIS FOR CHRISTMAS!

      If you want more sexy billionaires, download THE PAWN for absolutely ZERO dollars right now!

      The price of survival...

      Gabriel Miller swept into my life like a storm. He tore down my father with cold retribution, leaving him penniless in a hospital bed. I quit my private all-girl's college to take care of the only family I have left.

      There's one way to save our house, one thing I have left of value.

      My virginity.

      A forbidden auction...

      Gabriel appears at every turn. He seems to take pleasure in watching me fall. Other times he's the only kindness in a brutal underworld.

      Except he's playing a deeper game than I know. Every move brings us together, every secret rips us apart. And when the final piece is played, only one of us can be left standing.

      ONE CLICK THE PAWN NOW >
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      All Scarlett wants to do is wait out a howling snowstorm and kiss her best friend senseless, but all her careful plans fall apart the minute a near-frozen bear stumbles through the door.  Except he's not a bear--he's very much a man--and there's only one way to warm him up from the cold...
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      Snow has a perfect, bow-shaped mouth, and I want to trace it with the tip of my tongue.

      Outside the snug Montana cabin, a bitter wind screams and howls. Ice and snow pelt the windows with unmatched fury—but inside, all is warm and dry, with just the perfect amount of firelight flickering out over the living room. Snow and I are cuddled on the sofa, whiskey burning brightly through our veins, and we’re close enough for me to count the tiny creases in her full lower lip, near enough that my arm wraps entirely around her slim shoulders. We’ve gone from a friendly kind of cuddle to something…more than friendly. Which was exactly what I’d prayed for when I asked if she wanted to come to my family’s cabin at semester break, and she’d agreed with a bashful kind of smile. And then when we’d gotten snowed in, there was nothing else to do but snuggle close together for warmth…

      “Scarlett,” she murmurs, her eyes falling to my own mouth. “Do you…” She trails off, her cheeks going dark.

      “Yes,” I say. I can’t resist the urge to brush a fingertip over her mouth, and her eyes flutter shut. “Whatever you were about to say, the answer is yes.”

      Her lips curl into a smile underneath my touch.

      “I’m new to this,” she admits, opening her eyes. “I’m nervous.”

      I lean forward, the curve of my breast pressing against hers, “I’ll tell you a secret,” I whisper. “I’m not new to this, and I’m still nervous.”

      She blinks those wide dark eyes at me. “Really?”

      I laugh a little. “I want to get this right.”

      “Well, I’ll tell you a secret,” she responds breathlessly. “I don’t think you can do anything at this point to screw it up.”

      I cover her lips with a kiss.

      Her mouth is so soft under mine, so lush and yielding, and it pulls a low noise out of me, a ragged exhale of desire too long suppressed. I nudge her onto her back as gently as my shaking hands will allow. I follow her and spread my body over hers, wedging one knee between her legs and then purring with approval when I feel her hips rock up against my thigh.

      I kiss that lush mouth deeper and deeper, parting her lips with my tongue until our tongues can slide and stroke together, and she moans up into my mouth with a noise so sweet that it sends shudders up my spine and heat bolting between my legs. I’m already so wet for her, and I need to know if she’s wet for me, I need to know where else she is lush and yielding, and—

      BOOM.

      The front door crashes open, sending in a whirl of snow and a blast of cold air. The wind gusts in, and as I scramble up—both terrified that I’m about to be eaten by a bear and also not a little irritated that my kiss with sweet, perfect Snowdrop Lewis has been interrupted—the fire gutters to the point of near darkness. For a moment, even the pale shapes of my hands bobbing out in front of me while I fumble for a nearby lamp switch are lost to darkness. And then the fire swells back up, fed anew by the influx of fresh oxygen, the glow casting a sudden fierce glare over a huge figure hulking in the doorway.

      Bear, I think, in an insensible moment of panic. Behind me, Snow screams.

      And in front of me, the bear staggers a step forward, then another step, and I take an equal step backwards, my mind frantically rifling through options. Run to the back room and barricade ourselves in? Try to defend Snowdrop and me with a lamp or a fire poker? I think my dad said something about a shotgun in a safe in the bedroom closet…

      The bear lumbers forward once again, framed by furious sprays of snow and infernal-looking firelight, all shaggy and frost-covered and massive. I take another step back, reaching for the fire poker propped against the wall.

      “Go to the bedroom,” I tell Snow in a low voice. “Lock the door. I’ll try to be right behind you.”

      “I’m not leaving you alone with that thing—”

      The bear makes a loud noise—a cracked kind of groan—right as my fingers close around the poker handle, and something about it slows me down just long enough for the bear to move closer.

      “Help,” the bear says. “Please.”

      And then he collapses in front of me, snow still blowing in over his hulking, unconscious form.
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      A few minutes later and we’ve got the front door wrestled closed and the shotgun discreetly stashed close by—just in case this bear-man ends up being more bear than man. And then Snow and I finally approach the person prostrate on the floor, nudging at his shoulders with our feet and finally squatting down to get a better look at him.

      “Is he breathing?” Snow asks worriedly. “Oh, God, what if he’s dead? What are we going to do with a dead body in the middle of nowhere, in the middle of a blizzard?”

      “Hashtag Montana problems,” I joke absentmindedly, already searching through the layers of wet and frozen fur to find his neck.

      “Ohhhh,” Snow breathes, rooting for his wrist on the other side of him. “It’s a fur coat and mittens.”

      “And a beard,” I add, finally finding his neck through all the layers of hair. The skin of his neck is warm—but not nearly warm enough. There is a pulse thrumming thready and weak under the pads of my fingers, and I’m a little relieved. I don’t want a dead body in the middle of what was supposed to be my romantic getaway with Snowdrop Lewis.

      On the other hand, I don’t necessarily want a strange, possibly dangerous man in the middle of my romantic getaway, either.

      Although when Snow and I roll him over, I almost have to revise that assessment, because even under the layers of fur and beard, there’s no denying that there’s a certain rugged handsomeness to him.

      He’s got the kind of severe—almost craggy—features one would associate with the term mountain man: the high forehead with the heavy brows; the obligatorily once-or-twice-broken nose; the lean cheeks disappearing under his beard that convey a certain amount of austerity and asceticism. But all those harsh features are balanced out by the dramatic eyelashes fanning over his cheek and the glimpse of soft, well-formed lips under his beard. Lips that are a little bit bluish with chill.

      Like me, he’s white, with the kind of fair skin that gets red and flushed in the cold. Snow drops a booping finger on his ruddy nose before starting to unbutton his coat.

      “He’s like a sexy Santa Claus,” she says, and I wait for a spike of jealousy to come, but strangely I don’t feel jealous in the least.

      Because we’ve finally kissed? Because I think he’s sexy, too? Because Santa Claus can only be so sexy?

      Hmm.

      I let out a breath and decide to chalk it up to being the cheerfully ravenous girl I am.

      “We should put him closer to the fire,” I say, unwinding his ice-crusted scarf. Now that we’ve unwrapped him, it’s easy to see that he’s shivering violently. “Do you think we can carry him over?”

      Snow stands up, tapping her finger against those perfect lips. Lips I was just devouring. She catches me staring, and the dark silk of her cheeks turns even darker. But she’s fighting a smile, too.

      Gah. She’s so pretty. I want to put every knuckle of hers in my mouth while my knuckles are occupied elsewhere. I want her navel under my tongue, I want her riding my fingers, I want her braids swishing against my thighs as she crawls down my body. I want her, her, her.

      But first, this bear-man, who’s still completely unconscious and now leaking snowmelt all over the wide wooden planks of the cabin.

      I take his arms, as the taller of us, and Snow takes his feet, and together we shift his huge form the ten feet onto the cushy rug in front of the fireplace.

      “Fuck, he’s heavy,” I wheeze out as we finally drop him. He still shivers uncontrollably, eyes closed, breath rapid.

      Snow uses a gold-ringed toe to ease up the hem of the thick sweater he wears, revealing a flat stomach, ridged with abs and dusted with dark brown hair. The sight is overwhelmingly delicious. Not just his perfect stomach—masculine as hell and practically inviting teeth and tongues—but also her delicate brown foot arching above it. Her curious little toes now stroking at his stomach, as if to test the firmness of his abs and tickle her feet with the crisp hair there.

      This is the problem with being ravenous. Now I’m shuddering with arousal at the sight of a damn foot on top of a stomach of a man I don’t know.

      “Yeah, he’s heavy. Heavy with tons of muscles and probably a giant you-know-what, too,” Snow says.

      We both look, we can’t help it. And even just coming from a blizzard, even unconscious, there’s a sizable bulge distending his zipper.

      “Dang,” Snow mutters. “They sure make them good up here in the mountains.”

      “His jeans are wet. Is it creepy if we take them off?”

      She nudges at his waist with a toe, and the black band of a pair of boxer briefs rises above his belted jeans.

      “He’s got underwear on,” she says. “So only like medium-creepy?”

      I try to rouse him before we take them off, but he’s really down for the count. I try testing his pulse again, not that I can tell anything from it, but it reassures me to feel it still going. But shouldn’t he be waking up by now? Shouldn’t he be shivering less?

      That decides it for me. I’d rather risk this stranger having his own #metoo moment at the hands of two graduate students than have him actually die of hypothermia.

      “You take his sweater and shirt, I’ll take his jeans. Then we’ll wrap him in some blankets, too.”

      We get to work peeling the half-frozen, half-sodden clothes off his massive frame, and it becomes more and more apparent that Snow was right. This man is built out of pure muscle. It’s not sculpted, gym-style muscle, either—it’s heavy, delicious layers wrung from hours of wrangling cattle or fallen logs or bales of hay. He’s come by these muscles honestly, and they’re further set off by the dark dustings of hair along his chest and legs. A line of hair leads down from his belly button like an arrow right to his dick, which, even nestled softly into his boxer briefs, promises to be a monster.

      I resist the urge to ogle, and instead, I get up for a blanket. Snow tugs off his wet socks, wrapping her slim hands around his bare feet to warm him.

      “What is it about a man’s bare feet?” I ask, mostly to myself, because I’m riveted by the sight of them, looking so pale and vulnerable compared to the rest of his big, sexy body. Or maybe I’m riveted by the sight of Snow’s hands on them.

      Or maybe I got interrupted in the middle of fooling around with my crush and I’m just at full-on levels of horny frustration.

      “It’s just his bare feet,” Snow says, taking one edge the blanket and helping me tuck it around him. She carefully tucks in his feet, making sure to layer extra fabric around his lower legs. “We wouldn’t be so happy to see Professor Stoller’s feet.”

      I think of our graduate advisor—a very old man with a very indifferent relationship to personal hygiene—and shudder. Nope, those are definitely not sexy feet.

      Soon, we’ve got the man all bundled up and his clothes in the washer, his fur coat hung up near the fireplace to dry out. The fire does its job, and the man’s shivers gradually begin to ease.

      I catch Snow’s eyes on the other side of him. “What now?”

      She chews on her lower lip a moment, thinking. Then perks up.

      “I have an idea.”
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      The man’s head is heavy in my lap as I brush his hair. Scarlett is next to me working on his beard. She’d muttered something about beard oil when she’d first started, but between my hair products and hers, she’s managed to tame his beard into something, well…something sexy. It’s only a little longer than his jawline, and very neatly trimmed. With it smoothed and groomed, it’s easy to see his strong cheekbones and the line of his squared jaw. And his lips! I can’t resist touching them when Scarlett sits back on her heels to admire her handiwork.

      She giggles as she watches me touch his mouth.

      “What?” I ask, feeling heat rush to my face. I start brushing his longish hair again.

      “Nothing, really,” she says. “I feel like we’re at a slumber party or something. Except instead of playing with each other’s hair, we’re playing with a complete stranger’s.”

      An irresistibly handsome stranger, I think, and then I decide that I must have some kind of fairy godmother following me around and granting me wishes, because not only do I have a hot man’s head cradled in my lap, but I’m next to the girl I’ve been longing for since the day we both started working as GTAs for Professor Stoller. I look up at Scarlett from underneath my lashes, my body aching to touch every part of her. Her little snub nose and her pouting mouth painted a shade of red that would send men, women, and bulls charging at her.

      The first time I saw her, her lips had been that same shade of red. Scarlett, like her name. She’d been in scuffed motorcycle boots and torn jeans, a plain white T-shirt slumping off one shoulder and knotted at her waist, and she’d been sitting cozily in another girl’s lap—straddling her, actually—playing with the girl’s hair while she regaled the girl with some hilarious story and the group around them laughed.

      “Who’s she?” I’d asked my friend Camille. I’d only just started the graduate program at UT-Austin that week, and I hardly knew anyone, except for Camille, who’d gone to my high school down in Houston.

      “Oh, her,” Camille said, her voice lowering to the I’ve got tea register. “That’s Scarlett Rosenthal. She’s slept with basically everyone in Austin.”

      “That’s a statistical impossibility,” I murmured, glued to the sight of Scarlett’s sleek, denim-clad thighs sprawling over the other girl’s. I felt heat everywhere on my body, so much heat that I was sure it would sizzle against Camille’s skin.

      “Well, she doesn’t do them one at a time, if you get what I’m saying,” Camille whispered, pulling back and giving me a raised eyebrow.

      “I don’t think I do,” I admitted, confused.

      “She’s poly,” Camille said with the smugness of someone with good gossip. “She likes threesomes, foursomes, that kind of thing. Guys and girls, wild stuff. Way too wild for you, Miss Snowdrop Lewis.”

      I’d looked away then, a bit embarrassed at how obvious my attraction to this Scarlett Rosenthal was. It was no secret to my friends that I identified as bisexual…but it was also no secret that I’ve only ever had one boyfriend and had spent the last year living like a nun.

      I couldn’t have found a worse girl to start falling for than the rowdy and shamelessly carnal Scarlett. But fall for her I did, doomed from the moment I saw her, even more doomed from the moment we were assigned the same freshman art history course to TA in. But I was so agonizingly shy. All I wanted was to tell her I needed to know what her neck tasted like, but all that ever came out was stammering small talk.

      Somehow, she still wanted to spend time with me, talk to me, and over the course of the semester, she managed to become both my closest friend and the sole thing dancing behind my eyelids when I touched my pussy alone in bed at night.

      When she invited me up here for part of the winter break, she’d added, “It’ll just be the two of us, Snowdrop.” And then she’d put her fingertips against the place where my heartbeat thudded against my chest, right above the teardrop curve that swelled and sang for her touch.

      I knew what she meant, I knew what agreeing to come would mean for the both of us, and I assented eagerly. Austin was crowded—between roommates and classes and other grad students and the inevitable amount of drinking and concert-going that came with being a grad student in art—there was never a moment between the two of us that could really turn sexy. And short of her showing up on my doorstep in the rain, being holed up in a snowy cabin in the middle of nowhere felt like the next best thing, even if I would be the only black girl for untold miles around and I would have to make Scarlett walk with me inside every rural gas station whenever we stopped along the way.

      But after I agreed to come, I added in a brave rush, “It doesn’t always have to be only the two of us, you know. I want—I mean, I’ve never—I’d like to try—” I broke off, totally tangled up in my own inexperience and awkwardness.

      She gave me her signature Scarlett smile, the one with her tongue curled temptingly against the edge of her top teeth, and said, “You’d like to have more than two in a bed, you mean?”

      I nodded eagerly.

      “That’s like four-hundred-level sex,” she said after a minute of thinking and running her tongue along her teeth. “Let’s get you past your 101s first. Walk before you can run and all that.”

      But here we are now, with a beautiful male sprawled out on the floor in front of us, and I’m ready to run. Maybe Scarlett and I didn’t get much past kissing, but it’s hard not to feel ready for four-hundred-level sex anyway.

      Slow down, Snow, I chide myself. The man isn’t even awake. There’s no wedding band on his hand, but that doesn’t mean he hasn’t already got someone or just plain wouldn’t be interested. And even if he is interested, it doesn’t mean that his body is ready for fun after near human-popsicle levels of cold.

      So instead, I focus on his hair. I finish brushing it, and then I start stroking his scalp, enjoying the feeling of his silky, soft hair moving through my fingers. I think I could pet him this way for hours, but maybe I shouldn’t. Maybe it’s better to let him rest.

      Except then I stop petting him and he growls.

      Growls. Like a bear.

      Surprised, I start petting him again and the growl settles back down into his chest. His eyes remain closed the entire time and his breathing doesn’t change.

      Scarlett giggles again. “Did he just growl at you?”

      “I guess so,” I laugh, testing it again by lifting my hand from his hair.

      Another growl. Deeper this time.

      “Shh,” I soothe, running my fingers along his scalp again. “Shh. I won’t stop, don’t fret.”

      The growl slowly tapers off and he seems at peace again, except Scarlett starts giggling uncontrollably.

      “Snow,” she whispers. “Look.”

      I look at where she tilts her head and can’t stop my own little gasp and giggle.

      He’s hard. In fact, he’s so hard that his erection is tenting the blanket.

      Scarlett sighs. “I’d pay lots of real American dollars to see that thing.” She pats his shoulder in a resigned, I’m too ethical to take advantage motion. “Maybe when he wakes up, he’ll want to thank us in orgasms.”

      He stirs with another growl, his eyes behind his eyelids moving restlessly, and he manages to mostly kick off his blanket. Scarlett reaches for it to pull it back up, but not before we both see that the plum-like tip of his cock is rising a good few inches above the waistband of his boxer briefs.

      “Shit, he’s big,” Scarlett breathes. “Look at that thing!”

      I am looking, and she’s not wrong. It’s long and thick as hell, with two tantalizingly plump veins snaking down the underside. At the tip of the wide crown, pre-cum beads up like dew.

      We yank the blanket back up to his chin, but I’m already breathing hard. So is Scarlett, her pupils wide and her lips parted.

      “He’s probably fine here,” she says breathlessly. “You and I could—”

      I’m already scrambling to my feet, all the lust in my cunt and belly and breasts throbbing like a sore tooth. “Yes, we could.”

      She reaches for my hand, and I think finally, finally, finally I’m about to have this need eased when the stranger awakes with a jolt so vicious and sudden that it has us both jumping back.
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      I’m dead. I know I have to be dead, because I’m looking at two sweet angels in front of me, and I vaguely recall hazy snippets of their merry chatter and bright laughter. The feeling of small hands petting me, warming me. Tending to me.

      It felt like heaven.

      I blink up at them now, the heel of my palm going to my dick out of sheer habit to press against it, and then one of them—the white girl, with lips painted the color of sin—giggles.

      And I realize there probably isn’t morning wood in heaven. Not that it’s fucking morning, judging by the dark windows and the dim room, filled with the light from two small lamps and the glow of a crackling fire.

      I stretch, feeling aches and pinpricks everywhere, and remember in fits and spurts the nightmare leading up to this moment. The truck breaking down. Having to choose between freezing to death in the truck or freezing to death searching for the nearest cabin along the way.

      Seeing the warm dance of firelight through a haze of snow and trees…

      I shake my body like a dog and lumber to my feet, tucking my eager cock away as I do. No need to scare the angels, especially after they’ve been so kind to me.

      “Hello,” I rumble. My voice is deeper and rougher than normal, no doubt from the three or four hours of inhaling frozen air and snow. “I’m Liam.”

      They glance at each other. I realize that they’re holding hands, that they’re standing as if they were frozen mid-motion and about to leave.

      “I’m Scarlett,” announces the girl with lips the color of sin. “This is Snow.”

      Snow bites her lip and nods, then glances away, like she’s having a hard time not staring at my erection.

      I like that.

      I intentionally stretch again, knowing how it pulls my briefs tight around my cock, as my mind truly begins to clear and I begin to absorb where I’m really at and who I’m with.

      First off, the cabin is spacious and newish, fitted out with the kind of furniture and appliances that scream money. I can’t recognize the shape of the windows, which makes me think I’ve never seen this place before—which makes me think I wandered way fucking farther than I’d originally thought. Christ knows how I’ll find my truck again.

      Second of all, the girls are younger than me. College aged, I’d guess, maybe a tiny bit older. Snow has dark brown skin, dark eyes, eyelashes so long they cast shadows. Long, skinny braids frame her face, and she’s petite and slender. Scarlett is milk-pale, with freckles dashed over her button nose and dark hair bundled up in a careless knot on her head. She’s as curvaceous as Snow is slim, and they’re both in pajamas that do nothing to hide their perfect little bodies.

      Actually…

      I look again at their clasped hands and then up to their flushed faces, a slow worry creeping through me. I know fuck all about women’s fashion, but I do know that women don’t wear these kinds of slinky camisoles and shorts unless they want to be seen in them. And the flush in their faces can’t only be from the fire…

      I swallow, trying to angle my body away as I look for something to cover up with. These girls are clearly together and I don’t want them to think I’m trying to wave my boner at them.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, my voice still harsh with the effects of the storm. “It’s a sleep thing, you know—”

      “Oh, I know all about sleep things,” Scarlett laughs, but Snow elbows her and then cants her head toward me in an obvious can’t you see he’s embarrassed gesture.

      “Your pants are in the washer,” Snow says, by way of apology. “We didn’t entirely feel right undressing you, but all your clothes were either wet or frozen, and we didn’t want you to get hypothermia.”

      “You did the right thing,” I assure her. “I’m grateful.”

      Both of their eyes are on my cock now. God, I like that so fucking much. I like even better that I can see their nipples through their silky pajama tops, all hard like little needy bullets. I wonder how they would feel against my chest, dragging along the tops of my thighs as they suckled at me with warm mouths. Even just the thought of it is enough to make my erection give a slow, obvious pulse, and I’m grateful at least that they can’t see the large wet spot on my briefs from where my tip has leaked precum all over the place.

      Stop it, I tell my dick. Don’t bother the angels.

      I reach down for the blanket, getting ready to wrap myself in it, and Snow blurts out, “Don’t.”

      Scarlett’s head swivels to look at the other girl, and I can tell by Scarlett’s face that this must be extraordinarily out of character for Snow.

      I go still, keeping my eyes on the two young women in front of me. “Pardon?”

      “I mean, you should if you have a person already,” Snow continues on, closing her eyes as she rushes through the rest in a single breath. “You should cover up if you’re dating someone or whatever, and also you should cover up if you want to—but don’t cover up because of us.”

      Clearly through all her reserves of bravery, she takes a breath and opens her eyes again as she finishes. “Don’t cover up because you think we want you to.”

      Scarlett’s smiling the wickedest smile I’ve ever seen on a woman, with her tongue set temptingly against her teeth. “Snow!” she exclaims with delight. “You naughty girl!”

      I straighten back up—without the blanket—and Scarlett and Snow look back to me. For a long moment, no one says anything, and the only sounds are the blizzard screaming outside and the fire crackling around the big logs in the fireplace. I can’t say when the moment finally blooms into heady, erotic promise, but only that it does, as sure as a flower pushing its stubborn way through the snow to get to the sun. We go from looking to wanting, the kind of want that makes you breathe hard and hunger beyond all reason.

      It no longer matters that we’re strangers to each other—them saving my life feels more intimate than anything I’ve shared with anyone in recent memory—and it certainly doesn’t matter that this isn’t exactly a standard configuration where I come from. The only thing that matters is all the inches and inches of warm skin going untouched right now.

      “So if I don’t cover up,” I say, taking a step forward. “What then?”

      “Well,” Scarlett says as she taps one black-painted finger against her lips. “I suppose you could always thank us. Isn’t that right, Snow?”

      Snow’s mouth twitches in a smile. “I think that’s an excellent idea, Scarlett.”

      I take another step forward. “And how do such wonderful angels want to be thanked?”

      “Mmm, well,” Scarlett says, her finger now stroking along the plump bow of her lower lip. “I guess that depends on how adventurous you are.”

      “And you two? How adventurous are you?”

      I don’t miss that Snow squeezes Scarlett’s hand, and I get the sense that they’re silently communicating about something they’ve already talked about, which is something of a relief. I mean, at this point I’d give up my ranch and my truck to crawl into bed with these two, but it’s clear they have something between them, and I don’t want to mess that up. No single night is worth that.

      But if it’s something they’ve already discussed and come to terms with…

      “We’re very, very adventurous,” Scarlett asserts.

      “In that case…” I move forward, and with a couple quick movements and a lot of giggling from the angels, I have them easily tucked into each arm. “Tell me there’s a bed here.”

      “Just down the hall,” Scarlett says. “It’s a very big bed.” And then they both break into giggles again.

      Their merriment is infectious; I can’t remember the last time I’ve heard so much laughter. Sometimes the ranch hands will gather up at dusk for grub and a shared bottle of whiskey, but even then, silence reigns. I suppose it’s my own fault—I’ve been informed by enough women that I’m too gruff and harsh to be an inside pet of any kind. I’m good for a couple hours in the room above the local tavern, but not much else.

      Strange, though, I don’t mind so much being gruff here. These young women aren’t put off by me and my growls in the least. In fact, every time I do something rough or bearlike, I’m merely patted or cooed at, as if they’ve taken for granted that I won’t hurt them and that they’ve already tamed me.

      It’s shockingly gratifying.

      Stunningly pleasant.

      The bedroom looms close, and I feel like some kind of king from legend as I carry the two gorgeous women inside and toss them onto the bed. Their laughter floats up to the ceiling as I find a low light to flick on and then wrap my hands around Snow’s lean thighs and tug her ass to the edge of the bed.

      “What are you doing?” she asks as I curl my fingers around the waistband of her silky bedtime shorts.

      “I want to thank you for saving my life. On my knees. With my mouth. That okay?”

      “Oh,” she says, pupils blowing wide. “Oh yes. Very okay.”

      “Scarlett?”

      Scarlett’s already wriggling out of her shorts and parting her curvy legs. “Whatever you want. I’m guessing you like doing whatever you want.”

      “Yeah,” I grunt, tugging off Snow’s shorts and getting my first glimpse of her sleek, wet pussy. “I do.”

      And then I drop to my knees and kiss my way from Snow’s knee all the way down to her core.
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      Liam goes down on Snow with the same growling intensity that he does everything. Looking for all the world like some kind of half animal intent on claiming his mate, he has his giant hands curled firmly around Snow’s hips, keeping her still for his liking as he fucks her cunt with his mouth. His broad shoulders brush against her knees as he works; the muscles in his arms and chest tense and flex as he finds all the spots that make shy little Snow issue combinations of swear words even I’ve never heard before.

      But for as sexy as he is and for as much as I want to take notes on what makes her climb the walls, it’s her face I’m riveted by. She’s utterly, indescribably beautiful like this, all abandoned to her pleasure and made selfish and greedy by it. Her lips are parted and her long lashes are fluttering and every single tic and tense of her jaw is more beautiful to me than a sunrise. I have a sudden, nearly spiritual moment of gratitude for Liam and whatever cosmic power brought him to our cabin tonight. That I get to watch Snow like this, that I get to stroke her breasts and croon in her ear as I have an unobstructed view of her unraveling pleasure—it’s a gift beyond imagining. I think I might be able to come just from watching it.

      But then Liam’s hand finds my leg, and if his hands look giant and rough, it’s nothing compared to how they feel.  And when those wide, blunt fingertips brush against my needy flesh, I don’t bother to bite back my groan.

      “Fuck, Liam,” I whisper, trying to rock my hips closer to his touch. “Do that again.”

      His eyes—a striking amber with a dark ring around the outside—glare at me from over the rise of Snow’s writhing body, and I realize that for the first time in a very long time, I’m with someone who wants to be in charge more than I do. I relish the idea, the very thought of simply surrendering to this bear of a man and letting him do what he wants with me.

      “Am I being a bad girl?” I purr at him as he narrows his eyes. “Do you like to be the boss?”

      He stands up and wipes at his mouth with his forearm—a move I find unbearably sexy even at the best of times—but now, with Snow practically trying to fuck the air at the absence of his attention and with him so hugely muscled and shaggy and looming over me—well, I’m a goner. He can gobble me up whole and I’d be grateful for it.

      He doesn’t rise to my provoking bait. Instead, he plants his huge hands on either side of my head and leans down, brushing his mouth against mine. I can taste Snow on his lips.

      My toes curl with delight.

      “Tell me if you want to slow down, and I will. Tell me if you want me to stop, and I will.” His voice is deep and grating. “But I dare you to tell me that you want to be in charge right now.”

      He’s right—and stupidly sexy on top of it all—but the fact that he’s right chafes a little. Scarlett Rosenthal is the definition of sexual independence, and while I’ve been in bed with all types, I can’t say that I’ve ever fucked a man so inherently, inexorably…alpha. It’s different. Thrilling and a little scary, like lifting your hands off the handlebars as you zoom down a hill.

      “What makes you think I don’t want to be in charge?” I whisper, deflecting. A quick smile curls at his mouth under his beard. My deflection itself is a victory and he knows it.

      “Because you waited for me to touch you before you started whining,” he murmurs, leaning down to bite at my neck. I arch up into the flare of pleasure-pain, panting. “Because you couldn’t lie still, couldn’t breathe while I took charge of Snow’s pussy, hmm?”

      “Asshole,” I breathe. He’s right, and he knows he’s right, and I feel him grin against my neck. “Are you going to finger me now? Pretty please?”

      “Nice try,” he grunts. A flash of heat sizzles at the place where he nips at my breast through my camisole. “It’s not going to be that easy, angel.”

      His mouth hovers right above my navel, and my cami is rucked up enough around my waist that I can feel his breath on my bare skin. I try to push myself closer, because I want his tongue there, I want the rough kiss of his beard, but he straightens up and denies me the pleasure. Instead, his hands scoop under my ass and yank me to the edge of the bed, and then he steps into the triangle made by my legs. He’s so strongly built that even though his hips are narrow, the muscles of his waist spread my thighs farther apart, and the tight muscles of his ass make a delicious resting place for my calves as I wrap my legs around him.

      Still wearing the boxer briefs, he presses the hot length of his erection against my seam, rocking up in a smooth motion that rubs perfectly against my clit.

      “Oh, yes,” I whisper, trying to spur him on with the legs I have wrapped around his waist. “Again, again.”

      “You just don’t learn, do you?” he rumbles, leaning over me again as his hips thrust wickedly against mine. “I think it’s been some time since someone’s taken you like this. Since you’ve been able to lie back and just feel good.”

      Some time…or never. Art school lovers are rarely so…domineering.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I admit, my words breaking on surprised breaths as he continues to dry fuck me. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Make you come good enough that you want me to do it again,” is his succinct reply, and I think he has nothing to worry about there. My orgasm is already threatening to twist me apart, and even if he weren’t able to drive me to climax, it’s still incredibly yummy to be in bed with a man like him, watching him give my little Snowdrop as much pleasure as he has. I would still never want this night to end.

      But he is going to make me come, and fucking hard, too, and not even with his fingers or his mouth. Not even properly with his cock. He’s going to make me come like a teenager in the backseat of a car, frantically rubbing against a rigid length trapped beneath a layer of clothes.

      His hands find my wrists, pinning them on either side of my head, and soon I feel soft lips along my jaw as he thrusts. Snow, with her eyes like onyx in the dark, watches us with addictive intensity.

      I can see her hand buried between her legs and it’s enough to send me over the edge, thinking about her fingers inside her wet, tight hole. With a low keen, I come underneath Liam’s thrusting bulk, my clit throbbing and my womb fluttering fast and hard.

      “Fuck, you’re pretty when you come,” he growls, his form going motionless over mine but still making his cock available for me to ride out the rest of my orgasm against, which I do with a series of violent, shuddering rocks. And when I go still at last, he steps back, peels off his briefs, and drops back to his knees.

      Snow welcomes his face back between her legs with a greediness I never would have imagined from her, and my cunt gives another jolt, letting me know it’s far from finished with the two people in this bed.
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      Liam stirs a single finger inside of me as he gently works my clit, and I think I might die. Or explode. God only knows how I’ll survive when he fucks me with his cock if this is my reaction to one of his fingers—he is going to fuck me with his cock, right?

      I twine my hands through his hair, smiling at the now-predictable growl it elicits, and then tug up so he looks at me.

      “You can fuck me,” I say softly. “Just so you know.”

      “It’s all fucking, angel,” he says and then wedges another thick finger inside me. “But if you’re asking for my cock, I’ll give it to you. When I’m ready.”

      Scarlett makes a noise next to me and I look over at her as Liam’s tongue starts stroking me again. Her chestnut-brown hair is mussed and tangled in a halo around her head, and even in the dim light, I can see the post-orgasm flush on her cheeks.

      “I want to see him use his cock on you,” she says, with a languorous stretch, and then she’s sitting up so she can better watch him kiss my pussy. “And then I want to use it myself. It’d be such a shame to waste such a big, thick cock, hmm?”

      A grunt from between my legs. Liam likes that.

      “Such a shame,” I breathe. “I need it—”

      The growl Liam gives now is almost frightening, and wherever his body touches mine has gone completely rigid and tense.

      “Ohhh,” Scarlett says, able to see more from her vantage point. “You should see how hard his cock’s gotten. It’s pulsing in the air now, all on its own. And it’s so dark and swollen—I bet it hurts. I bet it’s near-painful how good each bead of pre-cum feels when it rolls down the underside…”

      Liam growls again, curling his fingers up against some impossibly sensitive part of me, and it feels so good, eyes-rolling-back-into-your-head good, and I can’t take it, can’t take it, and I come with wild, whimpering noises, seizing hard around his fingers and quivering against his tongue. In an instant, he’s on his feet.

      “I need a condom,” he says, and his voice is rough with need. “Tell me you have a condom.”

      For a real moment, I panic. Scarlett and I had been prepared for a trip alone—penises and the things one needs for penises hadn’t really factored into my packing. But then Scarlett climbs off the bed with one of her mischievous laughs and walks over to the end table.

      “This cabin is a bit of a love nest for my parents,” she explains, pulling out what has to be the largest box of condoms I’ve ever seen. “They keep themselves well stocked.”

      If Liam is embarrassed to use condoms belonging to the parents of the woman he’s about to fuck, he doesn’t show it. He takes the box without a word, pulling out a packet and checking something printed there before grunting to himself in satisfaction and tearing it open with his teeth. Scarlett holds out her hands; she takes the box from him as well as the wrapper, and watching her hand curl around the wrapper for the condom Liam is going to use to fuck me is strangely arousing. My pussy, still heavy and sensitive from my climax, feels extra hot and slick now, ready for his cock, ready for more.

      Liam rolls on the condom with powerful, jerky motions, his need clearly displayed not only in his dusky, throbbing organ but also in the etched lines of his rigid abs and straining thighs. He’s nothing like the last—and only—man I’ve had sex with, who’d been a visual artist from Boston and favored a very sweet style of lovemaking.

      Liam is primal. Big and masculine and not sweet at all, and he looks like he wants to devour me whole.

      God, I like this so much better. I want to be devoured, and when he stalks back toward the bed, I scurry up the mattress not because I’m afraid but because I want to be chased a little. I want to feel what it’s like to be wanted so badly that you’re pursued.

      I suppose that’s another thing I find irresistible about Scarlett. She’s a chaser, too, and right now she’s crawling up the other side of me and pinning my wrists between us as she takes my mouth in a hard, searing kiss. It’s electric—fast and sloppy enough that I know I’ll have her lipstick smeared against my own lips when she’s through—and it leaves no doubt in my mind that she’s as turned on as I am.

      When we break apart, I see her breathing quickly, her eyes darting between me and where Liam is currently settling between my legs. “God, I want to see him fuck you,” she breathes. “I’m going to fuck you with a cock someday, too, you know.”

      “What, you didn’t bring your cock with you?” I tease, although my voice is too husky with arousal to really sound joking.

      Even in the dim light, I see her eyes flare. She leans down to whisper in my ear. “When we get back home, I’m going to teach you to respect my cock. Teach you how to scream for it.”

      I know that I must look like the world’s most innocent lamb all trussed up for slaughter; I had no idea that anyone could talk like Scarlett could, no idea what was possible between us, and I know my shock and delight are written all over my face.

      “But for now,” Scarlett says, using her thumb to wipe at the lipstick she’s left all over my mouth, “I think we should let poor Liam play before he tears down this cabin with his teeth.”

      Liam does look close to some kind of destruction as he stares down at me, but nearly as sexy as his elemental drive to fuck me is the control he’s using to hold himself still. The obvious care and restraint in the shaking hand that touches my knee. The glitter in his eyes as he grates out, “If you want this, then I’m ready.”

      I can’t get the words out fast enough. “I want it. Please.”

      He doesn’t miss the way I look back at Scarlett as I speak, though, and he keeps himself still at a visible cost, his fingertips slowly denting the flesh of my upper thigh. “You two are something to each other,” he points out in a low voice. “I’m not here to fuck things up.”

      Scarlett brushes some hair off my forehead, her voracious expression growing tender. “This won’t fuck anything up for me. But tell me if you feel differently, Snow, and I promise I’ll have only you in my bed for as long as we’re together.”

      I don’t want that—not at all. From the moment Camille smugly informed me that Scarlett was poly, I’d been fascinated with the idea. Not solely because I wanted to have sex with her—though I did, desperately—but because it was like hearing about a missing piece of yourself, like finding a key to a door that had been locked so long that you’d forgotten entirely that the door was even there.

      Once Camille told me, I knew.

      I wanted sex the way Scarlett did. With a surfeit of bodies, with so many hands and mouths and limbs that it was like being in an ocean of sensation, like drowning in it.

      “It only feels like more to me,” I murmur to them both. “Not like it can take anything away. Please. Please.”

      Liam lets out an exhale like he’s been waiting his entire life to hear me say please, and the bearishness is back full force as he moves over me. A big hand reaches down to make sure I’m still wet and open, and then I feel the blunt heat of his penis at my entrance.

      “Hold on to me,” he grunts, and I do as he says, grabbing on to his tremendous shoulders as he wedges the tiniest bit inside.

      “Oh!” I gasp and he freezes.

      “You’ve had a cock before, right?” he asks.

      “Y-yes,” I say, wriggling a little bit against the heavy stretch. “But not one that’s big like you.”

      A grunt, easy to read. He likes that.

      “You squeeze me when it feels big,” he says. “Got it?”

      I clench his shoulders in response, and he nods. And then he pushes with his hips again, his thick flesh slowly breaching mine. Above me, all muscle and beard and longish hair, he’s like some kind of pagan god claiming his due, and next to me, Scarlett is like Aphrodite herself, teasing and toying with my breasts and leaving coy little kisses along my hairline and around the shell of my ear.

      She tells me how sexy I look with my pussy parted by somebody else’s flesh, how much she likes seeing me squirm and arch with mindless, shameless want. How much she likes watching my fingers dent the firm flesh of Liam’s shoulders because then it’s like she can see how big he feels inside me.

      Her words carry me through the raw bite of Liam’s flesh trespassing into mine, and finally, with a ragged growl that seems to delight Scarlett, he pushes himself to the hilt and collapses over me.

      “Fuck,” he mumbles. “Too tight. Don’t wanna come yet.”

      I writhe underneath him, trying to adjust to his girth and length.

      “Feel him deep?” Scarlett coos from next to us.

      “So deep,” I manage, my head tossing. “He’s practically in my belly.”

      “No ‘practically’ about it,” Scarlett says, sliding a hand between Liam’s body and mine and then pressing hard below my navel.

      I squeak.

      She laughs.

      Liam buries his face in my neck. “You’re not helping my problem,” groans our bear.

      “I have faith you’ll get hard when we need you again,” Scarlett announces, and then I hear the sound of her hand sliding appreciatively down his back and over his ass. Wherever it goes after that sends him growling against my neck. “Go ahead and pump her full of come. I want to see how much you can spend.”

      “Witches,” he breathes, his hips giving an involuntary sort of thrust. I feel it all the way into my chest. “Hexing me.”

      A gleeful smile from my friend. “Then I hope you’ll get your revenge on us.”

      Liam gives up. I feel it the moment he does, the very moment all control leaves his body and he surrenders to his basest drive—to fuck me and come inside me and claim me with sweat and heat as he does.

      Except it’s not just me he’s claiming, or maybe it’s not only me being claimed. Scarlett is everywhere as he levers his body up and pumps into me like an animal—she’s kissing him, kissing me, her mouth is hot on my neck and my nipples, her fingers are stroking along Liam’s thrusting thighs and ass like a woman inspecting her prize stud.

      But then he has fingers hard and big around her jaw, bringing her in for a kiss that makes me flush with prurient heat to watch, and he growls, “Fuck your pussy with your fingers. Get it ready for me,” and Scarlett listens. She obeys. And I decide the best part of having a full bed is getting to see every facet and face of your lover. There’s no hiding behind routine or assumed roles, there’s no chance to. If I were alone with Liam, would I ever get to see him breathlessly avow being hexed as his ass gets fingered? Alone with Scarlett, would I ever see the merry surrender in her face as she lets someone else take charge?

      “Finger Snow, too,” Liam rasps. “Make her come.”

      Scarlett wastes no time. It’s the first time I’ve felt her slim little hand on my wet flesh, and the feeling after wanting it all these months is deliriously good. Ecstatically exquisite. She knows just the way to trap my little bud between her fore and middle fingers, and just the way to rub and circle after she does.

      “Your pussy feels so sweet,” she whispers in my ear. I can see her fingers pumping wetly in and out of her slit as she rubs my own. “I knew it would. I knew it would feel so good to touch.”

      That’s all I need. Scarlett and my bear, her fingers and his substantial organ, her filthy words and his animal grunts. I come again, thrashing against the pillow and moving so much that Liam covers my body with his own again, pinning me to the mattress and forcing me to take his cock even though the pleasure is so unbearable I want to scream.

      I do scream.

      “Can’t take it,” Liam grunts, the relentless piston of his cock turning frantic and irregular. “Need to come in you.”

      And then his entire body goes rigid, and with a ruthless bite to my neck, he comes with a series of jerking throbs. The heat of his semen sears me, even through the latex, and I know there has to be so much of it, that he’s filling the condom so very full of seed right now, and the mere thought of it prolongs my orgasm even more, squeeze after squeeze, as if my body is trying to wring even more from his balls.

      He collapses again on me, sweaty and breathless and spent, rolling off far too soon. I think I could lie there forever with him on top of me, his cock still jolting inside me, his breath on my neck and his weight crushing me into the soft bed.

      But after he goes to the en-suite bathroom and gets rid of the condom, he comes back out with a still-erect cock, and I know we’re nowhere near the time for rest yet.
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      I’m insatiable.

      A wolf in the snow. A bear after winter.

      I need to fuck.

      Snow is a sexily adorable flop of sated limbs and heavy eyes, and Scarlett is still insouciantly fingering her swollen pussy when I emerge out of the bathroom with a cock that still needs attention. It aches and bobs as I walk, and my thoughts are no less clear for having just drained my dick into a tight pussy mere moments ago. I need to fuck more and more and more, and as long as Snow and Scarlett let me, I’m gonna.

      Maybe it’s almost dying, maybe it’s just being with these two angels who are so warm and so sweet, but when I walk over to get another condom, I find myself thinking I could get used to this. Not for the night, not even for the week, but for the long haul. For as far as I can think ahead.

      Something about their pretty eyes blinking up at me as I approach makes me think they might feel the same way.

      It would be easy to split the girls into two different roles: Scarlett the temptress, who’s spreading her legs for me before I’m even gloved in latex, and Snow the sweet girl, who looks like a thoroughly debauched virgin right now.

      But even after only some time in bed with them, I can tell it’s not that simple. Snow is surprisingly impulsive, the first of us three to say out loud what she wanted, and she was all fingernails and screams as I rode her pussy. And Scarlett’s little provocations tell me that the siren is eager for a person to take charge of her, that she finds power sexy from either vantage. As someone who owns his own business—land, stock, everything—I know how welcome it is to lay down a burden from time to time.

      “I want to be on top,” Scarlett says coyly as I roll on my second condom. She gets to her knees, plucking coquettishly at her nipples. “I want to ride you.”

      I gaze at her as steadily as I can—although I’m so hungry to fuck I’m practically growling with it—and I note the sparkling light in her eyes. She’s teasing me again.

      I growl.

      “You really want that, angel? Or do you want me to ride you? Fuck that pussy to kingdom come?”

      Her hands still on her breasts, her lips parting. “Oh.”

      “Me driving between your legs and Snow sitting on your face. What do you think, Scarlett? Think you’re ready to be honest with me?”

      A flashing grin. “Well, a girl has to try to save her pride and all,” she says. She moves to her back in a graceful movement that leaves me harder than ever. “Not sure how sexy it is to admit that I want to be railed into next week.”

      “I think there’s enough pride in simply feeling good,” I point out as I climb the bed and lift Snow into my arms like a limp, gorgeous doll. Scarlett peers up at me with curious eyes as I knee-walk over to her. “Now stick out your tongue for Snow to sit on.”

      Snow is squirming to get out of my arms as soon as she realizes what I’m doing, and she doesn’t need any help from me to straddle Scarlett’s face and lower her pussy onto her lover’s waiting mouth. She arranges herself so she’s facing me, and then she reaches back with one hand to grab the headboard as Scarlett gives her well-loved cunt a nice big lick.

      I get ready to mount the beauty in front of me, giving her pussy a quick knuckling to make sure she’s still wet enough.

      “Please,” she moans against Snow’s folds as I flick a finger over her clit. “Oh, please.”

      “Yeah?” I grunt, replacing my finger with the tip of my cock and rubbing her everywhere with it. “You want this?”

      “Yes,” she says impatiently. “Please.”

      Someday in the future, I’m going to teach this angel how to submit for real, how to let go and just enjoy having her body loved on, but I can feel the heat of her through the condom, I can feel the tiniest hint of clasp when I gently nudge against her hole, and I can’t wait any longer. Not like this, not watching her lap eagerly at Snow’s pussy, not watching Snow’s tits bounce and sway as she rocks over the other angel’s face. Not with heaven only a thrust away.

      I thrust.

      A gentleman would have taken more care, maybe, would have eased his way inside, but I’ve never been a gentleman, on this mountain or off of it, and I’m certainly not now. Not when my blood is boiling and these angels are so willing and my cock is aching like it’s never been handled before.

      And anyway, there’s no way I can regret it when I see how deliciously Scarlett arches, sticking her pert little tits into the air and whimpering up into Snow’s pussy. Not when I can feel every thick inch of me all snug inside her tight cunt.

      “Fuck, you’re big,” Scarlett mumbles as she tries to breathe. “Jesus wept. Big.”

      “All for you, angel,” I grate out as I give her another thrust and she moans. “This big body is all for you.”

      I ride her hard after that. Her pussy is tight, but it’s wet as hell, and I rut into her with all the strength I have, rocking the bed and sending Snow’s slender fingers grabbing on to my shoulders for balance. She pulls me into a fervent kiss, and I’m fucking her mouth with my tongue when she comes. She scrambles down off Scarlett’s face, and before I can even wonder what she’s doing, she’s pressing her own face between Scarlett and me.

      There’s a puff of warm air and then the tickling sweetness of her tongue along the top of my cock as she begins to lap at Scarlett’s pouting little clitoris.

      “Oh, shit,” Scarlett whines. “Oh, fucking shit, Snow. Snow! God!”

      We come together, her violent spasms milking the come right out of my body, and I fill the condom with hot lashes of seed, fucking through it all as if I were really pumping her full like a man intent on claiming. Like a bear, an animal, breeding with a mate.

      I bite off the thought with a growl to myself, because if I let myself think much along those lines, I’ll need to fuck both of them all over again. Hell, maybe I will anyway.

      I clean up in the bathroom and then return to the bed, where I make myself at home and then pull each of the angels into my chest, where they nestle like little doves. We don’t share any words, we don’t negotiate space or need to find extra blankets and pillows. I am their pillow, they are my blankets, and we know nothing about each other except names and the noises we make as we come, but yet we fall asleep anyway in a cozy tangle free of regret.
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      I wake up to light, so much light, pouring in through the windows like water. Underneath my cheek is the steady and reassuring warmth of Liam’s chest, and I can see the scatter of braids along his stomach signaling Snow’s presence on the other side of him.

      I sit up, feeling a pleasant bite of soreness between my legs as I do, and squint out the windows. On the other side of the glass, the world is glaringly white, filled with drifts and hummocks of snow. It looks beautiful…and cold. Forbidding. But on this side of the glass, I have a warm mountain of a man and my crush snuggling under a pile of down blankets, and it’s too tempting to resist going back to sleep.

      So I do, snuggling back in with Liam and Snow, and my last feeling before I drift off is a feeling of deep and contented relief that the snow is too high for Liam to leave…

      When I wake again, I’m alone in the bed.

      Someone’s taken the time to straighten the covers around me, though, and the smell of bacon wafting through the air is enough to satisfy any inner grumbles about being left behind. I push out of the bed and wander naked into the large living area.

      “There she is,” Snow chirps from atop the counter. She’s in fuzzy socks, sweatpants, and sweatshirt that slumps off one shoulder, and she might as well be wearing a ballgown, that’s how luminous and stunning she looks to me.

      Liam’s got his back to me as he works at the stove—his naked back, sculpted and tight and perfect—and his equally sculpted and tight ass is being hugged by a pair of my dad’s pajama pants. It would be funny if it weren’t so fucking cute.

      And if he weren’t making the most perfect breakfast food in the world.

      “We saved the good bacon for you,” Snow says as I walk in. Her eyes linger appreciatively on my body and my nipples tighten up even more than they already were in the chilly air.

      “What she means is she’s already eaten all the bacon she wanted,” Liam says, turning to face me, a kitchen towel slung over his shoulder. It does nothing to domesticate him—his features are as fierce and wild as ever. I get the feeling he’s eaten next to a fire in the woods as often as he’s eaten indoors.

      And his expression as he takes in my naked body is downright feral. Before he turns back to the stove, I see that monster of a cock stirring against the fabric of the pants.

      Yes, I’m very, very relieved he has to stay.

      It’s funny. I’ve been in plenty of polyamorous configurations, I’ve been in beds with four and five and even six people. I’ve been in poly relationships that lasted only as many hours as it took for everyone to come, and I’ve been in poly relationships that lasted for months and months. And not a single one of those relationships do I regret, and there’s not a single person I’ve loved or fucked who hasn’t been special to me in some way.

      And yet walking into this kitchen with these two—Snow in her fuzzies and Liam in borrowed pajama pants—feels like the most important moment of my life. It feels like coming home, like destiny, like some part of me was constructed at birth to be in love with these two people—and I’m so, so aware that I know fuck all about Liam, but that doesn’t seem to matter. Not to the balloon of hope expanding inside my chest.

      Liam clicks off the stove, tucks the kitchen towel in a neat fold over the oven handle, and then takes the plate of bacon to another counter, where he has bread and peanut butter waiting.

      “What about eggs?” I ask, because I know we have some. Snow and I had stocked up for well over a week’s worth of food.

      “It’s too late in the day for eggs,” he replies, as if that settles it, and then he makes us all peanut butter and bacon sandwiches, which he serves with a tall glass of milk and a cup of coffee. It’s not exactly a fluffy omelet covered with diced cilantro and perfect crescents of avocado, but as we sit around the table eating his bear-man food, I think I can’t be happier.

      

      
        
        Snow

      

      

      I decide just to say it.

      Liam’s in the kitchen, cleaning up after his meal, and Scarlett and I are sitting on the counter. Scarlett’s drizzling syrup onto her finger and then sucking it off, and Liam’s pretending not to notice.

      His massive erection tells a different story, however.

      “I want you to stay longer than another night,” I say quickly. My words seem to puncture the easy—if palpable with sexual tension—energy we’ve had going this morning, but I don’t care. I’m the only one brave enough to actually say what I want, and so it’s my job to get this straightened out.

      “I know at some point we’ll have to take you back to your place, and I know you probably have all sorts of things that need tending to, but we’re not going back to Texas until Christmas and I think we’ve been having a lot of fun together and—”

      “Yes,” Liam says. He turns to look at us both, taller than us even as we sit on the countertops. “I want more. I want to stay.”

      Scarlett is so engrossed in his response that the syrup she was about to drizzle onto her finger misses and ribbons thinly over her bare thigh.

      He sees it—and with a growl and a duck that serves to showcase his perfect shoulders, he licks it off her skin.

      In true Scarlett fashion, she lets out a delighted giggle and then deliberately drizzles more syrup on her other thigh. Liam follows, licking her clean.

      “More,” he says simply when he’s done with her thigh.

      Scarlett’s eyebrow makes an impish arch as she obeys—and allows the syrup to drip all over the waxed vee between her legs. With a grunt of approval, Liam drops to his knees, slings her legs over his shoulders, and licks her to a shuddering orgasm.

      He hands the syrup bottle to me once he’s satisfied Scarlett’s been seen to, but I have different plans.

      I urge him up to his feet and pull him into a long kiss. He kisses differently than anyone I know, like every kiss is the last kiss he’ll ever have and he needs to savor it completely. Take it fully and leave nothing unseared by his need. We’re both breathless when we break apart, and his usual gruff expression is softened when I look up at him.

      He looks down at me the way a man who cherishes a woman would—like he wants to fold me into his arms and never let me go, like he wants to fight battles for me and provide for me and spend the rest of his life with me. I mean, I consider myself fairly evolved when it comes to gender politics, but I’m shocked at how good it feels to have him looking at me this way. It’s almost like between him and Scarlett, I can have every type of adoration I ever wanted from a lover, and types of adorations I didn’t even know I wanted.

      So when I carry out my little plan and tug the waistband of his pajamas down to drip syrup onto his turgid cock, it’s not with the same arch playfulness as Scarlett had, it’s with something serious and careful and aware. Our eyes don’t break from each other’s, even when I slide off the countertop to my knees, and I hope he sees in my gaze that I see him. That I see what he wants from us and I’m ready to give it to him.

      That I think we could all fall in love with each other if we gave it a chance.
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      Snow is looking up at me with everything I’ve ever wanted.

      Intelligence and desire and tender concern.

      Cold nights on the mountain wouldn’t be so cold if I had angels like these to come back to, I decide. And I also decide that I’m going to do everything in my power to make these angels mine—or convince them to make me theirs. Life’s too short to throw away gifts like the one the three of us share.

      Scarlett follows Snow to the floor, and then I have two tongues slowly cleaning my aching cock, lapping at the syrup and sucking it off my skin. Scarlett fondles my balls as she cleans me, her clever fingers pressing behind my sack and finding all sorts of places I would have sworn weren’t for pleasure.

      But in her hands, they are; she acts as if everything on my body and Snow’s body are for her pleasure. Like everything can be fun and delicious if only we’re brave enough to try.

      Mine.

      Or theirs.

      Whatever it has to be so that I don’t have to let them go.

      “Gonna come,” I grunt in warning. “Gonna come for you.”

      Snow laces a hand through Scarlett’s hair and feeds the head of my cock past Scarlett’s lips. The moment I feel the wet heat of Scarlett’s mouth—so slick and silky against my bare flesh—my head falls back and my hips ram forward, shoving to the back of her throat as my balls clench and then semen erupts from my cock. I feel her swallowing around me, an exquisite squeeze as I pump her mouth full of come, and Snow’s hand on Scarlett’s head is relentless, forcing her to take more and more and more until finally I’m finished using her mouth.

      “Fuck,” I mumble, sliding free from Scarlett’s lips and stumbling back. She looks up at me with wet eyes and a smile that would make the devil proud. “Holy fuck.”

      She licks her lips. “I don’t know about you, but I think I’m ready for a shower. Snow?”

      They help each other to their feet and then, arms laced around each other’s backs, pad gracefully back to the bedroom, their pert asses moving so temptingly beneath swaying hair.

      With a muttered curse, I follow, undressing as I go, already getting hard again.

      Later that day, after we fucked in the shower and again in the bed, we lie watching a fresh shower of snow move in under the cover of dusk. We’re lying in my new favorite position, with Scarlett curled into one side of me and Snow into the other, and I’m stroking their shoulders in the comfortable, snow-blanketed silence. Earlier we talked of many things—I told them about my ranch, inherited from a grandfather who didn’t give a shit if I lived or died but wanted his cattle and sheep to live on. They told me about their work in Austin, teaching restless artistic types art history. We danced around what would happen after they went back to Texas—even Snow seemed too shy to broach the subject, and she’s the bravest of us. And now that we’ve snuggled into this quiet moment, it seems harder than ever to speak about.

      But I can’t bear not speaking of it. Not for another moment.

      “You saved my life,” I finally say. “I would have died.”

      Snow makes a noise like it hurts her to think of the possibility and burrows closer into my side.

      “You saved me, and I want to give you more than sex,” I continue. “More than until Christmas. I want to be something to you both because you’re already something to me. Montana is a long way from Texas, but I’ve done harder things, and it will be worth giving you what I want to give you.”

      “And what do you want to give us?” Scarlett asks.

      I glance between the two angels cuddled naked and warm next to me, and then I sigh heavy and content, like a bear in truth.

      “Everything,” I reply. “I want to give you everything.”
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      Thank you for reading RED & WHITE: A SNOW WHITE AND ROSE RED RETELLING.

      Read a modern take of the love triangle between King Arthur, Guinevere, and Lancelot in AMERICAN QUEEN.

      He wants me to be his queen...

      Warned as a girl to keep her kisses to herself, Greer Galloway wants nothing to do with kisses--or love. Twice she's ignored the childhood warning and kissed a man, and both times ended in gutting, miserable heartbreak. Now she's sworn off all romance forever, determined to teach her classes and do her research, and live out the rest of her days alone.

      I want to be his everything.

      But Ash Colchester hasn't sworn off Greer--not at all. Still in love with the girl he once kissed in a circle of broken glass, this soldier-turned-President has never forgotten the taste of her kiss or the sound of her whispered, yes, please against his mouth. He's never forgotten the promises he wanted to make her and couldn't because she was too young for him then, and far too innocent for the things he needs. But he can't wait any longer . . .

      But can a fairy tale have a happily ever after for three people?

      Desperate to have her, Ash sends his best friend Embry to bring Greer to him, not knowing they have their own secrets, their own tragedies together. Their own cravings . . .

      Soon, Greer finds herself caught between past and present, pleasure and pain--and the two men who long for each other as much as they long for her. And as war and betrayal press ever closer, they tumble headlong into a passionate love affair that will change the world.

      My name is Greer Galloway and I serve at the pleasure of the President of the United States.

      ONE CLICK AMERICAN QUEEN >
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      British ad exec Dylan Locke isn't looking for love. He isn't looking for fate. He's definitely not looking for Audrey Lind. She's pretty, far too young, and overly romantic--in short, exhausting.

      

      But when the girl, young enough to be his daughter, literally lands in his lap and asks for his expertise, he'd be lying if he said he wasn't interested. In her body, in her innocence, in her philosophy.

      

      In the kind of kismet that starts with kisses.

      

      But Audrey isn't looking for love either--she's looking for lessons, and she's certain Dylan knows everything she needs to learn.

      

      If he agrees to play the teacher can he keep his heart?

      

      Of course he can.

      

      Then again, he might be lying.
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      “What the fuck was that?!” Weston, my business partner, exclaimed from the front passenger seat of my service car as we pulled away from the curb.

      Restraining myself from directing the driver—a habit of mine, surely not useful now when I’d been out of New York City for so long—I looked behind me out the rear window at the two figures we’d left behind. Donovan Kincaid, another one of my partners at Reach, Inc. along with Weston King, was chasing down a girl who worked in the office—Sabrina Lind.

      I had only just met Sabrina this evening. The woman was pleasant, smart, straightforward. Had a good head on her shoulders. Weston and I had dined with her and her younger sister and had just been finishing up when Donovan had come in, all blustering and noble and knightly.

      “Donovan called himself her boyfriend,” Weston said incredulously, recalling the scene we’d just left. “Was I the only one who heard that? I can’t be that drunk.”

      It had been an out-of-character declaration for the usually tight-lipped and brooding Donovan, but I’d seen this side of him before, many years in the past. The last time he had given a woman his heart.

      If anyone asked me, he was wasting his time with this one. Sabrina had said several things over dinner that suggested she was no longer entertained by the circus that surrounded romantic notions.

      “I heard it,” the young woman sitting next to me answered.

      Now this one—Audrey, the younger sister whom I’d volunteered to see home—a man would have a much easier time trying to woo her. She’d made that clear over dinner as well.

      Too bad she was that kind of girl. The kind of girl who wanted a man to love her before she lifted her skirt. Otherwise...

      I turned my head slightly, imperceptibly, and slid my eyes down her form, pausing on the sweet curve of her breasts, watching her chest rise and fall with her breath. My gaze had traveled this journey several times this evening, but now I was lucky enough to have the added view of her legs, which had been hidden under the table before. They were long and toned, a little curve in just the right place.

      “I heard it,” she said again, “and it was so romantic.”

      The swoon in her voice made me chuckle. God, she was young. Younger than whatever ridiculous young age she actually was. Who the hell even believed in romance anymore?

      “I don’t understand,” Weston muttered, combing his hand through his hair. “I’m Donovan’s best friend. I knew he was sleeping with her, but I didn’t know he was her boyfriend. I didn’t know he was into her. I was supposed to be into Sabrina. When did this happen? Where have I been?”

      Oh. That was right. Weston King believed in love and relationships.

      He turned his head to look at both of us in the backseat. “I’m seriously asking here.”

      I glanced at Audrey. Her expression said that she had been in the know, but her lips were sealed.

      That left me to console my partner. “You’ve probably been too distracted with that Dyson pussy you’ve been banging,” I was definitely still intoxicated. I didn’t normally use such crass language in front of a lady. Especially such a young lady.

      “Hey,” Weston said, pointing a stern finger in my direction. “Elizabeth is not just some pussy I’ve been banging. I’m going to marry her.”

      Never mind that their engagement was part of a business ruse. Despite the fact that it counted for nothing, Weston seemed to have grown fond of the girl—even as he bemoaned the loss of Sabrina.

      It was exhausting.

      “You’re exhausting,” I told him.

      “I’m exhausting?” He seemed baffled by the idea that he would exhaust anyone.

      “The entire lot of you. More exhausting than the flight across the pond. All of you are intelligent creatures normally. I wouldn’t have gotten into business with partners who gave in to the whims and fancies of human nature. It takes a clear head, your feet on the ground, your priorities straight, to be as successful as we have been with our company.

      “But now the lot of you have gone and eaten some fruit from the tree of temptation. Drank the potion number nine. Watched one too many Netflix Christmas specials, because you’ve suddenly all descended into the ridiculous camp of men who fall in love with women.”

      “Wait,” Weston halted me. “I never said I was in love with Elizabeth Dyson. I only said I was going to marry her.”

      “You spent the entire dinner pining after her. Pining, Weston King. Surely pining is a sign of love.” I turned to the audience member that I knew would be on my side.

      “Yes, indeed,” Audrey nodded, with a bob of her head that was somehow both girlish and sexy as hell. “Pining is Love 101. If a girl came to me and said the guy had told her he was pining after her? That’s like popping the question.”

      “Exactly like,” I said straight-faced. I was being sarcastic, of course, but the girl did make me want to smile.

      Among other things.

      I stretched my arm across the back of the seat bench, casually, making myself comfortable. Not making a move. No, not that.

      “I am not in love with Eliza—”

      “And on top of your pining…” I said, speaking loudly over Weston. His denial, which he was surely about to deliver in full, was infuriating and, frankly, patronizing, and I refused to listen to more than a second of it. “We have Donovan, who declares a relationship with a woman on a public street, for crying out loud, in front of his partners. I thought for sure that man, of all of you, had reason.” He must have forgotten how miserable he’d been the last time he’d given his heart, albeit ten years ago.

      Soon enough, he’d remember.

      “And then we have Nate,” I continued. A man of varied sexual pleasures and interests, Nathan Sinclair had been another fly I’d never expected to drop. “When I’d had drinks with the man last night, he was talking about one particular woman like she hung the moon. Soon it will just be me and Cade.”

      I leaned closer toward Audrey, since she probably didn’t know anything about our fifth partner who headed the Tokyo office. “No one will ever love Cade, even if he goes pansy on us. That’s a man that even a mother wouldn’t love. He’s one of my best friends. I ought to know.”

      Weston harrumphed from the front seat, completely indignant, but I noted a hint of optimism, as though he hoped I were right about his future, and that he’d be leaving the bachelor life for good.

      He really had gone bananas over that Dyson girl. Poor sucker.

      I stole another glance at Audrey, curious at how badly I’d offended her with my speech, love-cheerleader that she was.

      But when I turned in her direction, I hadn’t expected that she’d already be staring at me. The flush in her round cheeks as she looked quickly away sent a jolt to my todger.

      I should have been ashamed of myself.

      But I wasn’t.

      She was a very attractive young lady. I couldn’t help how my body reacted. I’d been respectful. For the most part.

      “This is me,” Weston said, pointing out the window to his building.

      My driver pulled over next to a large bank of snow. To be fair, the entire street was banked with snow, lingering from the storm the day before.

      “Guess I’m going snowshoeing,” Weston said with a sigh. He stepped out of the car and immediately cursed, the door slamming before I could make out the full extent of his blaspheme.

      I leaned over Audrey, and not just because I wanted to smell the rose bouquet in her perfume, but so that I could roll the window down and call after my partner.

      “Have a good Thanksgiving,” I said, “if I don’t see you again before the holiday.” He was flying off somewhere later in the week—Utah or Kansas—the United States Midwest was always a blur to this Hampshire native.

      “You too, friend. It was good seeing you. If even briefly. And nice meeting you, Audrey.” He turned, stepping into the snow. “Fuck. These were a brand-new pair of Giacomettis.”

      “You can put them out with the rubbish, along with your balls. Since you’re obviously not using them anymore.” I rolled up the window before he could throw back a dig of his own, but he got me with a simple flip of the bird.

      I sat back in my seat, accidentally grazing my hand along Audrey’s bare knee.

      Perhaps, not so accidentally, but I played it perfectly—the shocked drawback from the touch and an immediate apology, stammering so that she would indeed believe that the brush was innocent. With all the predators these days, I certainly didn’t want to be confused for one.

      Or at least I wanted to be my own breed of predator. The kind that knew when to behave. Though the shock of the touch had sent fire through my blood, it wouldn’t be followed up with any pouncing.

      We drove in silence for several minutes, a thick silence. Too thick. Too heavy, making the car hot and stuffy and tense.

      I loosened my tie and stole another glance in her direction. She seemed to be lost in her own thoughts. Had I offended her after all with my touch?

      Then I remembered the conversation from before Weston exited the car. That was more likely the cause of any hard feelings.

      Normally, I would brush the whole thing off. Let her be offended. I wasn’t changing my stance on romance to please her.

      The tension between us, though, wouldn’t dissipate. It seemed filled with more than just the words of what I had said. It was growing and breathing, and I felt the need to claw through it, the way you claw through bedsheets when they’ve twisted around you during a nightmare.

      “You’ve been quiet,” I said. Obvious. To the point. “Have I rained on your love parade?”

      She twisted her head in my direction, her eyes catching a reflection of a streetlight making them spark in the darkness.

      “You can’t rain on my parade,” she proclaimed with a smile, as though she were old Dolly herself. “I am firm in my faith.” She swiveled a little more in her seat, angling herself so that her body was pointing in my direction. “Are you quite sure that you’re firm in your disbelief?”

      Heat traveled down my spine, liquid and molten. That’s what this tension was, then—not of a disgruntled nature, but of the sexual. I’d been attracted to her, yes. I hadn’t allowed myself to believe it might be mutual.

      I studied her face. She had light almond eyes that were deep set in a pear-shaped face, her pallor flawless. Not a single line marred her skin. She was lovely. Delicious, I imagined. Fresh, like a peach. Her bee-stung lips, turned up on both sides below her apple cheeks, portrayed her as innocent.

      I liked believing she was that innocent. It made it more fun to imagine what those lips could be taught. What they could be introduced to.

      I’d sworn off love years ago, but not sex. Never sex. And Audrey Lind was all sorts of temptation, the kind I knew better to stay away from. She was too romantic. She was too American. She was too young. Much too young. I was definitely old enough to be her father. Probably.

      Definitely.

      I didn’t want to think about that.

      She was also the sister of a subordinate, which felt highly inappropriate, especially since I was only in town for the week. Donovan might have gotten involved with the staff, but at least he’d seemed serious about it. A fling was another thing altogether, not as polite.

      And none of that mattered since she was so very young.

      “You’re hesitating,” she said, her smile broadening as though she’d won some sort of trophy. “Are you unsure of your answer?”

      I had to remind myself of the question. “No. My commitment to refute love and relationships in all forms remains unwavering.” My eyes flickered to her plump lips. The delectable mouth.

      “I wonder if you’re lying.” Before I could offer a protest she went on. “Which isn’t why I was quiet. I was thinking about Weston’s situation. Not the current one, but how he was before he met Elizabeth. I’m normally not into players, but he’s reformed. And his past has advantages.”

      Her words were a fishhook. If I were a smart little fishy I would swim away as fast as I could.

      I was a smart fishy. I was.

      But I liked to swim as close to the bait as possible. Just to see what it was.

      “What exact benefits does Weston King have in being a former playboy who now thinks he’s head over heels for a woman he’s fake-engaged to? The first woman he’s ever spent more than a weekend with, might I add.” It was one of the messiest messes I had ever imagined.

      “Well. Um.” Her eyes fluttered downward and her cheeks darkened a bit. “Weston figured out what he was doing before he fell for Elizabeth. So when they were together, it was...you know.” She rubbed her lips together—believe me, I was watching everything she did with that mouth. “In the bedroom, I mean.”

      “Are you saying that you are not…? That you haven’t…?” I cleared my throat, floundering a bit with how I was asking this near-stranger about her virginity. It was like the opening of a poorly written porno.

      Holy mother of God, I was going to be fantasizing about this for quite some time.

      “Oh, no,” she said in a rush.

      And to my relief. I couldn’t handle the weight of knowing that and later having to get out of the car to see her to the door of her apartment building.

      “I’m not that innocent,” she went on. “I’ve had boyfriends. Two serious. Long-term, each of them. Very committed, very in love with both of them. And, maybe, even, either one of them could have been the guy. You know, The Guy? The Forever Guy?”

      The fairy tale. Yes, I knew that story.

      She was in a car now with me though. Not with me, but she wasn’t with anyone else either, from what I’d gathered during the night. So those fairy tales had obviously ended. The way that every fairy tale eventually does and life returns back to reality.

      “So what happened?” I asked, guessing she was about to reveal the flaw in her religion.

      “Our sex life happened. Or didn’t happen. My friends used to tell me about all these filthy, hot, dirty things they were doing with their boyfriends. Really sexy, adventurous things. You know the way girls share everything. And my guys? Missionary. Every time. I swear to God. Once the boredom in the bedroom became obvious, it seeped elsewhere in our relationships. No matter how much I hinted or pushed to explore new things, my guys were always as ignorant as I am.”

      My trousers were suddenly much too tight. Oh, the things I could show her. The ways I could be with her. If every man had only ever been on top of her, rutting around inside like some horny little teenager—had she ever even had an orgasm? My body pulsed with the want to show her the sweetness of expertise.

      But that couldn’t happen. For all the reasons I’d gone through before. Whatever those reasons were. They had left my mind at the moment, but there had been many. Good reasons.

      Yet, even as I knew where this little car ride couldn’t go, it seemed we were suddenly closer to each other. Audrey had unbuckled her seatbelt and smoothly slid across the bench toward me, and I hadn’t even noticed.

      I swallowed.

      “I think your story of two men who could’ve been the one but ended up not, proves your theory of there being a one at all as flawed.” My voice was still surprisingly steady. Fortunately. It didn’t belie the pounding of my heart, the tingling of my skin. The rock hard state of my cock.

      “No way. The One still exists. The theory isn’t flawed. I had simply jumped to conclusions too soon. Maybe because I wanted it too much. Maybe because I wasn’t ready yet. I still most definitely believe in kismet.”

      Her hand was on my thigh, like a hot iron burning through the material of my trousers to the skin underneath. It was a warning sign. A flash of silver threaded through a dead worm.

      She lifted her delicate face up toward me, blinking her eyes innocently. “I’m pretty sure I can convince you kismet exists too, if you’ll just do one thing.”

      Swim, fishy.

      I didn’t swim. “What’s that?”

      “Kiss me.”
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      “Kiss you?” he asked, and the wariness in his tone almost made me doubt myself.

      Almost.

      Actually, not even almost. More like, I wondered if I should doubt myself.

      But I didn’t. I didn’t doubt myself at all. Why should I, really?

      I’d always been confident. I’d had the good fortune of being raised first by a father who instilled power in me, and then an older sister who made sure I felt my worth. Ironically, Sabrina had often lacked faith in herself, probably because, as the oldest, she had felt the burden of filling the woman-of-the-household role at such an early age, our mother having died young and then our father only a handful of years later.

      And, to be honest, mothering wasn’t Sabrina’s strong suit. It made sense that she struggled with her self-esteem, as she’d been thrown into that role when she’d never asked for it. I loved her grotesquely, exactly the way she was—strong, opinionated, and smart as hell—but she tended to be too strong for much of the traditional world. Too opinionated. Too smart. Weren’t women supposed to be dainty and quiet and demure? Sabrina didn’t buy into that, and I so very much appreciated her paving the way for me to walk behind her with my head held high, no matter what form of femininity I wore.

      So I felt pretty secure with myself for the most part. I knew who I was—talented, but not quite talented enough to pursue a career based on selling my artwork. Smart enough to understand the chemistry and archeology that went into my nearly completed masters of art conservation. Attractive—no one would ever confuse me for a model, but I did turn heads. I certainly wasn’t desperate. I got to choose who I paid attention to, and when I liked someone, I told him. I had no reason to play hard to get.

      But even though I was fun and romantic, I never felt like I wasn’t grounded or that I needed someone else to anchor me. I especially never needed a man for that.

      Yet, I did like having a man in my life. When I had a boyfriend, the world spun around him. I was a love-with-the-whole-heart kind of gal. I didn’t enjoy being alone, and never had. There’s a comfort in knowing someone will always catch you when you fall that Sabrina had never been able to replace. I’d been single now going on five months. That had been purposeful. After the last relationship that had blossomed and thrived everywhere except the bedroom, I’d decided something had to change.

      Finishing school, though, had been the priority, and I hadn’t thought much about how I was going to bring about that change.

      Until tonight.

      Since I was visiting Sabrina in New York for Thanksgiving break, I’d intended to give her all my focus, not expecting that her head would be wrapped up in a guy. Not that I was resentful. She deserved some happiness.

      Just…her preoccupation with Donovan left me free to, well, notice. Notice Sabrina’s boss—the tall, sophisticated, much older Brit with the chiseled jaw and brown wavy hair. Notice the way his eyes melted like chocolate as he got more buzzed on wine. Notice how his gaze lingered on me throughout dinner, despite the two other people present. Notice the crackle and the spark of electricity that traveled between us.

      Notice how he noticed me.

      And, wow, was he fantastic to look at. And listen to. And be noticed by. It made me beam and pulse. A lot like when Mr. Gregori, my favorite art teacher, acknowledged my work in class. That was what Dylan felt like—a professor. A very sexy, very hot professor. The kind of professor who could teach a girl a thing or two. The dirty professor who obviously had naughty thoughts about his young student but was decent enough not to act on it. He let those thoughts simmer and stew instead.

      It wasn’t like any other attraction I’d felt before. There was no pretense. No expectation. Just this raw, primal interest drawing me to lean in, to angle my body toward him. Drawing me to be bold.

      Drawing me to have Ideas.

      “Yes, kiss me,” I repeated, my hand on his thigh. I swear I could feel the temperature of his skin rising through his pants.

      Still, he made no move to grant me my request.

      “Am I supposed to fall in love?” he asked, studying me with an intensity that made my heart beat against my ribs like a caged madman.

      Gosh, he was noble. Wrestling with propriety even as his desire pressed against the wall he’d so firmly built around himself.

      Or perhaps he feared that wall wasn’t as sturdy as he proclaimed.

      “Are you worried about it?” I challenged.

      His eyes never left me. “Of course not.”

      “Then what are you afraid of?”

      His restraint broke, and his mouth swooped down on mine like a wolf descending on its prey. There was no foreplay. No sweet seduction. Just hungry determination as he placed a hand at the back of my head and attacked with fierce ardor. He was firm and aggressive. He was skillful and demanding. He was in charge.

      Silly, stupid, willing lamb that I was, I latched myself to him, throwing my arms around his neck and licking at the greedy plunge of his tongue between my lips. I wanted his taste of wine and smoked bass to be my taste, to be the only taste I could remember. I needed to drink him and devour him the way he seemed to need to drink and devour me.

      We were frenzied and sloppy, our teeth crashing against each other at times, our breath coming in irregular measures. It felt as though the whole of time had been reduced to this moment, the entirety of the universe reduced to the three square inches that belonged to his mouth, and even as existence was shrunk down to this tiny form, there was nothing missing. Everything, everything I could ever want or need or desire was found in the electric field of this kiss.

      Soon, I became aware of more, my attention spreading through my body like heat with the sunrise. My breasts felt heavy and my nipples tight. My belly swirled like a cyclone was tearing across its insides. Lower, between my legs, my core throbbed and ached. I was wet and empty, my thighs vibrating with need.

      Desperate to ease the growing hum, to touch more of him and be touched, I swung my leg over his lap to straddle him and gasped when I landed on the steel ridge bulging from his pants. My hips bucked automatically, pressing my pussy against the outline of his cock. Again, again, needing to feel the exact shape of him, hoping to still the buzz that only seemed to grow louder with each stroke.

      It was humiliating how eager I was. How urgent. How impetuous. How deeply romantic all of those things had suddenly become.

      But then Dylan’s hands were under my skirt, his fingers digging into my ass as he tilted my hips up along the length of him, deepening the notch of his cock, and I realized he was just as eager. Just as urgent. Just as impetuous.

      And he knew what I needed. Knew exactly how to give it to me.

      I felt myself get wetter. Felt him thicken against me. A frantic mewling sounded in my ears, and it took me several seconds to recognize it was coming from me. It was an entirely new and thrilling experience. Our lips stayed locked as we grinded and humped, a tight ball of tension growing deep in my belly. I’d never been so intimate with someone during a first kiss let alone the first night we’d met. Never felt so close to orgasm with all of my clothes still on. Never been on the verge of begging for sex from a near stranger—

      The sound of a throat clearing brought me tumbling out of ecstasy.

      Dylan broke his mouth from mine and peered around me. “Yes?”

      The driver. Oh my God, I’d forgotten about our driver.

      “This is the street,” the forgotten driver said. “There’s snow piled up against the curb. I’ve driven down the entire block, and there isn’t a spot that’s clear.”

      Dylan turned his head to look out the window, verifying the driver’s claim. “Circle around the block, and let her off at the corner then,” he said.

      “Yes, sir.”

      The rhythmic click-click of the turn signal filled the silence.

      My cheeks felt hot as I forced myself to meet Dylan’s eyes. The need and urgency from only a moment ago still screamed between us, impossible to ignore even as my pulse began to settle.

      Should I invite him up?

      I wanted to.

      But it was my sister’s apartment. And he was my sister’s boss, and there seemed to be a dozen things wrong with that situation.

      Would he invite me to his hotel?

      Also improper for as many reasons, and I saw from his expression that he’d gotten hold of himself enough to understand his obligations.

      I shouldn’t have felt so disappointed. I’d only meant for it to be a kiss. A kiss to find out if what I’d been considering was really something that might work.

      Now I knew it could definitely work.

      “You said I’d believe in kismet after that,” Dylan said. “Was something supposed to happen?”

      I could have smacked him. Trying to play like I’d had zero effect on him when his cock was still as hard as stone underneath me.

      Fortunately, I wasn’t that easily deterred. “Yes. Now you give me your phone number.”

      He only hesitated for a fraction of a second before pulling out his cell phone and unlocking the screen. He handed it to me. “Text yourself.”

      I shivered. How could a person make something so innocent sound so naughty?

      Because he was experienced, that was how. Because he knew things that I didn’t. Because he was The Professor.

      I quickly shot myself a text from his phone then handed it back just as the car came to a stop. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” I said, climbing off his lap.

      And maybe because I’d moved too quickly, because I’d surprised him, or because he was curious, or maybe because he was hard and horny and not in his right mind, he didn’t argue about my parting remark.

      Instead he sat somewhat dazed as I slid across the backseat, opened the door, and disappeared into the night. I was dazed too, but I’d never been more confident in myself.
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      I stared after Audrey, dumbfounded, as she walked to her building. My lips still burned from our kiss. My cock still ached and throbbed from her grinding on my lap. And I, like a fool, clung to her final words, “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      Fuck, how I wanted her to ring me. Wanted it like a teenage boy waited by his phone for the call from the pretty girl. The idea of it made me nervous and excited and...stupid.

      That’s what I was. Stupid.

      Because even if she did ring me, there was no way I could accept her call, except to tell her that I was sorry for the egregious way I’d acted in the car.

      Yet I wasn’t sorry. Not truly. Not at all.

      “Fantastic,” my driver said dreamily, breaking my stupor.

      I looked forward to find him also staring after Audrey.

      Irritated, I scolded him. “What are you looking at?” He was even older than I was. It was inappropriate for me to be eyeing her. It was disgusting that he was. How I could feel both a fatherly protection and an indecent attraction to the girl, I had no idea.

      That was a therapy session for another day.

      “To the hotel, sir?” he said, moving his eyes back to the road where they belonged.

      I didn’t answer right away, staring at the mobile still in my hand. I’d had no texts from my son. When I’d seen him at lunch, I’d suggested we go out for a late movie tonight. He’d said he’d get back to me. I’d felt the sting of rejection, but he was thirteen now—independent and awkward. Moody, too. Even though I traveled across the ocean to see him, he wavered these days from wanting to see his dad and wanting to spend all his free time with his friends. I remembered this age. Remembered parenting this age. My stepdaughter, Amanda, had been thirteen when I’d married her mother. I’d done this teenager thing before.

      So I understood.

      We were at a delicate phase, Aaron and I, and I knew it. I didn’t want to press, wanted him to reach out to me if he wanted to spend the evening in my presence. I’d known somewhere inside of me that I would be blown off. I wouldn’t have gotten inebriated if I’d expected otherwise.

      Disappointment sounded in my tone nonetheless when I finally replied. “Yes. The hotel.”

      The car signal clicked rhythmically as we waited at a light to turn uptown. I sunk back in my seat, letting myself remember, for a moment, the person I’d been when I’d wed. I’d felt so much older marrying a woman ten years my senior, but I was really such a child then, only twenty-five.

      My, how I’d grown up since.

      And now my thoughts turned back to Audrey, younger than I’d been when I’d married, but just as enthusiastic and charmed with love and life as I’d been.

      I opened my texts and found where she’d sent herself a message.

      AUDREY: A million people in the city, and you and I met. That’s kismet.

      I laughed out loud. My driver was spot on—she was fantastic. Fantastic and trusting and young and that was enough reason to delete both her number and the whimsical message from my phone.

      But I saved it instead. Not because she’d hooked me, but because I needed to know it was her when she called. If she called.

      She wouldn’t call.

      She couldn’t have been more than ten years older than Aaron. Why would a girl her age have any interest in me? Our encounter had been one of the moment. It had been dark, and we were alone and tipsy and aroused by good conversation. Nothing else. It would be forgotten by tomorrow.

      Though if she really could forget that kiss...

      I was still thinking about the malleable way her lips fit to mine when I reached my hotel room on the Upper East Side. I’d forgotten and left the Do Not Disturb sign on my suite door when I’d left for the day so the bed was still rumpled and the pot for tea was still sitting on the desk. Sloppy and cluttered weren’t usually my style. An embarrassing space to bring a woman back to, not that there was one with me now. Not that I’d thought about asking Audrey to accompany me to my room.

      If I had, would she have said yes?

      She may have, and I would have devoured her. Would have spent the whole night showing her all the ways a man could please a woman, ways that she yearned for but couldn’t yet imagine.

      Fantasizing about it made my earlier hard-on return. I took off my suit jacket and hung it on the back of the desk chair before I sat in it myself, fumbling with my belt, eager to play this daydream out with my cock in my hand.

      But just as I got my zip down, I stopped, a sickening wave of guilt rolling over me. It felt crass and wrong to beat off to thoughts of this girl who could be my daughter. Even though she’d never know that I’d done it, it was degrading and a violation of sorts.

      I zipped up my trousers and stood. I loosened my tie and then moved to the buttons of my shirt, undressing furiously. I needed a shower. A cold shower, that was what would take care of this.

      Just as I dropped my shirt on the desk chair with my jacket, my mobile rang.

      My heart leapt so high, it was practically in my throat as I scrambled to look at my screen, hoping it was her name that I’d see lighting up on the caller ID.

      The name I saw instead caused me to let out a groan.

      With resignation, I clicked the accept button and answered. “Hello, Ellen.” Ellen Rachel Wallace Starkney Locke. She was just Ellen Wallace again now, having shed both the name I’d given her and the one she’d received in her previous marriage. Eight years had passed now since the paperwork had become final on our divorce, and still, she made my blood boil every time I had contact with her.

      “I haven’t even spoken yet, and you already have a tone,” she greeted me, with a tone of her own. So nasty. So like Ellen.

      Now there was a boner killer.

      “Yes, I think I earned the right, don’t you?” I didn’t need to bring up her past sins against me. She knew them.

      “Honestly, Dylan,” she said, letting out an audible sigh. “Move on. I have. It’s time you joined me.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. She was a liar. She hadn’t moved on. She was still stuck underneath the emotional avalanche that had fallen upon her the day Amanda had died ten years ago. Instead of facing her pain, Ellen had buried it, becoming rotten and disconnected as she did.

      If she’d really moved on, if she’d let herself heal, would she and I be apart today?

      I couldn’t imagine it. Didn’t even want to anymore. Because I had moved on—moved on from her and any notion of happily ever after. She’d proven to me that love always died, and I’d accepted it. She was the one in denial.

      I didn’t want to go there with her, though, not tonight. “Why are you calling, Ellen? Anything you have to say could have been said to me tomorrow when I pick up Aaron.”

      “That’s what I’m calling about. Aaron won’t be able to see you until the afternoon. Oh, and then he has Latin lessons at four, so it will be evening, actually, before you can get him.”

      I ran my palm through my hair and clutched a handful tightly in frustration. “Christ, Ellen. He can’t skip Latin one week while his father is in town? I flew from another continent to spend this time with him.”

      “Lessons are paid for in advance. There are no makeups. Latin is a foundational language, and it’s so important these days.”

      No. It wasn’t. Not as important as spending time with his father.

      But there was no rationalizing with the helicopter tiger mother that was Ellen Wallace. “And why is it I can’t see him during the day? I chose this week to visit because he had time off from school.”

      “While he doesn’t have school this week officially, tomorrow the teachers will be in the classrooms available for makeup work and tutoring. I signed Aaron up for the full day.”

      I leaned against the desk, my knuckles curled. Aaron didn’t need tutoring or makeup. He had a three point four grade point average. This was Ellen being spiteful and stubborn.

      “Cancel it. I can tutor him.”

      “On seventh-grade advanced chemistry?” she retorted patronizingly. “Even if you could understand it, he needs a lab.”

      “Why is a thirteen-year-old even taking advanced chemistry? Aaron doesn’t have a scientific bone in his body. Are you shoving these classes down his throat?”

      “I’m insuring his future,” Ellen said, raising her voice.

      “Ensuring that he’s going to hate you one day, if not already. Cancel the tutoring.”

      “It’s too late. He’s signed up. And I’ll not let you get in the way of his success.”

      “His success,” I echoed incredulously. He was still just a boy. Did she ever give him a chance to just be a kid? I was so angry, I went low. “I’ll pick him up myself. I’ll sign him out from the school as soon as you drop him off.”

      “It would be kidnapping. They won’t let you take him without my authorization.” She was just as nasty as I was. Nastier.

      “I’m not on the school’s parental records? We’d always agreed it would be both of us in case there was ever an emergency!”

      “I reconsidered. If there was an emergency, you’d be too far away.” She sounded proud of herself. “I have my sister listed as emergency now. And Donovan Kincaid is there as a backup to her.”

      I had to stop myself from kicking the chair, and only because I was concerned that I’d break a toe with as hard as I wanted to kick it. “Donovan Kincaid doesn’t know what to do with a kid. This is you trying to keep him from me, like you always do.” This conversation reaffirmed my decision to get a second apartment in New York City—so that I could visit more often and have more access to Aaron.

      “I’m not keeping him from anyone. You are delusional.”

      “And you’re ice. Cold and bitter and mean. Exactly the qualities that drove me to leave you.” Maybe I was going there after all.

      “You didn’t leave me because I was cold and bitter. You left because I cheated on you.” She’d destroyed my heart with her betrayal and she almost sounded like she was gloating.

      To hell with her.

      “You were ice cold and bitter before that. It simply took the act of you cheating on me to recognize that I couldn’t…” I paused and inhaled deeply. I didn’t need to relive this. I didn’t want to remember how deeply I’d once believed in her. In us.

      “That you couldn’t save me?” she finished for me. “Couldn’t make me whole again? Is that what you were going to say?” She was callous and cruel as she pointed out how naïve I had been to think that I could love her better.

      Yes, Ellen, we are in agreement there.

      I’d been stupid in those romantic notions. I was wiser now. And I didn’t see any point in returning to naivety, regardless of the pull my heart occasionally gave.

      “I’m picking Aaron up from school when he’s done with the day,” I said firmly, refusing to dwell on the past any longer. “I’ll make sure he reviews his Latin before I drop him off at home. And, by God, Ellen, you better have me approved to retrieve him or I’ll get my solicitor involved.” Then, before she could refute me, I said good night and clicked off the phone.

      What a goddamned shrew.

      I was energized with rage, my heart racing with the power of it.

      But underneath my temper was a dangerous longing. A yearning for a different time. A time when I could afford the innocent enthusiasm for human connection. Before I knew how cruel people could be. Before I understood the downfalls of being vulnerable.

      What a rose-colored world it had been—a prettier, more tolerable world—when I’d believed wholeheartedly in commitments and forever. When lust and love were two sides of the same coin. Sex, an expression of feelings rather than just a pleasurable release.

      I longed to be free of the reality that I wore like chains around my neck.

      And then! Then I could ask a girl back to my hotel room without caring about age differences or impropriety or what state my suite had been left in. I could get lost in the breathlessness of her kiss, not worrying about anyone’s feelings or what might inevitably happen if I put my trust in her embrace. I could imagine it so vividly, what it would be like to be that kind of a man again, what it would be like to kiss a girl like Audrey, undress her, teach her. Make love to her.

      My trousers were bulging again with the fantasy. I was throbbing and thick. I couldn’t make it to the shower if I tried.

      I shoved down my trousers and pulled out my cock, fisting it with my right hand as I sat down on the chair. With my eyes closed, I remembered vividly the weight of Audrey on my lap, remembered the pleasurable burn of her rubbing up and down along the imprisoned length of my hard-on. Remembered the press of her breasts against my chest, her nipples so taut they spiked through the layers of clothing between us. Remembered her mouth as it gave in to my wicked desire, my tongue caressing and schooling her at once. My lips memorizing her and debauching her.

      My palm stroked angrily across the inflamed skin of my cock, faster and faster, punishing myself even as the pleasure built and built and built, like static on a balloon when rubbed against a headful of hair. Like stockinged feet, trudged across the carpet. Like too many plugs jammed into a wall socket, my orgasm surged through me with electrical shock. Cum spilled out over my fist as I tugged and tugged, past the point of comfort, until everything inside me had fallen in thick ropes across my bare stomach, dirty and filthy and obscene.

      I sat for several minutes, staring at the mess I’d made, my hands shaking from the release as, little by little, the delirious flash of bliss dissolved into cold, hard reality.

      I was alone. I would always be alone.

      I’d learned the hard way that alone was the most sensible way to live.

      There was no benefit of vulnerability. There was no “making love.” There was no reason to trust. Hearts were for pumping oxygen through the body. They didn’t break. They beat on.

      Audrey had called me a liar when she’d suggested that I secretly believed in her religion of romance, but she was wrong.

      I wasn’t a liar. I was a man who could no longer believe in the lie.
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      “He kissed you?”

      Of course I told my sister.

      I told her as soon as she walked through the door. Mostly, because I wanted to be sure it wouldn’t be a surprise if Dylan said anything to her, but also because I shared everything with Sabrina.

      Well, almost everything. I never actually talked about sex with her, but that was because she had a barrier like a thirteen inch cement wall surrounding her when it came to the subject. Talking about sex made her tense and agitated. I’d decided that meant she was either asexual or into some weird stuff in the bedroom. Not that I’d knock her either way.

      “More like I kissed him,” I said, since I’d initiated the whole thing. I didn’t want her to get the wrong idea about the situation. Because there had been absolutely nothing wrong about that kiss at all—except that it had been too short.

      Just remembering the way Dylan’s mouth fit so perfectly against mine brought a swarm of butterflies to my tummy.

      “You kissed my boss?” Sabrina seemed to be having a hard time wrapping her head around the fact. Obviously she was stuck on her own relationship with the man.

      But I’d already thought about that.

      I kicked off my shoes and pulled my knees underneath me on the couch. “Dylan is not actually your boss. He’s more like your boss’s equal, if you want to be technical.” And, to be fair, she herself was sleeping with a different man who was her boss’s equal. If there wasn’t an issue there, why would there be an issue with me?

      She dropped her coat and purse on the back of the sofa and put a stern fist on her hip—one of the postures she took when she was assuming a motherly role with me. “If you want to be technical, he’s old enough to be your father.”

      I rolled my eyes. “He is not. He’s just experienced and wise.” To be honest, I wasn’t actually sure of Dylan’s age.

      “He’s twenty years older than you.”

      Huh. I’d guessed more like fifteen. “Maybe I have a thing for dads.” I didn’t, I didn’t think, but I could. Could I? Was that the comfort I’d been unable to replicate with my previous boyfriends? “Don’t knock my kink. I don’t knock yours.” I was possibly more defensive than I needed to be.

      Sabrina’s jaw slammed shut, and she got that tense, agitated way she did when sex conversations turned a spotlight on her.

      So then she was definitely into some weird bedroom stuff. Interesting.

      Finally, she sighed. “Fine. I won’t knock the age difference.” She came around to the front of the couch and sank down next to me. “I don’t actually care what you’re into anyway, as long as it’s consensual. I just don’t want you getting hurt. Dylan doesn’t seem into relationships. You get that, right? Not to mention that you live on entirely different continents.”

      I had been defensive before, but now I was incensed. “It was just a kiss! God. I’m not planning to marry the guy.” I stretched my legs out in front of me and studied my toes so I didn’t have to look at her. She was being dramatic.

      Even though it hadn’t been just a kiss.

      It had been the best kiss. It had been grinding and thrusting and heavy petting. It had told me everything I needed to know about Dylan—that he was skilled and sensitive and seduceable. It had been the stars aligning, bringing a man who needed to be reminded to let his emotions loose together with me, a woman who needed practice getting physically loose.

      But Sabrina was skeptical. “Just a kiss,” she repeated.

      Did I mention she was being dramatic? Just because I’d fallen hard and fast for a few men that didn’t work out didn’t mean that I didn’t know how to protect myself. It didn’t mean that I wanted to change who I was, either. I was a girl who felt things. I knew who I was. I knew what I was made of—big emotions packed into a little body. And keeping all those feelings pent up in such a small space was impossible. I couldn’t stuff my passion into some dark corner of my soul the way Sabrina did. I lived from the heart. I loved with my entirety. I loved frequently and deeply, and if that meant I hurt sometimes—or a lot of times—so be it. My heartbreaks shaped me into who I was.

      And I liked who I was.

      All that being said, love wasn’t the reason I was drawn to Dylan. He was an opportunity that I couldn’t pass up, a choice I almost couldn’t help but make. Opportunity knocked, but Fate had seemed to be at the door as well.

      Seeing how the conversation had gone so far, though, I really didn’t think Sabrina was in a place to understand the whole truth.

      I settled for partial honesty, peering up at her with a sigh. “I felt bad for the guy. All that doom and gloom. ‘Love’s dead. Grump, grump.’ He needed something nice for a change.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “So you thought you’d kiss him and that would show him. Make him magically believe in hearts and romance again?”

      “Shut up.” Now she was just being mean. Would she always think of me as the little girl she had to parent? She wasn’t my mother. And little girls grew up eventually.

      I slumped in my seat and pouted. “You think I’m naïve.”

      She gave me a look that said she very much wanted to lecture me, but when she leaned toward me, it was just to kiss me on the head. “I think you’re amazing,” she said.

      And I grinned at her. Not because she’d told me I was amazing—she was my sister; she was sort of obligated to think that—but because she was amazing. She’d basically been my mother since she was thirteen years old. I knew it took an effort for her to let me make my own choices, make my own mistakes. I was proud of her for fighting against her instincts.

      Maybe her latest relationship was changing her for the good.

      Which reminded me, she and I had parted this evening when she’d left with her “boyfriend,” and all we’d talked about since she’d gotten home was me.

      I wasn’t amazing, after all.

      I nudged her with my shoulder. “Hey. Tell me what happened with Donovan.”

      We spent the next half an hour talking about her night and her kiss—seems I hadn’t been the only Lind girl to get some action from a Reach CEO. Then, after I’d convinced her to look on the bright side about her romantic situation, I said good night and slipped into her guest room.

      It wasn’t even ten o’clock, still early, considering that I was used to staying up until two in the morning most nights with my graduate studies, but Sabrina had to work in the morning, and I didn’t want to be the reason she was dragging her feet come six a.m.

      I was hardly tired, though. The buzz from the dinner’s wine had long ago worn off, and there was a new energy stirring in me. An excited energy. An energy that had me fidgeting and restless in the queen bed I had all to myself.

      The excitement was over Dylan and the freaking insane way he knew how to use his mouth. I could imagine those lips elsewhere on my body—along the curve of my jaw, down my neck. Lower, lower. Lower still.

      I’d had men go down on me, but I’d never had one give me an orgasm. I bet Dylan knew how to satisfy a woman that way. I could tell by how he controlled our kiss with his tongue. He was more alpha than he appeared, with his brooding British act. It was refreshing, considering how many guys I’d been with who had been all around nice guys, including under the covers. Too nice. So nice they didn’t know when to add a little pressure or another finger or even a hair tug.

      Dylan was polite, but he wasn’t nice. He was respectful, but he was also aggressive. He’d practically had me coming just from our makeout session, and he hadn’t even gotten his fingers inside my panties.

      If that was what an older man could do, I was never planning to date a guy my age again.

      I turned on my sexiest Spotify list and replayed the memory, letting the heat and electricity rush through my body like it had when I had been with Dylan. My panties were damp again. The space between my thighs ached, and if I weren’t in a bed that didn’t belong to me, I would have put my hand down and rubbed the desire away.

      Instead, I just held the feeling, held the buzz, let it gather within me until every part of my skin was humming and alive. It made for a restless sleep when I shut the lights out hours later, after I’d taken a shower and sketched a bit in my notepad.

      It would be worth it, though, I was sure of it. And it wouldn’t be long until I got relief, if everything went the way I hoped it would.
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      I waited until Sabrina had left before coming out of my room for breakfast. I didn’t want her to drill me about my plans for the day, and boy, did I have plans.

      First, I hustled over to a boutique lingerie shop nearby Sabrina’s Midtown apartment. They were on holiday schedule and opened early, so I got what I needed and was at the register well before ten.

      With my purchases “in hand,” so to say, I finally pulled out my phone to get ahold of Dylan. Sure, I could have texted him before I’d gone shopping, but I didn’t want to seem desperate, contacting him before the sun had reached a decent place in the sky. Because I wasn’t desperate. I was eager. There was a difference, I was sure.

      I had, however, composed my text the night before so it was ready to go with just a press of the send button.

      AUDREY: Happy Tuesday! Did U sleep OK?

      Polite, harmless. A message that wouldn’t scare him off.

      Still, he took his time answering. Almost seven whole minutes. Thankfully there was a Starbucks next door so I had a Venti chai tea and a place to sit by the time he responded.

      DYLAN: I slept well, thank you for asking. And you?

      I giggled softly at his formality.

      AUDREY: Well enough.

      If tossing and turning to a night full of erotic dreams was considered well, anyway.

      AUDREY: What are ur plans for today?

      DYLAN: I have an appointment with an estate agent to look at an apartment.

      I practically squealed. He’d mentioned at dinner that he was looking to buy a place in the city so he could visit his son more often, a place he could eventually give to his son, if he wanted it. But I hadn’t realized he would actually be looking today.

      AUDREY: Oh, goody! I’ll join u. Tell me where?

      While he’d taken his time responding to each of my texts so far, this one came in almost immediately.

      DYLAN: Ah, no. I don’t think that’s a good idea.

      I wasn’t at all discouraged. I was expecting his hesitation. He was a proper man, after all, and oftentimes the things that happened in the dark seemed less than proper in the light of day.

      AUDREY: It’s an excellent idea! U can’t get a place w/out a 2nd opinion & I have very good taste.

      DYLAN: I’m sure you do, but I have this handled.

      I sipped from my tea, considering what tactic to take next.

      AUDREY: Come on. Rn’t U curious about the kismet?

      DYLAN: Still playing that game, are you?

      He hadn’t said no, which meant he was curious. How could he not be? I’d felt his curiosity poking at me last night while I straddled his lap.

      This text had also come in right away. Which meant I was right about my assessment of Dylan Locke so far—the man responded well to taunting.

      I could do taunting. I could do it very well.

      AUDREY: Find out.

      Two little words. They’d do the trick.

      Bingo.

      Less than a minute later I had an address and a time to meet him. I knew I had taunting down. It was in other areas that I lacked expertise.

      For the time being, anyway.
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      I thought she’d be less dangerous in the sunlight.

      I was wrong.

      She walked into the lobby of the apartment building in Sutton Place, dressed in a red flowy thing that stopped mid-calf and a stylish coat that hit mid-thigh. Her tawny brown hair was loose around her shoulders. But the piece de resistance was the high-heeled black boots that disappeared under her hem. After fantasizing about her the night before, it was impossible not to imagine those shoes wrapped around my waist—wrapped around my face—her body naked and trembling. She was sex on heels, and I was a goner.

      But lust wasn’t the only reason I found myself fascinated with her. She and I had shared an evening together, shared the same space, shared the same air, and yet the life that oxygen breathed into her was much different than the life breathed into mine. She inflated into someone animated and vivacious while I was left hollow and shriveled and wrinkled—metaphorically if not exactly literally. It intrigued me. It was like the old adage about onlookers unable to look away from a train wreck, only I was the train wreck, and I couldn’t stop looking when something so unblemished and uncorrupted walked past.

      I’d been like her once, hardened by the lessons of reality over the years. While I felt surely she’d have her own dose of truth in time, the thought made me grim. Couldn’t she be spared from the spoils of heartache? If I were a praying man, or even a man who wished for impossible things, I may have spent a great deal of time asking for just that. For Audrey Lind to leave this world as is, unscathed. Unbitter.

      Still a believer.

      “It’s a fantastic part of the city!” Audrey exclaimed, skipping a greeting while I remained transfixed on the bubblegum pink of her lips. “I’ve never been to the Upper East Side. It has so much more charm than I’d expected.”

      “Yes, well, I wanted to be within walking distance of both Aaron’s home and school.” I hadn’t thought particularly much about the borough except that it suited Ellen—snooty and elitist. I’d focused so much on that angle that I’d forgotten there were charms to the city that were untainted by my ex.

      Audrey began an earnest inspection of the building, circling around me to take everything in. “First impressions are good. The lobby is clean, well-furnished. Both a doorman and a security desk—that’s a nice touch.” She frowned suddenly. “It’s strange that they have a reprint of John Constable as the major focal point.”

      I tilted my head at the hanging art. I hadn’t noticed the familiar piece before she pointed it out, and I wouldn’t have remembered the artist’s name without her mention of it. The original was hanging in the National Gallery, if I remembered correctly. It depicted a man with his hay cart and horses in the River between Essex and Suffolk counties. There was a peace and beauty in the image that I couldn’t put into words.

      “You don’t like it?” I was surprised at her indignation at such an unsuspecting painting.

      She turned her frown on me. “John Constable? I love his work. He’s quite a snob about your homeland, but he showed that landscape images are not just beautiful but also powerful. I’m just curious why a luxury building would choose a cheap recreation of a famous art piece—albeit in a rather hefty frame—rather than purchasing something unique and original by a local artist. It would definitely class up the place, and it seems that is what they’re going for. Maybe I should give the suggestion to the doorman.” She’d already taken two steps toward the door before she finished talking.

      Who did that? Who had thoughts on everything—lovely thoughts and bold thoughts, on art and luxury apartment buildings—and then proceeded to share them with no inhibitions?

      Who was this woman?

      And what was she doing in my life?

      “Audrey, why are you here?”

      My question halted her task. She spun around in my direction. “Hmm?”

      “Why are you here?” A simple but pressing question.

      Slowly, with a subtle grin, she strode toward me, her heels clicking on the marble floor. “You invited me. Don’t you remember?”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not how that went.” My eyes searched aimlessly over my shoes as I attempted to recall how we ended up there together. It all happened so quickly, my hands responding to her texts without giving my brain a chance to weigh in. “No, you lured me.”

      “I lured you? How is that possible when I’m the one who has joined you on your day’s plans? It seems, Dylan Locke, that you may have lured me.”

      Her expression was so convincing, I momentarily doubted myself. “No, no. I most definitely didn’t lure you. You lured me with your talk of fate and finding out what it had to do with us.”

      “Kismet,” she corrected.

      “Yes, that’s right. Kismet. You dangled the word out in front of me the way a fisherman dangles a—”

      “Hook?” she guessed.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Lure.”

      Her smile widened. “That’s amazing that a simple text message could hold that much power over you. Why do you think that is, do you suppose?”

      And that was the real question, more important than why she was here. The question about why I was tempting myself with something I was never going to believe in. About why her particular lure was so irresistible. The question I’d hoped she’d be able to answer because I was at a loss.

      A question that wasn’t getting answered now either because the estate agent I had an appointment with was currently walking toward me with his hand stretched out.

      “Mr. Locke? Jeff Jones, nice to meet you.” He finished his handshake with one hand and immediately his other passed over a business card, which I immediately pocketed without looking at. I knew everything I needed to about the man from our encounter thus far. He was a salesman, a charmer. Trendy with his trimmed beard and fitted suit. Good-looking, perhaps, but if I’d had my guess, he’d had work done. His jaw was too square. His nose too straight.

      All that mattered was that he had the ability to put in a competitive offer, and the ambitious air surrounding him suggested he could.

      “Sorry I’m running a tad bit late,” he went on, talking in that fast New York style I still hadn’t become accustomed to even after the years I’d lived here. “I had a closing this morning that ran long. There are no showings on the books today for this unit, though, so we’ll have plenty of time to spend in the apartment.”

      His focus turned to Audrey then, and his voice suddenly shifted in tone. “Well, hello there…?”

      “Audrey,” she said, offering her hand in greeting.

      “It’s a pleasure, Audrey.” The smarmy way Jeff Jones held Audrey’s hand, said her name, and stared too long made me want to sock him in his too perfect nose. He was too old to be flirting with her. Jeff Jones had to be at least…

      At least my age.

      That realization was a punch, all right. In my gut.

      And that was just a warm-up to the next blow. “Mr. Locke, I didn’t know you’d be bringing your daughter. Glad to have you both here.”

      I felt my jaw drop and then lock up, frozen in horror.

      At the same time, my cock stirred.

      Audrey, fortunately, remained composed. Draping her arm over my shoulder, her eyes twinkled mischievously. “He wanted my opinion, didn’t you Daddy? We’re very close.”

      Very funny, my scowl said. I considered correcting her until it dawned on me the situation looked better this way. As long as no one noticed the bulging of my trousers every time she addressed me with the parental term, anyway.

      Shopping for a flat with a girl half my age...what was I thinking?

      Perhaps she wasn’t as young as I gave her credit for.

      The estate agent excused himself to grab the key from the lockbox at the security desk. As soon as he was out of earshot, I asked quietly, “How young are you exactly?”

      Audrey batted her lashes in my direction. “Are you asking how old I am? I’m twenty-three.”

      I nearly choked.

      Nineteen years between us.

      I’d lost my virginity later than I’d wanted, at the age of seventeen. If I’d knocked that woman up, our child would still be older than Audrey Lind.

      It was mortifying.

      The realization didn’t make me want to kiss her any less. It just gave me a sufficient amount of guilt about the desire to make kissing her again seem totally worth it.

      I was still stewing about the years between us when Jeff returned and led us into the lift. He pushed the button for the thirty-second floor, chattering on about the building amenities and the maintenance upkeep.

      I was barely listening.

      “Are you okay?” Audrey whispered.

      “Just thinking about how old I feel next to you.” That wasn’t exactly true. I was lamenting the difference in our ages, but she didn’t make me feel old. She made me feel quite young. Younger than I deserved to feel. Her youth was contagious.

      “Do you want to know how I feel next to you?” She linked her arm around mine. “Bold.”

      Bold. Jesus. I felt like I needed to loosen my tie, except I wasn’t wearing one.

      The lift opened on our floor, and Jeff Jones started out the door and down the hall, not paying much attention to us as we followed. Thank God. Since I still had Audrey’s hand on my bicep. Her palm felt warm even through my jumper and the button-up underneath. Like a hot iron. Like a brand from the devil reminding me she might look like an angel but she’d been sent from hell.

      Gently, I shrugged her off and doubled my steps to catch up to our estate agent.

      My estate agent. There was no our here.

      Jeff continued promoting the apartment’s highlights as he unlocked the door and stood aside for us to enter. Instantly, I was pleased—both with the condition of the unit and the opportunity to concentrate on something other than the young woman attempting to rock my world. I was familiar with the layout of the two-bedrooms in this particular building. An acquaintance from my New York days had lived here, and wanting to purchase the same for myself, I’d diligently watched the realty notices from London until something came up. It was small in comparison to my flat in England, but exactly what I had in mind. Clean, simple. Well laid out. On property, there was a gym, a pool, billiards tables, a large courtyard. A gem in the city and for a decent price.

      I opened the foyer cupboard and found it empty, save for a few stray hangers. Before I could close it again, Audrey was there, peering inside.

      “Nice, sturdy bar,” she said, tugging on the garment rod. She unbuttoned her coat and peeled it off.

      Jeff Jones, gentleman that he was, immediately appeared at her side to hang it up.

      I stood dumbstruck, seeing for the first time the entirety of Audrey’s outfit. She was wearing a wrap dress. A sexy, fitted thing with only a tie separating her underclothing from the eyes of the world. Kill me now.

      I had to turn away.

      Pretending she wasn’t there, I made my way through the rest of the apartment ahead of her, checking out the bathroom and the second bedroom before making my way to the main living area. The space was staged and styled with traditional furniture in fashionable colors, a look that I made a note to mimic after I purchased, with one addition—curtains. It was a corner unit, and the large windows surrounding the room delivered views of both the river and the city. Stunning as they were, the lack of window coverings meant no privacy. People in the building across the street could look right in if they had a mind to.

      “Incredible!” Audrey gasped from behind me. She ran giddily to look outside, stopping several feet short of the actual windows.

      “You don’t feel the true impact without getting close up.” I’d apparently forgotten my determination to pretend she wasn’t there.

      “That’s okay. I’m good right here. I’m afraid of heights.” She glanced quickly to Jeff Jones who’d entered the room with her. “You know that, Daddy,” she added, remembering her ruse.

      I hadn’t thought she could be afraid of anything, daring and impetuous that she was. This new insight added to the enigma of Audrey Lind. Part wildling, part devil, part innocent, all contradiction.

      “I thought you’d grown out of it,” I muttered. Whatever was I doing, playing along?

      And she was invading my space again, standing too close, smelling too good. Making my jumper feel too hot and my throat feel too tight.

      I had to hurry this tour up.

      Sticking my hands in my trouser pockets, I turned to the agent. “The website said this unit is up for lease as well as for sale. Rentals are allowed in the HOA amendments, then?”

      Jones perked at the potential sale. “Yes. Is that of interest to you?”

      “I’m not planning to be here year-round, so yes. I may consider leasing it out.” Frankly, I was just as happy to leave it empty, a safe space for Aaron to hide out as he got older. Ellen would surely disapprove, which was half the appeal. “There’s no one living here now?”

      “Not at this moment. But!” He was winding up for his big pitch. I could feel it. “This unit has had several showings just in the last few days.”

      Not likely with the weather and the approaching holiday.

      “If it gets rented out before an offer comes in, the lease will have to be dealt with in negotiations. It’s another reason to act fast if you’re serious about buying.”

      I’d have an offer in before the day was over, though I wasn’t ready to admit it. But, even if I paid cash and rushed a closing, I wouldn’t be in the unit before I left New York this time at the end of the week.

      The idea of being in there sooner, to have the breathing room and get away from the stuffiness of the hotel, suddenly appealed to me. “I could, you’re telling me, put in an offer and also apply for a lease at the same time.”

      “That’s correct. If you want to try it out and see how it works before you decide to purchase, or if you want to move in right away, that’s exactly what I’d recommend. You could be in here as soon as tomorrow, in fact.”

      Audrey edged up beside me, the heat of her a pleasant nuisance.

      I felt my muscles tighten as I fought to remain focused. “It comes furnished?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’d like to fill out a rental application.” It was still early in the day. I’d push to be in by that evening.

      “Sure, sure! I didn’t realize you’d be interested in renting as well, so I didn’t bring the application, but we can get that all settled if you just come with me to the leasing office. It’s only a few blocks away. No more than a fifteen minute walk. Or if you’d rather grab a cab, it’ll take just about as long.”

      I wouldn’t rather grab a cab. And I wasn’t interested in walking fifteen minutes in the snow and slush. I was irritated at the man’s lack of foresight. Wasn’t there an application at the desk along with the lockbox? What a professional faux pas.

      The agent didn’t seem to register my annoyance.

      Audrey, on the other hand, read me completely.

      “Mr. Jones,” she said, her tone pure honey. “Jeff.” She left my side to cozy up against the salesman, immediately triggering a rush of envy through my veins. I might have stopped her, even, if I weren’t so curious about her motives.

      “It’s so cold outside today,” she went on, swirling the tip of her finger in a giant O on the shoulder of Jones’ suit jacket. “I’ve just started getting warm. You wouldn’t mind terribly going and getting the application and bringing it back for us, would you? I know Daddy would love to have the extra time looking around the place.”

      Her coy manipulation, the sweet pout of her mouth, the damn use of the word daddy—I wouldn’t be able to walk to the lift at this point, let alone to an office three blocks away.

      I was a sick fuck. There was no doubt about it.

      Jones hemmed and hawed. “Oh. I don’t know about that. I’m really not supposed to leave you alone here.”

      He hadn’t moved away from the girl, though. His dilated eyes and flushed face said he was under her spell and loving it. In front of her father, no less!

      Fake father. But he didn’t know that.

      “Oh, but, Jeff!” Audrey batted her eyelashes. “He’s going to buy it! Or, he will if he has the proper time to decide. There’s a pretty significant commission on this unit, isn’t there? I’d hate for you to lose out simply because of a silly, little rule.”

      She was good. So very good.

      “Your daughter is sure convincing.” Jones smiled nervously in my direction, appearing to be equally taken with her abilities. “Okay. All right. I’m sure it will be fine. I’ll be back in about thirty minutes then?” He was headed to the exit, as though determined to be back as soon as possible.

      At the foyer, he paused to look from me to Audrey with an anxious plea in his eyes. “Please don’t do, well, don’t...hurt...anything.” I heard him muttering on to himself as the door shut behind him. Something that sounded a lot like I better not regret this.

      Which left me with my own regrets, namely the seductress in my midst.

      “That was quite impressive,” I said, not quite sure if I should have gone with the man rather than be left alone with her. Alone. So near a bed. And other furniture that could be used for fornication.

      She winked. “I have my talents.”

      Yes, she did. I was learning how skilled she was at wrapping men twice her age around her little pinkie. And now I was quite sure I should have left when I’d had the chance.

      Still, she had me on that string, towing me toward her when I should be swimming away. Could I even swim away at this point? Understanding how my fate was tied up in her—never mind that it was because she masterminded the whole thing—I considered giving in to the pull.

      I circled her, studying every delicious curve. “The thing I don’t understand as of yet is why it was so important to you that he let us stay here?”

      I stopped when I was facing her again so I had the full vantage point when she undid the tie at the side of her dress, shrugged it off her shoulders, and let it drop to the floor.

      Audrey Lind in nothing but her high-heeled boots and the naughtiest pair of matching panties and bra I’d ever seen on a woman.

      Goddamn, this apartment really needed curtains.
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      Dylan seemed to go pale. He normally had rather fair skin—probably because he was British and because his work habits didn’t let him out in the sun too often—but now he was even whiter than usual.

      Maybe it was a bit scandalous to just drop my dress the way I had. I could have talked to him about my plan first, but after the way he’d kissed me the night before, I didn’t think conversation was necessary. I was certainly still buzzing from the feel of his lips and the sweep of his tongue. I thought a little skin would be all that was needed to reignite those passions in him as well.

      Instead, it seemed to throw him into a state of shock.

      “Audrey,” he stammered, his eyes darting everywhere, then to me, then quickly to anywhere else but me. He was deliberately trying not to look, but it seemed he couldn’t help himself. “What the bloody hell are you doing, girl?” He picked my dress up off the floor and brought it to me. “Put this on. Please. There aren’t curtains. The whole city can see you!”

      I glanced behind him at the windows. We were too high for anyone to see in through the street, and the apartments across the way didn’t have the floor-to-ceiling glass that this unit had. It was unlikely anyone could see me from there either.

      I took the dress from him anyway. Then tossed it over my shoulder to the ground. “I don’t care if everyone can see me. I only care if you see me.”

      This made the color return to his face.

      “And as for what I’m doing,” I continued, stepping toward him, but before I could say more he interrupted.

      “If you have more to say then could you please do it from the couch? Which is over there. A safe distance from me.”

      He muttered the last part so quietly that I wasn’t even sure I was supposed to hear it.

      It made me smile. He really was quite adorable. “If it makes you more comfortable.” I shrugged.

      “It does.”

      “Well, then.” I didn’t mind humoring him. And torturing him simultaneously. I sat on the sofa, crossing one leg over the other, hoping the slow, seductive routine didn’t come off as clumsy and embarrassing. Just because I felt confident didn’t mean I knew what I was doing. Hence this entire kismet project.

      Dylan immediately lined himself up between me and the window, using his body to make up for the lack of blinds.

      See? Adorable.

      “As you were saying,” he prompted.

      “As I was saying.” I took a breath in and let it out. “Here’s the deal—I’ve had two serious boyfriends in my life. Two men that I’ve had sex with, and I didn’t sleep with either of them until we’d said the L word. Which is to say, I don’t do this. Ever.”

      “Mm hmm.” His arms were crossed over his chest and he nodded furiously, as though urging me to go on.

      So I did. “With both of them the sex was blah.”

      “Right. You didn’t find either of them compatible. Yes, yes. You told me this last night. I remember. How exactly does this lead to you standing naked in my flat?”

      “Not your flat yet, Dylan,” I teased. “And not naked. I have lingerie on. Purchased just for you.” I uncrossed my legs, stretched them out in front of me, and leaned back on my palms so he could have the best view of my ensemble. “Do you like?”

      “I, uh.” He cleared his throat. “I do like. Very much.”

      The piercing gaze he hit me with made my heart trip and my skin prickle with goosebumps.

      “But that doesn’t explain the, um…” He gestured toward me with his entire hand. “This.”

      I chuckled. “I’m getting there. I was getting there last night, too, just, your lips became a distraction.” Maybe I’d gone over the top in the flirtation department, but it didn’t make the statement any less true. Besides, it was worth it to see the color in his cheeks deepen and the crotch of his pants expand while he let himself remember our kiss.

      It was especially worth it because of how much his pants expanded. Dang, that man was hung.

      After a distracted beat, I went on. “Anyway. After my last breakup, I decided that I needed to get the sex ed out of the way before I settle down. So. Isn’t it kismet that I met you? An experienced man who is only interested in banging? Wouldn’t you like to bang me now? Show me how it’s done?”

      He inhaled sharply then clutched his chest with one hand, wiping at his forehead with the other as he fell back against the glass behind him.

      I stood up, panicked. “Dylan! Are you okay? Are you having a heart attack?” I rushed to him, but he waved me away and stumbled toward the couch.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine. As long as you stay there, several feet from me, I’m fine.”

      Not his heart, then, but a good old-fashioned panic attack.

      I gave him a lazy grin. “How many feet away? Like is this too close?” I stepped predatorily near him. “Or how about this?” Another step.

      “It’s all too close. All of it. You and me in this same flat is too close.” He circled around the sofa, backing away from me as though I were a demon about to put a hex on him.

      “Why ever would you say that?” I asked innocently, following every step he took. “If anything, I’d say we aren’t close enough.”

      “No, no, no. This is not appropriate. This shouldn’t be happening. You should have your clothes on, for God’s sake. I shouldn’t have even allowed you to come here.”

      His rant felt directed more to himself than to me, but I continued to engage. “That’s a terrible thing to say! Aren’t we having fun together? The whole ‘daddy’ game with your realtor? That was a good time, wasn’t it?”

      He laughed incredulously as he rounded back to the front of the couch, one arm held out before himself as if to ward me off. “A good time is not the term I’d... Okay, yes, it was a fun bluff, but... Your sister is an employee in my firm! You are twenty years my junior!”

      “Is it really twenty?” I’d told him my age, but he hadn’t mentioned his to me. Sabrina hadn’t even been certain. Not that it mattered. The important thing was that we were attracted to each other. That we had chemistry. And we definitely had that, whether he wanted to admit it or not.

      “Yes, I’m sure. Or, it’s nearly twenty. Nineteen, to be precise.”

      “Nineteen.” I thought about that for a minute, growing more comfortable with the idea by the moment. “That’s kind of hot, isn’t it? That a woman that you’re interested in who is nineteen years your junior is throwing herself at you? Begging you to teach her a thing or two. Or seven.”

      I’d closed in on him while I was talking, trapping him against the armchair. He didn’t realize until he’d tripped and fell backward into the seat, but he’d only caught the edge in his fall and immediately slipped to the ground.

      And I slipped right into his lap.

      I spread my legs, straddling him the way I had the night before. His breath came fast, but even, and his skin was hot to the touch as I swept my finger across his forehead, brushing away the hair that had fallen there. He locked his eyes on mine, the pupils darkening as they lingered in his stare.

      “I’m supposing you don’t need CPR,” I teased. I was terrible, but he was too easy.

      His gaze narrowed. “My heart is fine. It’s my morals that I’m struggling with.”

      “Because I’m so young? Because of Sabrina?”

      “Yes. Even if we can ignore that I’m your sister’s superior I am definitely old enough to be…” He shook his head, unable to finish the sentence.

      “My father? I told you I thought that was hot. Are you going to tell me it doesn’t interest you at all?”

      He didn’t answer but swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing with the action.

      “Because I won’t believe you if you do. There’s definitive proof to the contrary.”

      He scowled even as I could feel his body relaxing underneath me. “What proof?”

      “This bad boy.” I ground my hips, rubbing against his erection, nearly moaning from the thickness of it.

      “There’s a near-naked beautiful woman sitting on him. He can’t help himself. He has a mind of his own and is not always in agreement with my decisions.” Contrary to his words, he stroked a single finger up my arm, sending a shiver down my spine.

      Even this...even just the deliberate way he touched me was more experienced than the men I’d been with. Boys, really, fumbling to get their cock inside me without any sort of prelude. My dirty professor was a man. Someone who knew exactly what to do with a woman. Who could show me how to handle him in return.

      “He perked up long before I was sitting on him,” I said, tilting my hips again.

      This time he was the one to shudder. “You noticed that then?”

      “It was quite hard to miss.”

      His lips turned up into a cocky smile as he drew his finger further up my arm, over my shoulder to the strap of my bra. He fiddled with the thin elastic, so leisurely, so carefully, that I thought I might explode when he finally touched me for real.

      Once more, I tilted my hips back and then forward, tracing the stiff length of his cock with the damp crotch panel of my panties. I’d meant it to hurry him up, urge him into kissing me, but it felt so good that I was the one who threw my head back and sighed.

      Next thing I knew, I was on my back, on the floor, my hands pinned above my head with Dylan stretched out above me.

      Wow. That move was...wow. So manly and take-charge-like. So alpha and swoony.

      Somehow, he was even more good-looking from this angle. His expression was serious and heated, the creases near his eyes intense as he focused on me.

      My heart thumped against my rib cage, pounding, pounding at the possibility of what was to come next.

      “You don’t seem to need any lessons in the art of seduction,” he said sternly. Fatherly, almost, except for the sexy, rough edge to his voice.

      “You’re right. I know how to seduce a man.” I spread my legs, making room for him to settle in between my thighs. His eyes closed briefly as the ridge of his erection sunk down across my center. “What I don’t know is how to tell a man what I like. How can I if I don’t know what I like myself? If no one has ever shown me anything worth repeating.”

      He studied me silently for a moment. Every second felt like thirty as I measured time with the rapid lift and fall of my chest, waiting for him to make the next move, waiting for him to agree.

      “And you think I can show you what you might like?” His gaze shifted to my mouth then back to my eyes.

      I licked my lips in anticipation of the kiss he was obviously looking forward to as much as I was. “You’ve already shown me more than you can know.”

      His expression said he doubted that. “Assuming that’s true...how do I know you won’t fall for me in the process? You don’t have a track record to prove you can separate sex from love.”

      Wasn’t that a killer of a question?

      He had every right to ask. I wasn’t the least bit upset about it, though it did make me feel like the wind had been sucked out of my chest. Made me feel dizzy and unsure when just a moment ago I’d been drowning in confidence.

      “I guess…” I started out tentatively, formulating the answer as I gave it. “I guess you don’t know that. I guess I don’t really know it either. I could try to convince you it isn’t your problem—I’ll be gone at the end of the week, and you’ll be on the other side of the ocean—but I have a feeling you’re the kind of guy that would very much think it was his problem, no matter where he was. You might not be fond of the love emotion, but you do recognize it in other people. That you acknowledge the weight it can carry might be what makes me feel so safe with you.”

      That was a revelation. I hadn’t quite realized why I trusted him to be the guy to take on this task. We’d only just met. I shouldn’t be this sure about him. But, just like he was afraid of how I’d react to this arrangement because I’d shown enough of myself for him to know it was a possibility, I also had seen enough of him to know I trusted him.

      “I trust you,” I told him. “I trust you to be careful with my body, and I trust that you won’t lead me on in any way. That’s a good start, isn’t it?”

      Before he could say anything, I pushed forward, my words tumbling out rapidly. “And what I can tell you for sure is that I don’t have any intentions of becoming emotionally wrapped up in you. I am attracted to you. Crazy attracted to you. Turn-my-insides-into-mush kind of attracted to you, but I’ve always been able to separate attraction from real feelings. I’ve been crazy attracted to men before, given a few blow jobs to some of them, even, but I’ve only fallen in hard love with those two guys. Guys I hadn’t slept with while the falling was occurring. Maybe that can help you trust me? It’s not very reassuring, I suppose. I don’t know what else to say. I hope that doesn’t make you tell me no, though, because, Dylan, I want this. I want to learn from you. I want—”

      He cut me off, crashing his mouth into mine. His lips were firm and persuasive, telling mine exactly where to move and what speed. Telling them when to open and take more. I responded eagerly, matching the strokes of his tongue with my own as soft whimpers escaped from my throat. My sounds made him groan and made me wet—wetter than I already was, that is. He swept me up with his kiss. He took me from the solid ground into a spiraling, dizzy windstorm.

      He continued to hold my wrists above my head, which I found both highly erotic and frustrating at the same time. I wanted to caress his jaw. I wanted to slip my hands underneath his sweater. I wanted to draw the pads of my thumbs across his nipples and then trail my fingers down, down, down.

      Unable to touch him the way I wanted, the rest of me became more antsy beneath him, as though trying to make up for my restrained hands. I squirmed and bucked, trying to get as much of my body to come into contact with his as possible. But he counteracted every one of my moves, bracing his body higher above me, holding himself away.

      It took me a few minutes to realize he was purposefully taunting me.

      Then it took me another few minutes to realize I really liked this too. I mean, I hated it. But as the torture continued, a tension built inside me, low and deep. A hum that spread through my core and out to my limbs. By the time he lowered himself to grind across my crotch, I was already halfway to an orgasm.

      From there, the hum intensified quickly. Each thrust of his pelvis against mine sent me closer to the edge. He still had his pants on! I still had on panties, and yet he’d found the perfect spot, hit it on every stroke, making the hum swell and expand and consume and take over and buzz, buzz, buzz, and…

      Suddenly it was all gone at the sound of a clearing throat.

      Guess when I’d sent the agent away I’d forgotten that he’d also be coming back.

      Whoops.

      I wasn’t sorry. I wasn’t sorry at all.
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      I’d never lost an erection so fast.

      Thank God, since it made it easier to scramble to my feet and distract Jeff Jones so Audrey could clothe herself privately. I was sweating and panicked as I diverted him back to the foyer. Behind me, I could hear the girl giggling.

      It wasn’t funny. It wasn’t.

      That she was laughing was a splendid example of why our age difference was a big problem. She was obviously not mature enough to handle matters that required adult responsibility. I was disappointed in myself for not being the adult from the start. If she hadn’t been so tenacious, so assertive, so beguiling, I wouldn’t have lost control of the situation.

      And I had lost control. Really lost it. Almost gone too far, even.

      The whole thing had left me flustered, and now there was a real chance I wasn’t going to get this apartment.

      “It’s...I’m...this isn’t at all what it looks like,” I explained to the agent. I ran a hand through my hair, creating a floppy mess if I were to judge by the uneven way it felt on my scalp. “I sincerely apologize. It was inappropriate and discourteous and—”

      “Just tell me one thing,” Mr. Jones interrupted. “She’s not really your daughter, is she?”

      “No! God, no.” I thought about it after I’d answered, what that must have looked like to the man when he’d walked in on us. It had been bad enough that we’d behaved so badly in an flat I hadn’t yet leased. The fact that he’d also thought we were father and daughter was…

      Well. Maybe it was funny.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know why we said that she was.” The grin that had slid onto my face made my latest apology seem insincere.

      Fortunately, Jeff Jones was smiling too. “It’s fine. I understand. I’m sure I’d play that game too if I were with a woman so…”

      “Young?” Yes, I knew she was too young. He didn’t need to throw it in my face.

      “I was going to say willing. But maybe her youth has something to do with it.” He peered over my shoulder, which made me have to glance behind me as well, insuring he wasn’t seeing anything he shouldn’t be seeing.

      He wasn’t. Audrey was dressed now and was simply straightening the tie of her wrap.

      That didn’t stop Jones from leering at her. “You’re a very lucky man, Mr. Locke.”

      “Yes. I am,” I said sternly, subtly enforcing a claim on her that I didn’t have. His leer bothered me. A lot. I probably wouldn’t have responded so possessively otherwise.

      His smile faded, and the man looked appropriately cowed. He opened his mouth and closed it twice, as though trying to discern the best way to react.

      I put him out of his misery and nodded at the file in his hands. “Are those the papers for the lease? Can I sign them now?”

      “Oh! Yes. You may.” He led me to the kitchen island where he spread out the contract in front of me. “Since we had you pre-approved before today, we’ve got all the finance and reference information that we need. You just need to initial the first two pages and put your John Hancock on the last, and I can hand over the keys right now.”

      He handed me a pen from inside the breast pocket of his jacket.

      “And the terms of the contract are…?”

      He used the pen to point to the paragraph answering my question. “Six months or until the unit is sold. If you’re planning to purchase outright—”

      “I am.”

      “—then you’ll just want to make sure the sale goes through before the lease expires.”

      “I’ll do that straight away.” I took the pen and signed where he’d indicated.

      When I was finished, Audrey sidled up next to me and clutched onto my arm. “Is it ours now?” she asked coyly.

      I narrowed my eyes in her direction but didn’t dispute the pretense that we were buying the flat together. It didn’t feel necessary to confuse the agent any further, and besides, I was quite comfortable with the man believing Audrey was unavailable.

      “Not quite yet, my dear, but we do get to have the keys now.” I let the agent hand one to her so as not to destroy the latest ruse. I pocketed the duplicates. “Mr. Jones is going to put together an offer for us so we can buy the place outright.”

      “Sweet!” she exclaimed gazing up at me, and her eyes twinkled so spectacularly that I couldn’t help imagining for a moment that we really were purchasing the place together. A pied-à-terre where I would teach her everything she wanted to know about her body and mine. As though she were a student, perhaps. The fantasy was “sweet.” Delicious, even.

      Too delectable to keep thinking about for too long.

      I cleared my throat, forcing the fancy to dissipate from my head. “Do you need anything else from us?”

      We briefly discussed an amount to offer the seller and decided the agent would pull up a few comps and get back to me before we confirmed the final number. I shook hands with him, watched with ire as he kissed the back of Audrey’s hand, and then walked him to the door.

      Once he was gone, I turned back to my companion and realized my mistake—I was again alone with Audrey. And this time there would be no one coming back to interrupt us.

      Her expression said she’d realized the same thing. She didn’t seem quite as upset about it as I was, though.

      I thought quickly. “I shouldn’t suggest this, but—”

      “Yes. You should,” she encouraged, stalking slowly toward me.

      “Perhaps you’d like to join me somewhere for lunch.”

      Her face fell. “Oh. Then you aren’t going to help me out after all?”

      Jesus, she was enchanting. Magnificently so. The pout of her mouth, the way her top lip formed a sharp V, the liquid almond of her eyes—it was impossible to deny her. I’d be a liar to say that I could.

      “I’m not saying that. I just think this might be a task best suited for a different time. I’m picking up my son this afternoon, and I need to stop by the office to chat with Nate and Weston and Donovan about a few things while we’re all in the same place. Also, I have to bring my belongings from the hotel to the flat. Surely you have plans with Sabrina.”

      She let out a loud sigh, not unlike the teenage sighs I heard often enough from Aaron. “We’re seeing a Broadway show tonight. I’m supposed to meet her at the office around four.”

      “Good. That leaves us time for lunch.” I pulled her coat from the cupboard and helped her put it on. “We can work out an arrangement for the, er, the other thing from there.”

      She linked her arm through mine and beamed up at me. “Sounds like a plan, professor.”

      My trousers tightened at her newest title for me. Daddy? Professor? Did she know she’d hit the bullseye on my hot buttons?

      If she didn’t, her naivety certainly added to her allure.

      And if she did know, as I expected she did, I had to wonder—what exactly could she possibly learn from me?
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      “I knew it would happen one day, honestly. He’s a teenager now. He wants to spend his school breaks on skiing trips with his friends and playing marathon sessions of Fortnite, or whatever the game is he’s into at the moment. He doesn’t want to waste half of his holidays stuck in an aeroplane traveling to visit his boring old father.” I paused to take a swallow of my champagne. It was early for alcohol, but Audrey had said the finding of my apartment had warranted a celebration, and as I’d already discovered, it was impossible to deny her whims.

      Which was also why I’d spent the last ten minutes waxing on about Aaron. What a boring subject for a young female companion. Nothing could bring out the old man in me like reminding me of my teenager. I knew better than to bring up the topic, but as soon as the waiter had taken our order, she’d asked.

      And she was compelling, that one was. She didn’t have to ask twice.

      To her credit, she’d remained engaged throughout my indulgent rant, asking questions, adding commentary. “He’s so young,” she said now—ironically, I thought. “This is just a phase of growing up. I remember feeling the same way at that age—not about my father. He died when I was thirteen. And then Sabrina left school to look after me, and I remember feeling so smothered. Like, I knew she’d sacrificed for me, and that should make me more appreciative, but I was a total pain in her behind. I resented her, for some reason. I didn’t want her around. I mean, I did, but I didn’t act like I did. I grew out of it—mostly. Aaron will too.”

      She really was lovely. Giving me advice on my son, who I felt more and more out of touch with as the years went by, was not something I expected at all in exchange for my help with her situation.

      No, my reward for that was simply being the man she’d chosen as her tutor.

      “He will. I know he will,” I agreed. My stepdaughter had been the same way. At the time it had been hard to distinguish whether it was an age-related behavior or if it had been caused by my intrusion into her life. Amanda and I had gotten along well, but a new stepfather is always an adjustment.

      I tapped my finger along the rim of the champagne glass. “Why do you think children resent the elders caring for them? Is there some secret club that requires that as an initiation into adulthood that I don’t remember?”

      She laughed. “Actually, sort of yes. You hit puberty, and your body is suddenly an adult body, which doesn’t mean you make adult choices yet, but you think you do. And here’s this person who—in my case—isn’t much older than you, and she’s in charge of all the rules, and some of them are ridiculous, and you know that she’s wrong about everything, even if she did set her future aside to be there for you, and how can you not resent that? Then you grow up a little more and realize, oh, fudge. She was right about almost everything.”

      She ran her tongue over her bottom lip and brought her point back to me. “In your case, you don’t live with Aaron every day. Yet you still have automatic authority over him, and he has to believe he knows better than you. And maybe he does sometimes, but he can’t possibly realize all the times he doesn’t. All you can do is give him lots of space to express what he feels. And then more space to let him feel it. And all the while you’ll be there, hanging back, but close enough to protect him if he needs it.”

      “Sage advice.” I meant it too. She was as wise as she was dear, it appeared. “I hope that’s exactly what I’m doing with buying the flat. I don’t want to force him to be with me, but I still want to be near him, when I can. I’ll come for Christmas and spring break, and I’ll spend as much of the summer as I can over here. It’s only three years until he graduates from high school, and if he decides he really wants to go to NYU like he says he wants to, then he’ll have a place to live that isn’t with his mother. It would be cruel to expect him to live with that monster a minute longer than he has to.”

      Usually I wasn’t that awful about Ellen to other people, particularly people who were practically strangers, but Audrey was a good listener, and I was not on the best terms with my ex as of late. The chance to be honest was simultaneously refreshing and concerning.

      Audrey’s eyebrows rose. “A monster? So she’s the awful creature that poisoned you into believing you had to be a pessimist to survive the world.”

      “I’m not a pessimist—I’m a realist. I’m sure it’s difficult to tell the difference when you’re as unrealistically optimistic as you are—”

      “Hey, now!”

      I smiled to let her know I was teasing. Mostly. “But I promise you that the glasses I’m looking through are quite clear. There was no poison except truth.”

      “The worst poison of all.” Her cheeks were pink and her eyes bright, and I suspected she was yanking my chain, but it was hard to care. Her attention was pleasant enough to make up for any mocking.

      She must have felt guilty for it, though, because she grew serious then. “I’m sorry. I don’t know her at all. Or your situation. She’s probably a terrible beast. I can’t imagine any other reason a woman wouldn’t get along with you.”

      And now I felt guilty.

      “No, she wasn’t a terrible beast. Not really.” Even with her affairs, even though she’d stopped loving me long before I’d stopped loving her. “She was broken and in grief, and it’s easier to believe that she was a shitty human being rather than facing the fact that I couldn’t make things better for her. That I wasn’t a strong enough anchor to hold onto her. That I hadn’t loved her enough to replace the things she’d lost.”

      I’d never said that before. Not out loud. Not really to myself, even, except in the wake of consuming several glasses of bourbon.

      Audrey blinked at me sympathetically. “Wow. That’s heavy. Does it feel good to be able to admit that?”

      “No.” It didn’t feel good. It felt extremely shitty, but it did feel authentic, and that felt meaningful. “I’m glad I said it, though.” I threw back the rest of my champagne, hoping to cover up the awkward aftertaste of my confession.

      When that didn’t work, I deflected. “And now it seems you know the source of my bitterness, what’s the source of your not-bitterness?”

      “My parents,” she said quickly.

      This surprised me, mostly because I hadn’t expected she’d have an answer at all.

      “My father, actually,” she corrected herself. “I was only nine when my mother died, so memories of her and them together is a bit hazy, but what I do remember is how much he loved her. How he doted on her and took care of her and adored her, even after her death. He had such respect and devotion for her ghost that it almost felt like she was still there when she’d gone. He kept her present. He didn’t date after her, and he had every reason to be sad and miserable without her—raising two girls on his own, especially—but his love for her kept him happy and upbeat right up until he passed himself.”

      I scrutinized her as I carefully framed what I wanted to say in my head. How could I present my view while still being delicate about treading on her childlike notions about what went on in someone else’s relationship? “You don’t think that you could be romanticizing their relationship? As you said, thirteen is awfully young…” I knew it came out patronizing even when I’d intended it not to.

      Or, perhaps that’s what I’d exactly intended. Whether her parents had actually had a magical marriage or not, she obviously believed that it was the ultimate goal. She didn’t realize those relationships were not typical, and that she could love and dote and devote herself to the man of her dreams, and he would still shit all over her.

      She needed saving from her fairy-tale notions.

      But was I the hero for being the asshole who exposed the reality of her sweet memories?

      She didn’t fall for it for a minute.

      “There he is!” She pointed at me while giving me a toothy grin. “There’s the man I met last night. You’ve been almost likable all afternoon. I was beginning to wonder if your curmudgeon behavior had all been an act.” She clapped her hands together suddenly. “You know what it is? I’m good for you! I bring out the best in you. How lucky you met me!”

      How lucky I met her? “Humbug,” I said. But it was impossible not to smile.

      And as long as I was being authentic, as long as I was being honest, she did bring out the best in me. She reminded me of that pure passion I’d felt for life so long ago. It was nice to remember that man I’d once been, even if it wasn’t a man I ever wanted to be again.

      But she was wrong on one point—it wasn’t good for me. She wasn’t good for me. To believe she was would be an absolute lie.
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      DYLAN: Are you still awake?

      My pulse picked up at the message from Dylan when it arrived. It was half past midnight, and I’d texted him hours ago during the intermission of Waitress. I’d been antsy waiting for a response, afraid he was bailing on me, so obviously, I was relieved to see his name, to say the least.

      Now was a better time to talk to him anyway. Sabrina was already asleep, and I wasn’t as into my reading of A Curator’s Handbook as I should have been.

      But I was into Dylan Locke. More than I should have been.

      AUDREY: I was beginning to think u’d gotten cold feet.

      DYLAN: Ha ha. No. Not particularly. It was a lot of rigamarole to get the flat ready for habitation, even though it came furnished. Then Aaron and I had to battle through Latin homework. After that, we ordered pizza and played a rousing game of Risk.

      I giggled. He was so formal and long-winded in his messages. No one spoke like that in text. No one used proper grammar. But he did. He texted like he talked. I’d probably make fun of him about it someday—I was known to tease—but secretly I loved it. It was old-fashioned and charming.

      I curled my feet underneath me in Sabrina’s guest room armchair and typed out a response.

      AUDREY: Risk, huh. He let u win, didn’t he?

      DYLAN: Now that you mention it...I really think he did.

      I could picture it—a baby teenage boy, awkward and gangly after a recent growth spurt, chocolate eyes like his father, a dry but still underdeveloped sense of humor. The two would crack witty wisecracks while forming armies and taking over the world, and Dylan would be so enamored with the idea of connecting with his son, he wouldn’t see that the same son was throwing the game.

      It was a sweet image, and even if it was inaccurate, I liked imagining it that way. It made me miss my dad who’d died ten years ago this holiday season. I had fond memories of nights when it was just the two of us. Years after my mother had died when Sabrina had gone off to school at Harvard. Nights playing Rummikub past midnight. After I’d win a handful of games, I’d start losing on purpose so my father would stay interested in playing.

      Those were good times.

      These were beautiful moments Dylan was creating, too. Did he know that? He had to assume they had some meaning. Why else be so engaged? Why else buy an apartment he only planned on using a handful of times a year? He was a very wealthy businessman, a man I suspected that could afford staff and “people” to look after all his needs. He probably lived quite a different life when he was back home in London, but here, where his son was concerned, he seemed very ordinary. He was just like most dads. He cared about his kid, and it showed.

      It made me want to care too. It made me want to ask too many questions and get involved.

      But that was always my problem—I cared too easily. And this wasn’t a situation where caring helped me.

      I blew the air from my lungs and shook my head free from sentimental thoughts. Yes, Dylan was a good dad. But I needed to focus on the kind of “daddy” he could be to me.

      This was a conversation I decided would be best voice-to-voice.

      I hit the phone icon next to his name and put the receiver up to my ear.

      And then I waited.

      And waited.

      He made me wait four flipping rings before answering. Four long rings where I pictured him staring at my name on his screen and panicking, trying to decide what to do.

      Answer it, you nincompoop! You were just texting me! I know you’re there!

      “Audrey,” he said in a stern bass when he finally picked up. It made my stomach buzz deep and low, as though trying to match his pitch and resonance.

      “Dylan,” I said, in kind.

      Then neither of us said anything and silence stretched out between us.

      It wasn’t awkward silence, really, but it was noticeable. Noticeable enough that my lips went dry, and my hands began to sweat. It seemed to me it was his turn to say something since I’d just spoken, whatever it was that I’d said. I’d already forgotten. I was too consumed with replaying the way he’d said my name. How beautiful it sounded when he said it in his very British dialect. It made me feel regal and classic and adored, which was crazy since we were practically strangers.

      But I felt that way all the same.

      And I sat there without speaking as I soaked it in. I didn’t know what his reason was for not talking, but that was mine.

      “You called me,” he said eventually. “I believe you have the obligation to do the talking here, Audrey.”

      That answered that question. And he’d said my name again, and I felt heady.

      But I got my act together, somehow. “Yes. Right! I wanted to tell you that I can be there in half an hour. Sooner if you don’t mind getting me in my pajamas. What I wear shouldn’t really matter since the clothes won’t be on long anyway. Unless that’s not how you do things. Do you keep your clothes on and just uncover the necessary part? That does sound hot, in a way. Maybe the secret to all my bad sex was getting naked?”

      “Bad sex from getting naked? No. I don’t think that’s it. I’ve done both with the same results. I expect we’ll see what...hold on. Hold on. What am I even saying?” He sounded flustered, like he always was when I threw myself at him. I found that part charming as well. “Audrey, it’s nearly one in the morning. And Aaron is still here. He’s sleeping right now, but I don’t think it would be appropriate to have a late-night visitor of the female persuasion.”

      Yeah, probably not.

      “Or any persuasion, for that matter. Ellen would have my hide, and the whole purpose of getting this flat was to make things easier between all of us, not more strained.”

      “Fine,” I said, laying as much disappointment as possible into the single syllable.

      He let out a slow breath, and I pictured him running a hand through his hair as he did. I’d seen him do it on more than one occasion, and now it had become A Very Dylan gesture in my mind.

      “What’s your day look like tomorrow?” he asked.

      It was my turn to sigh. “Tomorrow’s terrible. Well, not terrible, really. Terrible for the two of us getting together, though. Sabrina took the day off to take me around the city. And then we’re seeing the Rockettes’ Christmas show. It’s going to be jam-packed with holiday fun. Woot! Oh, hey! Maybe you could come up with some project she needs to take care of at the office, and make her have to cancel her plans so she can come in and work.”

      “I can’t possibly do that. I’m not in her direct chain of command. I don’t even work in the same office. Not to mention the questionable judgement of ethics required to use my authority over her simply to arrange a booty call. And you can’t tell me you don’t want to spend time with your sister. You came here for Thanksgiving break to be with her, not with…” He paused and seemed to come to his senses. “I see now. You were winding me up.”

      I bit my lip to stifle a laugh. “I was totally ‘winding you up.’” I was also keeping that phrase and using it forever and ever. “But I’m thoroughly impressed with your moral code. You’re a good man, Dylan Locke.”

      “Or, at least, I’m a gullible one.” He laughed softly. “Then if the daytime is off the table, that leaves the night. I’m meeting with some old friends for dinner so I won’t have Aaron. I don’t imagine we’ll go too late, and I can cut it short if need be. Will you be too tired to make a trip over here after your show?”

      “Uh, I’m a college student. All-nighters are kind of my gig. The question is—will it be a problem for you, old man?”

      “You like to remind me of our age difference, I think.” I could practically hear his scowl through the line.

      “Only because it makes you so hot and bothered.”

      “Does it make you hot and bothered?” His voice had dropped and the words that came out were ragged.

      “Yes, Professor Locke.” My answer sounded just as raw as the question, and the buzz in my belly had spread out through my limbs. It made me hotter the more I thought I about it.

      “Let me ask you then—as your professor, I should know what sort of prior education you’ve acquired.”

      Oh, geez. He was always incredibly sexy, but he was even hotter when he played the teacher part. Especially when he was also enthusiastic.

      “Um.” I stood up to pace the room, hoping to release some of the restlessness he stirred in me. “Let’s see.”

      “If you’re uncomfortable discussing this—”

      “I’m not,” I cut him off. “At all. I just know our time is limited, and I have a lot to learn.”

      “I find it hard to believe that you are truly that inexperienced. Why don’t you just lay it all out, and I can decide what would be most useful for us to focus on?”

      I got the sense that he wasn’t so much feeling me out as he was feeling himself out. Trying to decide if he was really up for what I wanted of him.

      It was probably a cue for me to proceed cautiously.

      But cautious wasn’t my nature. “Okay, then. I’m pretty sure I’m good on blowjobs. I can deepthroat and swallow and I know the tricks about humming and using a peppermint lifesaver at the same time. And I’ve never had any complaints in that area, but if you think you might have something to teach me… I’m terrible at receiving oral sex, on the other hand. I can’t ever decide if it feels good or just weird, and that makes me tense, and I never come. And positions. I’ve done missionary practically every time. Oh, and cowgirl—or whatever it’s called when the girl is on top. But I don’t think I know how to do that right because I’ve heard that it should be easier to orgasm that way, and I never have. I’ve never orgasmed at all, actually. Not from a guy, anyway. I mean, I’ve come on my own, but isn’t sex supposed to be better with someone else? I’d really like to figure out how to make it better with someone else.”

      I bit my bottom lip and waited, sure that what I’d said would wind him up.

      That was part of the fun of Dylan, after all.

      “That’s. Hm.” He cleared his throat. “That’s quite a list of concerns.”

      “Told you.” I flopped down on the bed and put my feet flat on the headboard. “Am I unhelpable? Is it humiliating that my education is so sparse that I can’t even orgasm with a guy?”

      “That’s not a problem with your education—that’s a problem with the men you’ve been with. They should be humiliated. Truly.”

      Maybe it was flattery, but he didn’t have to try to get in my pants. And Dylan was generally earnest. He meant what he said, and his show of support made my insides feel warm and twisted. Not to mention wet.

      Kind as it was, it also didn’t fix my situation. “Thank you for that. I appreciate it, I do. But it’s still a problem for me, even if it isn’t my fault. So I’ll teach the next guy. No big deal. Just...how can I teach a guy what to do if I don’t know what I like myself?”

      “Then we have to figure out what you like. And teach you how to ask for it.”

      Yes. That. “Mr. Locke, I think we’re on the same page. Does this help you with your lesson plan?”

      “I believe it does.”

      He was so solemn that I couldn’t help poking at him. “You know, I’m grateful you’re taking this project seriously, for my sake. But it’s okay if you enjoy it, too.”

      He let out a gruff laugh that made goosebumps scatter down my arms. “I’ll have you know that I’m enjoying this very much. Now, you might not need much sleep, but I’d better get some if I’m expected to be at my best for you. I’ll see you tomorrow night, sweet girl.”

      “Good night, Professor.” I clicked the button to end the call and stretched my hands over my head in giddy victory.

      Humming to myself, I set the phone on the nightstand, turned off the lamp, and climbed under the covers. I was all talk about all-nighters. In truth, I liked my sleep.

      But I sat awake for a long time, smiling in the dark, as I thought about all the possible ways Dylan would enjoy me.
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      I got trapped.

      After a full day of sightseeing and holiday activities, I’d figured that Sabrina would want to call it a night as soon as the Rockettes’ show was over. Especially since she was also exhausted from the emotional turbulence of her relationship with Donovan Kincaid.

      Unfortunately, she’d gotten a second wind right as the curtains closed, and instead of going straight back to her apartment like I’d hoped, we ended up at a Don’t Tell Mama’s until almost two in the morning.

      I might have tried to persuade her that I was tired, but she knew me better than that. And she needed to have a good time, a night where she could unload all her worry on me. I rarely got to be the comforter between the two of us. She was my sister, but in many ways she was also my mother. Even when I wanted to be there for her, she rarely allowed it.

      This time it was Dylan who texted to check in on me. Not wanting to divert my attention away from Sabrina, I hadn’t gotten a chance to reply until Sabrina and I were in our separate rooms back at her place.

      AUDREY: I just got home! I’m so sorry! Is it too late to come over?

      I wasn’t even sure he’d answer at this time of night, and if he did, I was certain he’d want to reschedule.

      But I was wrong.

      DYLAN: No worries. I got a nap in this afternoon. But I don’t want you taking an Uber at this time of night. I’ll send my car for you. Text me when you’re in my lobby so I know you’ve arrived safely.

      He “got a nap.” I chuckled out loud. Either he was taking this project ultra seriously, or he was winding me up for a change. I had a feeling both were likely.

      And he was sending me his car—that was...nice. Really nice. Make-my-heart-flip-in-my-chest kind of nice. He was essentially a stranger and still he cared about my safety. I’d practically been engaged to my last boyfriend, Mateo, and he’d never been the slightest bit concerned about me walking around late at night after study sessions. Certainly a university campus was at least as dangerous as a sidewalk in Midtown for a girl like me.

      Grateful and glad that our plans were still on, I threw Dylan a quick text back before slipping out of Sabrina’s apartment.

      AUDREY: Thanks for looking out for me, Daddy. ;)

      His reply came when I was in the elevator.

      DYLAN:  I sense teasing in your last message.

      And another followed right after, one that instantly made me feel the most taboo kind of sexy.

      DYLAN: Be careful. Daddy only rewards girls who show him respect.

      Oh, boy. Dylan was good.

      When I got to the lobby of Sabrina’s building, I realized exactly how good he was—the car was already waiting for me. He must have had it on standby, ready for whenever I finally got back to him.

      The ride to Dylan’s apartment was quick with the late-night quiet—eh, quieter—streets. I hummed Christmas songs from the show as we drove, and even though I still had the key Jeff Jones had given me, I texted Dylan as soon as I got there to let him know I’d arrived like he’d asked. The key got me in the front door without trouble and into the elevator, so I was bouncing down the hallway toward his unit in a matter of minutes.

      All of it had happened so fast, in fact, that it wasn’t until I was outside his door with the key in my hand, lifted toward the lock, that I thought to step back and take a moment. It wasn’t that I had doubts about my plan—I didn’t. Not a one. And I didn’t have doubts about Dylan either. He was everything I wanted in a teacher. He was kind and protective and level-headed. Most importantly, he was out-of-this-world attractive. The apex of my thighs felt slippery just from the thought of being with him.

      But there was me to think about. Who I was and what kind of reactions I usually had to men I was into. I fell for them, was what I did. Over and over. I’d only had two serious boyfriends in my life, but the number of guys I’d been smitten with was countless. I easily swooned over kind gestures. Butterflies resided in my stomach at all times. If a man looked too long in my eyes, laughed at my stupid jokes, or listened attentively to my rants about art, he was sure to win my heart.

      The only reason I’d survived as long as I had in the world—if twenty-three was considered having survived long at all—was because I also had a level head. Because I knew not to run blindly into the arms of every guy who gave me goosebumps. Because I’d learned to tuck my feelings deep inside. I’d perfected the art of not being vulnerable, partly by making sure I didn’t jump into bed with anyone until I was sure he loved me too.

      Everything about this situation with Dylan was against the Audrey Lind Code of Conduct.

      So how on earth did I expect to get through this without getting burned?

      The same way you always do. That was how.

      I’d remind myself of the facts—that Dylan wasn’t emotionally available. That he lived across an ocean. That he wasn’t interested in any relationship with me or anyone, for that matter. I’d repeat those facts over and over until they were seared into my brain, and when I started to feel—which was highly likely considering my past—I’d bury those feelings and never mention them out loud. Then, after a while, a new guy would cross my path, and I’d get all twitterpated again and the cycle would continue until eventually I found the right guy. And finally I wouldn’t have to hide anymore.

      It would happen. I believed it with all of me. And this thing with Dylan was preparing me for being ready for that guy, and it was important. And logical. And I would survive this way until that future arrived.

      With my pep talk completed, I threw my shoulders back, inserted the key in the lock, and swung open the door.

      Before I even had time to cross the threshold, I was grabbed by the wrist, pulled into the foyer, and pushed against the wall.

      “You hesitated in the hall,” Dylan said, his mouth at my ear, his voice husky. He’d shut the door with his foot, and now the length of his body was crushed against mine. “Are you having second thoughts?”

      The light was off in the foyer, and except for the moonlight that shone in from the front room, it was dark. But I didn’t need to see to be able to tell how much Dylan hoped that I wasn’t reconsidering our arrangement. His eagerness was evident from the thick ridge pressing against my lower belly.

      “No second thoughts,” I assured him. “I was just pulling myself together.”

      His lips hovered along the curve of my jaw. “You can still back out of this. At any time. You just say the word, and everything stops.”

      The only word I wanted to say at this moment was “Don’t.” Don’t stop. Don’t back out of this. Don’t make me wait a second longer.

      But I was speechless. My heart was in my throat, hammering away at my vocal cords. A shiver ran through my body, despite the heavy coat I was wearing. I licked my lips, inviting his mouth to cover mine. I willed it with all my being. Kiss me. Kiss me!

      “Tell me you understand,” he insisted.

      I dropped the key and my purse to the floor and swept the palms of my hands up his torso, over his shirt. “I get it. Please, don’t stop. Please—”

      He cut me off with a kiss, immediately deep and frantic. Without breaking his mouth from mine, he undid the buttons of my coat and pushed it off my shoulders, letting it join my other belongings on the ground. Then he shoved closer against me, inhabiting the space the bulky coat had previously owned.

      My chest rose and fell rapidly, the bullet points of my nipples brushing against him with each breath. I threw my arms around his neck and silently begged for more—more contact, more kissing, more of all of this.

      It was happening. Really happening, and already it was so thrilling and charged that I was absolutely sure I wouldn’t retain anything that I learned. What’s more, I didn’t even care. Screw the lessons. I just wanted him to screw me.

      Thankfully, Dylan still had his head about him. “Without speaking, tell me what you want.”

      “But I...I don’t know, remember? I…”

      He amended. “Show me where you need to be touched. I know you need it, you saucy girl. Show me where your body aches for my hands.”

      I couldn’t think. I didn’t know. But I closed my eyes, and I could feel the heaviness of my breasts and the aching of my nipples and the buzzing from below, between my thighs. I arched my back, pushing my chest toward him.

      “You need my hands on your tits, don’t you, sweet girl?”

      He was already undoing the top buttons of my shirt dress, but I nodded anyway. “I do. I do!”

      “Shh. I know.” He kissed me quickly, then pulled back to watch as his hands drew my dress open. He hadn’t removed my belt or undone any of the buttons below that, so the top only fell down to my elbows, trapping my arms from excessive movement and revealing my bra and the globes trapped beneath the white lace.

      He stared hungrily as he brushed his knuckles across my decolletage, so close—but not close enough—to where he’d correctly identified I needed him. Such a good professor. I arched my back again, reminding him, and he chuckled. Then, with one swift movement, he tugged both bra cups down, exposing my breasts and my embarrassingly erect nipples.

      And finally—finally—he touched them, scissoring my nipples with his fingers as he filled his palms with the fatty flesh. I let out a whimper, but leaned into him, asking for more. His pinch tightened, bringing me to the balls of my feet with a full moan.

      Dylan kissed me and whispered praises. Praises that I couldn’t quite make out over the increasing buzz between my legs. It was loud and urgent, demanding attention. I wriggled, rubbing my thighs together, seeking relief.

      “Show me.” Dylan’s harsh command cut through the haze, prompting me once again to tell him where I needed to be touched.

      I stepped a foot on either side of one of his and bucked my hips forward. He bent his knee, and now I could ride him they way I wanted, rubbing my pussy against him, showing him where I ached.

      “Good girl,” his voice rumbled, gathering my dress around my waist. “Good girl for showing me where you need me.”

      Instead of touching me there, though, he slid his hands down inside my leggings to palm my behind. It was torture, feeling the burn of his skin against mine while elsewhere I was on fire from the absence of his caress.

      But then his hands were inching lower, down into the crease between my cheeks. “No knickers,” he said in a hiss. “You are as much of a bad girl as you are a good one, aren’t you, Audrey?”

      Really, it had been about pantylines. Tight leggings show everything, and I wasn’t fond of thongs.

      But before I could respond, he dug his fingers into my flesh and pulled me forward, bringing his knee up tight against my pussy at the same time. The increase in friction took the buzz from mono to stereo. I put my hands flat against the wall behind me for support as my mouth parted in a desperate sigh.

      There were more murmurs from Dylan, more sighs from me, and then he was pulling my leggings down to my thighs, exposing the recently trimmed (thank heavens) patch of hair above my naughty bits, to borrow the British term. I spread my legs farther, unabashedly. Showing him. Begging him.

      And somehow he knew.

      Because his fingers found his way between my pussy lips, and with expertise, he strummed my skin, he stoked the fire, until fireworks were going off in front of my eyes and my head was spinning in circles, and I was clutching onto him while the most beautiful, most tremulous climax wracked through my body.

      Oh, my. Oh, wow. That was…it was everything. It was ecstasy and paradise and yes, oh, yes, sex was definitely better with another person. Dizzying and delicious and divine.

      Slowly, I came to my senses again, and I realized Dylan was kissing my jaw and stroking the delicate skin above my clit, easing me back to reality.

      I moved my hands up his arms and braced them on his shoulders, steadying me as I looked into his eyes. I had to tell him how good it had been, how perfect. How monumental.

      But all that came out was, “I liked that.”

      He laughed lightly. “Which part?”

      “All of it. Every single bit.” I couldn’t narrow it down if I’d tried. I’d been too captivated by feeling to even know what had happened.

      Which was entirely beyond the point of this exercise. I needed to be able to recall every detail. “What did you do?”

      He leaned back to study my face. “Can you stand through another one?”

      “I think so.” My legs were wobbly, but I had the wall at my back, and Dylan to help keep me up.

      “Then this time I’ll tell you. Try to pay attention.” He moved his hands back to my breasts, plumping them. “I watched how your body leaned into me. I watched where. Those were the parts of you begging for attention.”

      He pinched my nipples now, light at first, then, when I moaned, harder.

      He waited for me to quiet before going on, his voice so low it was almost a whisper. “I listened to your whimpers. If you’d backed away, I would have known it was too much. But you arched your back toward me. So I gave you more.”

      He continued this way, easing through each of the same movements as before, showing me how he decided he’d touch me based on my reactions. Teaching me that I was the one who ran the show. All he had to do, he said, was observe. Observe how my breaths grew shallow the closer I got to orgasm. Observe how my grip got tighter on his shirt. Observe how my eyelids fluttered and my head fell back.

      I heard him talking. I heard what he was saying, but also I didn’t. I was whirling again in a second, more powerful climax. I exploded like a bomb, shaking and crying out with volatile pleasure. It was agony. It was rapture. It was fire and ice and everything in between.

      And I knew—absolutely without a doubt knew—that I was in trouble.

      Not only because I was bound to become very fond of this man—more likely, it had already happened, and I just hadn’t admitted it—but also because I was one thousand percent certain that whatever it was that he’d done to me—twice now!—couldn’t be taught to someone else. It was a skill. It was a talent. Something a person was born with or wasn’t. Maybe it could be honed, but only if there was already a natural inclination and a desire to please, and I’d never dated a man like that before. Never dated a man with those gifts.

      I couldn’t teach this to a lover.

      Dylan Locke was meant to make things better. Instead, he’d ruined me forever.
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      I was caught. Ensnared in her net. I’d taken the bait, and after one sweet taste, I was captured. There was nothing left for me to do but surrender, let her cut me open and skin me. Let her feast.

      I’d never guessed that my end would be so inviting, yet here it was, so delicious and tempting.

      After watching her beautifully fall apart—not once, but twice—I knew there would be no sleeping that night. I had to have her in every way. I’d devour her, let myself be devoured, until dawn, if she let me. We still hadn’t made it past the foyer. There were so many places left in my flat to defile her, and I planned to take advantage of them all.

      I pressed tightly against her, grinding the steel rod in my trousers into the softness of her belly while I kissed her with abandon. With one hand braced on her hip, another cupped under her chin, I anchored myself in the moment, ignoring the nagging worry about tomorrow and the late hour and the incessant vibration of my phone in my pocket, and kissed her so deeply I lost myself.

      “What is that?” she asked, breaking away suddenly. “What is that buzzing against me? Do you have a vibrator in there?” She moved her hands down to my trousers and reached, not for the aching rod of my cock, but into my pocket.

      Then she withdrew my phone, still buzzing, the screen lit up brightly in the darkness with a single name—Ellen.

      It should have been Hell-en. That would have been more fitting considering the moment she seemed desperate to destroy. She was, in every way, a devil.

      The ringing ended and the screen showed I’d had six missed calls. A second past and it began buzzing again.

      That’s when I came to my wits.

      Ellen calling, late at night, over and over—it had to be Aaron.

      I snatched the phone from Audrey’s hand and answered it as I brought it to my ear. “What’s wrong?”

      “Thank God you finally answered. I didn’t remember you being such a sound sleeper.” Ellen sounded both worked up and accusing.

      I had no interest in addressing the latter. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “It’s Aaron. He’s not in his room. I can’t find him.”

      Cold panic washed over me replacing the heat that had blazed through my veins only minutes before. I stepped away from Audrey and ran a hand through the flop of my hair. “What do you mean you can’t find him? It’s—” I glanced at my watch. “Nearly three in the morning. Where the hell would he have gone?”

      “I don’t know, Dylan!” She was terrified. I could hear it in the shrill pitch of her voice. Ellen was never terrified. She was cool as a cucumber, that one. Her agitation fed mine, urging me to act.

      “I’ll be right there. Ring the police.” I glanced at Audrey and found her already putting herself together, hiding away the soft silk of her luscious breasts, covering the damp curls of her stunning pussy.

      “I already have. Please, hurry,” Ellen said, and I hated her in this moment more than I’d hated her in years. Hated the reminder that we still shared our son, though we’d never share anything else again. Hated that she’d asked me nicely, as though she assumed I had a choice in my own child’s safety. Hated the intrusion of harsh reality into my perfect lie of a fantasy.

      I hung up on her in reply.

      Without pause, I headed straight to the coat cupboard and pulled out the cashmere Ted Baker hanging inside. I put it on, then turned back to my guest. She was just slipping an arm through her own coat. I rushed to help her, brushing her long caramel hair off her shoulder before moving to button her up.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, wishing I had time for other words, sweeter words. She deserved better than this.

      She shook her head adamantly. “No, you have to go. I get it.” She brought her hand up to stroke her knuckles against my cheek.

      I caught her hand as she dropped it and brought it to my mouth to kiss her palm. “I’m still sorry. There’s so much more…” I closed my eyes, forcing away the thoughts of all the more I’d meant to address with her this night. When I opened them again, I couldn’t look directly at her. “I’ll walk down with you.”

      We were silent in the lift. I was too worried, too frantic, too furious at Ellen to make conversation. Whether Audrey was respectful of my situation or peeved about the interruption to our plans, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t allow myself to think about it. I could only think about Aaron.

      Halfway across the lobby, I stopped suddenly. “What am I thinking? You need a ride.” I pulled out my phone and dialed my driver.

      Audrey put a hand up as though to stop me. “I can Uber. You take the car.”

      “It will be faster if I walk. It’s only a couple of blocks. I’d prefer if—” I cut off when the driver answered the line. “Yes, she’s ready to be picked up now. Same address as earlier.” He gave me an estimated time of arrival, and I hung up.

      “He’ll be here in seven minutes.” I looked out the front doors to the snowy street beyond then back at my companion, longingly. “I wish I could stay.”

      “No, please don’t. Go. Text me when you find him safe.” A thought seemed to occur to her. “Oh, and Dylan. When you find him...listen to what he has to say. Kids don’t usually do crazy things like this without a reason, as silly as their reasons might seem.”

      My brow furrowed as I endured her advice. I didn’t generally like counsel without invitation, particularly from someone without any kids of her own.

      She sensed she’d overstepped. “I’m sorry. It’s not my place. Just...it wasn’t that long ago that I was sneaking out of my house, and I thought I could help.”

      She was genuine and utterly enchanting, and I realized, I wasn’t bothered after all by her intrusion. I was grateful.

      I wanted to kiss her for it. Because she had perfect plump lips. Because she tasted like honey. Because she was warm and the night was cold, and I’d been in the dark for so long.

      But casual kissing wasn’t what we were about, and I was in a rush, so I nodded my goodbye, and dashed out the door.

      It took less than ten minutes to walk from my building to Ellen’s. The doorman let me through, having been alerted that both I and the police would be arriving. When I got to her unit, I rapped quietly on the door, aware of the wee hour of the night.

      She answered right away, ushering me in quickly.

      “Tell me what happened,” I ordered, already heading to Aaron’s room to see for myself that he was indeed not there.

      She followed after me, tripping over herself to keep up with my wide gait. “He went to his room right after dinner, around seven, saying he had homework he wanted to get done ahead of the weekend. I did some work, changed into my pajamas, then curled up with a glass of wine in the living room to watch a holiday thing on Netflix. I meant to check on him when I went to bed, but I guess I fell asleep, and when I woke up, I looked then, and he was gone.”

      “So you have no idea how long he’d been missing?”

      “No. But I couldn’t have fallen asleep before nine-thirty or ten. It was probably after that when he…”

      Unless he’d snuck out before then, while she wasn’t paying attention.

      New York flats being what they were, it only took a second to verify Aaron’s absence. I turned to my ex-wife, looking at her for the first time since I’d arrived. She was wearing a long sheer nightgown with a silk robe that nearly reached her feet.

      She’d never worn anything that fancy to bed when we’d been married.

      I took a step toward her. “You were alone all evening?” I meant to sound as accusatory as I did.

      “What are you asking?” She clutched the lapels of her robe like she did to her defenses.

      “You’re sure you weren’t entertaining a male gentleman and that’s why you didn’t realize our son had disappeared before three in the goddamned morning?”

      “As though it couldn’t happen on your watch.”

      “I find it hard to believe I wouldn’t notice a thirteen-year-old boy sneaking out of a flat this size. It’s not like this is Grand Central Station, for Christ’s sake. It’s not even two thousand square feet.”

      She stuck her chin out. “Really? You’d notice? Like how you noticed your wife had been having affairs for nearly a year before you confronted her about it?”

      Splice. Right through the skin, straight to the heart. She knew where to hit me, how to strike with her words. I hadn’t noticed her affairs. I hadn’t wanted to.

      And maybe she was showing me something of herself too—that she’d wanted me to notice, and I hadn’t. She’d wanted me to save her, and I couldn’t. Another reminder of how I’d failed her. How I’d failed all of us.

      See that, Audrey? Love doesn’t win. It just disappoints. Over and over again.

      “Mom? Dad? What’s going on?” The thin voice in the doorway pulled our focus immediately.

      There he was, still bundled in his coat and a beanie cap that said Excelsior! in bold red letters across the front.

      God, we were both shitty parents—Ellen and I. So wrapped up in ourselves and the same old argument that we couldn’t even notice the kid we were looking for when he came home.

      “Aaron!” Ellen ran to him, enveloping him in her arms. “You’re here! You’re all right! We were so worried! We called the police and your dad came over and I was out of my mind…”

      Her relief at his appearance quickly faded and the anxiety of the night crept in to take its place. She pulled out of her embrace and gripped him tightly by the upper arms. “Where the hell have you been, young man? How dare you frighten us like that!”

      “I went out!” he answered defiantly.

      “To that damn YouTube meetup with your friends, didn’t you? The one I said absolutely not to when you asked if you could go?”

      His guilty expression told the answer as much as his silence.

      I hung back and watched, my own relief seeping in slowly and heavily, trapping me like quicksand. What could have happened? What might have been? This late on the streets of a busy city. Barely a teenager.

      It was easier not to think about. Easier to just watch and sink.

      They made an odd tableau, the two of them. Ellen, who stood on the upper side of average, barraging Aaron, who nearly stood as tall as she did these days, with her verbal onslaught. How long before she lost all control over him? Soon, if she wasn’t careful. Soon if she hadn’t already.

      But could I even judge her parenting? Was I any better of a father, absent as I was? And, truth be told, I would have been yelling myself hoarse if she hadn’t taken the lead. If I weren’t drowning in my emotions. If I weren’t remembering Audrey’s last words to me—Listen to what he has to say.

      So far, he hadn’t much to say at all. Or, rather, Ellen hadn’t given him much chance for a defense. She didn’t let up, in fact, until she seemed to remember the police were on the case. She stormed out of the room to retrieve her phone and make the call.

      Left alone together, Aaron chanced a glance in my direction. I could feel the frown on my face. Could imagine the disappointment he saw on my features. It was no surprise that he hung his head sullenly in response.

      I took a breath and forced the tension from my body. “Aaron…” I began carefully.

      “I know already,” he snapped, throwing his beanie on his desk. He unzipped his coat and threw it over the back of the chair. “Mom said everything, okay. You don’t need to be involved. Why are you even here?”

      Because I’m your father. Because I love you, you idiot.

      I forgot, sometimes, that the teenager method of communication was very often brutal and unforgiving.

      Another breath. Another careful start. “You went to a YouTube thing? What sort of event was this?”

      “Just a thing that the guys from the AV club were going to.” His back was to me, but I felt his eagerness to share as well as his reluctance to do so.

      “Was it a concert? A seminar?”

      With a sigh that resembled so many of my own, Aaron turned to me. “Just a YouTube personality. Two of them, actually. Jacksepticeye and Markiplier. They’re friends so sometimes they do their meetups together.”

      “And you get their autographs? Is it like those comic conventions?” I was so out of touch with today’s culture.

      He gave me a frustrated glare. “No, Dad. It’s like...they’re YouTubers. They do shows. They’re famous.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t have any better understanding now than before. “Are they inappropriate? Was that why your mother didn’t want you to go?”

      “Not really. They’re just...normal. They comment on video games while they play. Mom didn’t want me to go because she said I needed to get my homework done tonight since I wouldn’t get any done tomorrow because of Thanksgiving and then after that you and I are doing that ski trip.” He paused as he toed off his shoes. “I would have rather skipped Connecticut, but nobody asked me.”

      Again, that cruelty. I wondered how much of his ability to hurt me had been learned from his mother. How much he’d inherited from me. How two broken people could raise a boy to become a whole man.

      Ellen had defeated me that way. She’d destroyed parts of me that I’d never have back. She’d made me bitter and cruel in return.

      I vowed not to be that man to my son.

      “You could have told me. I would have canceled my dinner plans tonight to take you to the event.”

      His eyes lifted to meet mine, surprised and curious.

      “And we can cut Connecticut short. Come back Saturday night instead. If you’d like. So you can get caught up on your homework on Sunday.”

      “Really?” He grinned. “Thanks, Dad. That would help.”

      “No worries.” I stepped forward to tousle his hair. It was as much physical affection as he allowed these days, and even that he often pulled away from. This time he tolerated it, and it made up for the disappointment at losing an entire day of his company.

      And I couldn’t say I’d been completely selfless in giving up the day with him, anyway. I had other ideas of how I wanted to spend that time.
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      I shut the door to the den behind me and slumped against it. “Well, that was terrible.”

      “Tell me about it,” said Donovan, who had led me to his father’s office with the promise of “fucking escape.” He surely needed it more than I did—this was his parent’s house, not mine. The Thanksgiving meal we’d suffered through with all its pomp and circumstance had to be more of an affront to him, and I had been quite offended.

      “Are all people this terrible?” I asked, crossing over to the bar to scour for a decent alcohol.

      Donovan finished cutting the cap off a cigar and stuck it between his teeth. “Rich people are.”

      “Thank God we aren’t them,” I said cheekily. “Looks like we have the option of bourbon or bourbon.” I held up both overpriced bottles so he could choose.

      He looked up. “The Michter. It’s more expensive. We’ve earned it.” He toasted his cigar, drew in a puff, and rotated it until the heat was evenly distributed. “You’ll like this though. Illusione Epernay. It’s mild the way you Europeans tend to like things.”

      He handed me a cut cigar in exchange for one of the glasses I’d poured. I sniffed the foot. It smelled like coffee and cedar and, when I drew off it myself a few moments later, I detected floral and honey notes as well.

      “Very nice.” I sank into the oversized leather armchair and crossed my ankle over the opposite knee, letting the tension in my shoulders uncoil with the pleasant body of the tobacco. “Are all holidays with your family as awful as this one?” With more than two dozen high-class guests, the day had been filled with pageantry and performance. Much like this office with its overabundance of wood paneling and the gold-plated details. What a nightmare of a life.

      “I couldn’t tell you.” He plopped into the rolling chair and leaned back to prop his feet on the massive desk in front of him. “I don’t spend time with them for a reason.”

      “But now you’re in the States. For good?” He hadn’t given any indication that he was returning to the Japan office anytime soon, but with Donovan, you could never be too sure what his plans were.

      He hesitated, either uncertain of the answer or uncertain he wanted to share it. Finally, he said, “For good.”

      “I’m guessing Sabrina Lind has something to do with that.” I was fishing, and it was obvious. Hopefully it wasn’t as evident that the person I was really curious about was Sabrina’s sister, and he’d unwittingly tell me something useful.

      Donovan had never been one to show his cards, though. Even years ago when I’d first met him. When he’d practically been engaged to my stepdaughter.

      He wasn’t eager to show them now, either. “We’ll see. We’ll see.”

      “I’m somewhat surprised she isn’t here today, after that scene you made the other night. Declaring you were her boyfriend right there on the streets of Manhattan.”

      He gave me a sharp glare. “It wasn’t a scene. It was a necessary declaration.” Then, after a beat, “She’s spending the day with her sister. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

      Neither did I, which was why I was poking around for information. As she’d asked, I’d sent Audrey a text the night before when I’d gotten back to my apartment after Aaron had been found. It had been short and factual.

      DYLAN: He’s home. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.

      AUDREY: I’m so glad.<3

      She’d responded right away, and I’d wondered if I’d woken her or if she’d waited up for my news. Probably the former. And still the possibility that it could have been the latter intrigued me. As did the symbols that followed. A heart, according to Urban Dictionary. Or a ballsack, depending on which definition I wanted to rely on. Either could be considered appropriate.

      And yet I longed for the meaning of the heart.

      I was stupid. I was raving mad. Letting my thoughts drift to her as often as they did. It was all the buildup. All the wrought-up tension between us. I needed to get laid. Obviously. It would be the only possible way to cut through the bullshit and get down to the meaning of our companionship, the pure sexuality that was the only true connection we shared.

      I took another draw on my cigar as I pulled out my mobile from my jacket pocket and was surprised to find another message waiting from her. I’d forgotten I’d put it on silent for dinner.

      Our T-Day reservations aren’t until five, btw. You can call or text anytime before that.

      I looked at my watch. It was a quarter to four. Really? That early, and I already needed a drink this badly?

      The good news was I had time to catch her.

      I set my drink down and stood up. “I, uh. Need to ring someone. Can I step out there?” I nodded toward the single French door that led to a balcony, so small it could only fit one person comfortably.

      Donovan shrugged. “Doesn’t bother me any. Aaron?”

      I puzzled for half a second before realizing he was asking if I was calling my son. “Yes. Yes, Aaron. You understand.”

      Pushing open the door, I stepped quickly out into the biting cold before I could feel too guilty about the lie. Then I clicked on Audrey’s name, put the mobile to my ear, and puffed on my cigar until she answered.

      “You called me!” she exclaimed.

      “You said I should.” Had I misread her message?

      “I know I did. I just didn’t think you’d actually call. I expected a text, at the most.”

      “I’ve felt you come around my finger—I think we’re beyond texting, don’t you?”

      She was silent for a moment, and I watched my breath curl with the smoke of my Epernay, anxiously wondering if I’d gone too far. Said too much. My head was filled with her was the only reason I had for my behavior. I needed to be inside her. Needed to fully have her before I could get over the distraction she imposed.

      Whatever the excuse, I was preparing to deliver an apology when she said, “Ohhhh. I liked that. Is that dirty talk?”

      “It’s a rather lame attempt, I’m afraid. Fortunately, I was going for frankness.”

      She giggled, and despite the godawful temperature, I felt my cock jump at the tinkle of a sound. “So we’ve discovered I like frankness for sure, and possibly I like dirty talk as well. Should we try more of that to see?”

      Oh, how I wanted to. Right then and there. There were a slew of filthy things I wanted to whisper to her. I wanted to tell her all the ways I meant to touch her sweet little pussy, how I would pet it and lick it and fill it up with my cum. Wanted to tell her how good her skin tasted, how drunk the scent of her made me, how the slick clench of her cunt while I’d fingered her made me ache with the need to bury my cock inside her to the hilt and fuck her until she saw stars.

      But after a glance behind me at the door with its thin panels of glass separating me and my friend, I thought the dirty talk should probably wait.

      “I’m hoping this call will lead to the chance for just that. Our night was cut short. I owe you a raincheck.” No, that wasn’t how I wanted to present that. As if she were an obligation. That was a far cry from the truth. “I’m looking forward to the opportunity,” I amended.

      She sighed wistfully. “I want to. So badly. But you have Aaron tonight through the weekend, and I leave Sunday.”

      “True, true. But my plans with my son have changed a bit, and I had a thought—would you be able to change your train ticket back to Delaware to something later in the day? I’m more than willing to pay for the change fee.”

      “Yes!” she squealed. “In fact—I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to be presumptuous—but I already looked into it, and there’s a train leaving at four-fifteen, and there’s no charge for changing with twenty-four hours’ notice. I can be at your apartment by ten-thirty in the morning.”

      She was fantastic. Truly.

      “Then everything’s settled. Sunday at my place.” I glanced once more behind me and found Donovan had his eyes closed, likely sleeping off the tryptophan and dreary dinner company. I braved another comment. “I’m warning you, little girl—our lessons won’t be over until my face is wet with your juices and your pussy is sore from my cock, so be prepared to learn.”

      She let out a noise that sounded like a shiver. “Wow, yes. I definitely like dirty talk. And now I need to go spend some alone time with my hand before I have to leave for dinner. ‘Kay, thanks.”

      I hung up and took another draw from my cigar before opening the door, thankful that the cold prevented me having to walk in with a tent in my trousers.

      “Aaron’s doing good?” Donovan asked, not bothering to open his eyes at my return.

      “Yes. Quite good. Excited for...for our plans this weekend.” I headed back to the warm burn of the bourbon and the comfort of the armchair.

      “Great to hear. I guess I won’t worry about how sore your cock is going to make his pussy then.”

      Donovan was listening, that bugger.

      Talking to Audrey had put me in such a good mood, however, I didn’t have the heart to respond with anything other than a sly grin.
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      I don’t know exactly why I didn’t tell Sabrina about Dylan beyond that kiss.

      There were a few reasons not to, sure. After she’d rode off that night with Donovan Kincaid, they’d put their relationship on hold until they could talk, which was to happen immediately after I left town. Even with the pause, I knew she was still completely consumed with him. She didn’t need to hear details of my affair. She’d fuss too much over me and neglect her own emotions like she always did. And my affair was silly compared to hers.

      Or I was afraid she’d think it was silly.

      Or maybe I was afraid she’d realize it really wasn’t—afraid she’d realize that this thing with Dylan was really important to me in ways I couldn’t explain, even to myself. Maybe I did have some daddy issues, but it was nothing I planned to discuss with my sister.

      Mostly, I was afraid she’d demand those explanations. Sure, I’d tell her what I told him—that I wanted the experience, that I needed a teacher. But would I also tell her that I wanted the experience exclusively with Dylan? That I was attracted to him from the first words that slipped across his tongue in that to-die-for British dialect? Attracted to his tall frame and his dark eyes and that frown that rested permanently on his lips.

      Would she have lectured me more about his cynicism, warning me that it was a situation that could only lead to heartache? She would have presumed I believed I could transform him.

      And, no matter how much I protested, she probably wouldn’t be convinced otherwise.

      Most scary of all, I was afraid she would have been right. Because deep inside me there was a flicker of hope, that eternal flame that burns in hearts like mine, the same kind of light that allows zealots to proclaim tirelessly about their god. I believed, I believed that love fixed all. I believed in sharing that faith. Of course I wanted to convert everyone around me.

      Of course I hoped I could convert Dylan, too. And that was silly. I didn’t need Sabrina to tell me just how silly it was.

      So I didn’t say a word after telling her about that first kiss, and I didn’t tell her I’d changed my train ticket. I worried about it silently over our last breakfast together at a cute cafe down the street. She was planning to take me to Grand Central Station to see me off, and how was that going to work? What if she saw me to security, and they didn’t let me through because I was so early? What if they did let me through, but I couldn’t sneak back out to meet up with Dylan?

      “You seem distracted,” she said, as we rode the elevator to her apartment to get my luggage after breakfast. “Do you have a lot of homework waiting for you?”

      I did. But that wasn’t on my mind. “Yeah. Homework. Finals are coming up now too.”

      “I should have insisted you studied more.”

      I threw her a glare. “No. You shouldn’t have. Because you’re not my mom.”

      She twisted her lips as though trying not to say what she wanted to say. Then she lost the battle. “Feels like it sometimes.”

      My immediate instinct was to take her comment personally, but I didn’t want to argue with her when we were close to saying goodbye, and when I let myself think about her position, I totally understood why she’d feel she had to mother me.

      “I’m sure it’s a hard habit to break,” I said stepping out of the elevator ahead of her. I’d meant to let it go at that, but I turned back to her instead of walking on to her door. “I’m ready to have you just be my sister. I need you to be that more than my parent these days.”

      She wrapped her arms around her body and frowned a moment. But then the lines around her mouth relaxed and her lips turned into a small smile. “As long as you still need me.”

      “I’ll always need you, you psychopath.”

      We walked silently toward her apartment, both of us in our thoughts. Then, when she opened her door and held it open for me to go inside, she said, “I might be crazy, actually.”

      “Because you’re going to give Donovan a chance to win back your heart?”

      She kept holding it while I tugged my suitcase into the hall. I’d left it just inside the apartment so we could just grab it and go.

      “Maybe.” But I could tell it was more than a maybe. That she was already back in his arms in her mind. That their impending talk was just a matter of procedure.

      She was agonizing over it, though. And that’s when I realized my opportunity. “Hey, you don’t really need to go with me to the train station. I’ll be okay getting there by myself.”

      “But, I want to come!”

      “That’s stupid and out of your way. We can say goodbye here just as easily, and then you can get to Donovan sooner.”

      She finished locking up and then, out of character, she pulled me into a tight hug. “I love you,” she whispered, and I knew it wasn’t just her way of saying thank you for letting her get to her man, but that she really meant for me to hear it.

      “I love you, too.” I did. More than I could ever say. She was the reason I’d made it as far as I had. She was why I hadn’t turned out grim and grumpy. I’d been an orphan, and she’d upended her whole life to take care of me. She made fun of me at times, but she’d been the one who’d taught me that love wins. She’d never let me know any other way.

      Downstairs, we each summoned an Uber and after another hug, we drove our separate ways. My eyes got teary, but I didn’t cry like I usually did when we parted. I’d see her again in a month for Christmas, and I had a date with Dylan to distract me from how much I’d miss her.

      Because I didn’t have to deal with Sabrina at the train station like I’d thought I’d have to, I ended up at Dylan’s building earlier than I’d planned to. I bustled into the lobby, humming “Carol of the Bells” and pulling my suitcase behind me with one hand while I wrestled with my phone’s screen lock with the other. I’d just send him a text, let him know I was there already.

      Obviously, I was preoccupied, which was why I wasn’t paying attention and smacked right into an older guy who was coming off of the elevator. He had a solid body. Toned muscles were definitely hidden under the brick-red pullover sweater. His smelled of cinnamon and aftershave, and my belly began fluttering with butterflies before I even looked up and confirmed that the body belonged to Dylan.

      His hands came up to steady me, grasping my elbows firmly. Sparks shot through my veins, and though we were about to go upstairs and get busy touching in so many other ways, I didn’t want him to let me go long enough to move at all.

      “Hi.” I sounded shy and awkward. Not my usual self at all, which I blamed mostly on the collision, but the way he was looking at me with those liquid brown eyes didn’t help.

      “Hi.” He gave the slightest of smiles.

      Then quickly it disappeared. “Pardon me. I wasn’t watching where I was going. Are you okay now? Steady enough? You aren’t hurt?”

      “Dad, she’s fine,” a thin voice grumbled.

      My eyes flew to Dylan’s side and collided with a teenage boy who could only be Aaron Locke. Even if he hadn’t just referred to him as Dad, it was apparent the two were related. The boy had his father’s height, his dimpled chin, his puppy dog eyes, his floppy brown hair.

      Immediately, I stepped back, not sure how to act or what to say. I stammered through some version of, “I’m fine, thank you.” Then stood, jaw slack, as I tried to figure out what to do next. Should I zoom away without another word? Pretend we’d never met before?

      Yes. That was exactly what I should do.

      Instead, I stood there frozen.

      Dylan wore the same panicked expression, but fortunately he seemed able to string together coherent thoughts. “Audrey, this is my son, Aaron. Aaron, this is Audrey, my…my…”

      Okay, so maybe he was just as flustered as I was.

      I pulled myself together and stepped in. “Your dad is my sister’s boss,” I explained directly to Aaron. “We somehow all ended up at dinner together the other night, and we met then.”

      “Weston was there as well,” Dylan hurried to add, as though that might legitimize the innocence of it all.

      “Right. And Donovan too,” I said. Just because Donovan had shown up after the meal didn’t make it a lie.

      Of course, none of that explained what I was doing in Dylan’s apartment building at the moment. I pasted on a grin and prayed silently that the kid didn’t ask.

      He didn’t. All he said was, “Oh,” barely glancing at me before throwing his gaze to the top of his shoes.

      “I was just walking Aaron home,” Dylan said.

      His son looked up and rolled his eyes. “For the seventy-billioneth time, you don’t need to. It’s two blocks. I walk this street alone all the time.”

      Dylan’s jaw tensed. “Well. We’re still negotiating the walking, I suppose.”

      “I see,” I said with a chuckle. It was the perfect opportunity to say goodbye, let them go on their way while I slipped upstairs to the apartment. I still had a key. I didn’t need to be let in.

      But I felt caught. Not like I’d been found out doing something I shouldn’t be—though, that too—but like caught in the moment. Engaged. Drawn in.

      I’d known Dylan was a father from pretty much the moment I met him. We’d talked about his son. I’d understood completely that he was a parent.

      But it was totally different actually seeing him in the role.

      It was the kind of thing that was hard to look away from. It felt private, but I was nosy. Like, I would see this man naked later today—if everything went as it should—and seeing him with his son seemed even more personal. Even more intimate.

      I wasn’t ready to walk away from it. I wanted to look a little longer. Watching the man I knew from my fantasies in his real life, as a father, was the sweetest thing I could imagine.

      “I’m glad to see you made it back safely from your adventure the other night,” I said, knowing I was walking a tightrope.

      “You told people about that?” He threw his head back with a sigh and ran a hand through his hair, very much looking like his father.

      Dylan’s eyes widened, but he kept his composure. “Forgive me if stories about my son come up during small talk.”

      Again, Aaron rolled his eyes. “It wasn’t a big deal. We just went to see a show, is all.”

      Dylan hadn’t told me where Aaron had been. I hadn’t thought it was my place to pry. Now, I asked, “A Broadway show?”

      “Jacksepticeye and Markiplier had a meetup. They’re YouTubers. Like, they…” Aaron trailed off, as though trying to think of how to explain them.

      I helped him out. “I know who they are.”

      “You watch Jacksepticeye and Markiplier?” His eyes lit up for the first time since meeting him.

      “Oh, no. No,” I said too quickly. “I know who they are, but I don’t watch them.” I wasn’t about to admit that I’d been at many a party hosted by someone in the art department where everyone got high and watched video-game commentators and funny things pets did.

      Even not saying it, my cheeks went red. How immature was my life that I related so closely to Dylan’s son? Proof that he was a grown-up, and I was just a kid myself.

      “Anyway,” I said, regretting the conversation. “I hope it was a good time.”

      “It was amazing! Had to miss a day of my ski trip with Dad, and I’m stuck doing homework all the rest of tonight, but it’s not too bad.”

      Dylan’s expression softened. “If you get done early, we’ll play another game of Risk tonight.”

      My stomach dropped. “You’re...staying with Aaron when you walk him home?”

      He rushed to answer. “No. I’m going over later. His mother’s going out, and I didn’t want him to be alone.”

      I let out a small sigh of relief. He wasn’t canceling on me, then.

      “I’m alone all the time when she goes out. It’s not like I’m five.”

      Dylan didn’t respond to his son’s sass. “Ellen does go out a lot. She’s quite good at...entertaining.”

      Entertaining. There was so much weight in that one word. So much history and bitterness. I’d been right when I’d guessed that she was the one to poison him, but the wound ran both deeper and closer to the surface than I’d originally thought.

      “And you never entertain at all,” Aaron sputtered. “A happy middle between you would be nice.”

      Dylan smirked. “I do too entertain. Just not when you’re around. I have morals.”

      Aaron’s cheeks pinked as he realized what his dad meant. “I mean, you could go out on a date every once in a while. You’re never going to get married again if you don’t.”

      Dylan pulled his neck back in horror. “Whoever told you I’d want to get married again?”

      The disgust in his tone, the pure shock in his expression, it reminded me what the situation was between us. The reality wasn’t him as a father. The reality was him as a bachelor. He was jaded. He was a cynic. He was hard-hearted, and I was soft. So very soft, because somehow the truth that I’d known all along hit me with a heavy, cruel punch to the gut.

      I didn’t pay much attention to the rest of the conversation. I’m sure I was polite and present, then I excused myself at the next opportunity and scurried away to the elevator. As I waited for the doors to shut, I watched them continue outside, talking animatedly. Dylan never looked back once.

      I bit my lip and concentrated on taking deep even breaths until I was safely in the apartment, alone. Inside, I leaned against the back of the closed door and let out a slow, deep sigh. This was why I hadn’t told Sabrina about this thing with Dylan—because I really had thought I could change him. That this little speck of an affair might make him feel something again. Something warm and wonderful.

      Something warm and wonderful for me.

      Ugh, I was such a girl. Such a romantic, pathetic, stupid girl child. My head knew better. Why couldn’t my heart?

      For the first time since I’d suggested this whole arrangement to Dylan, I had second thoughts. I needed to back out. I couldn’t go through with this without becoming invested. He’d understand. If he didn’t, he’d at least pretend like he did. He was polite like that.

      And I’d learn what I liked the normal way—in a relationship with a guy who had feelings for me. The same kind of feelings I’d have for him.

      My sister would have already been out the door. I felt it, firm and hard and solid behind me. It would be so easy to turn around and walk back through it, and I would—just as soon as I was sure I wouldn’t start crying.

      I blinked back the threatening tears, took a sniffling breath in, and tried to pull myself together. If I didn’t, Dylan was going to return to find me a hot mess, and wouldn’t that be the most embarrassing moment of my life?

      I parked my suitcase where it was and headed further into the apartment to search for Kleenex or toilet paper. I couldn’t remember where the bathroom was, though, and once I was in the living room, the glass windows called to me with their dizzy, terrifying view. I approached them cautiously, drawn to them like a tugboat being pulled at sea. I couldn’t stop if I tried, even as I felt the thud thud of my heartbeat against my chest as I got closer. It was high up—so high—and looking down felt like being clutched in the fist of a giant, a fist that squeezed my torso until my lungs could no longer inflate.

      I closed my eyes and the panic didn’t ease, and still I felt like I was walking the edge. I was so far from it when all of this with Dylan started. I’d wanted a man who would indulge me with a no-strings sexual education. He was a man who didn’t believe in strings. It had been a perfect match. We’d been fated to meet.

      But I’d expected banging and dirty talk, sneaking away to meet up for something sordid and naughty. That wasn’t what this had turned out to be at all. This was heartfelt conversations and seeing a magnificent man trying his best with his son. This was human and sweet and real, and I’d be lying to myself to say it didn’t change everything.

      So here I was now. Walking the edge. Trying with all my might not to panic and look down. Knowing there was only one sure way to stay safe.

      Knowing if I didn’t turn and walk away, I’d fall.
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      My heart pounded for long minutes after she left us in the lobby. My hands were sweaty, and I hadn’t even put on my gloves yet. The encounter had been unexpected, and I was free-falling in the aftermath.

      “She’s pretty,” Aaron admitted as we walked outside.

      “Is she?” As if I’d been fooling anyone. As if I hadn’t been simultaneously trying to tamp down my erection while she’d made casual conversation with my teenage son.

      God, she was closer to his age than mine!

      Did that make me a sick man to want her as much as I did?

      Possibly. Probably. Definitely when I considered the kind of poison that I would be to a guileless innocent like she was, in her fashionably ripped jeans and pink-glossed lips. Colliding into her had been like crashing into sunshine. She made me feel warm in places that had been cold for oh, so long.

      What did that mean that I did for her? Did she absorb the pervasive chill from my bones? Did I leave her feeling bitter, bleak, and barren?

      What kind of person could take so freely from a light like her? I’d beat anyone who attempted to do the same to Aaron.

      I didn’t want to be that callous of a human. I refused to be.

      I stopped short on the pavement and turned to my son. “I’ve reconsidered. You can walk as long as you go straight home. No dallying.”

      Aaron beamed with gratitude then scooted on his way.

      And, with a sigh, I retreated back inside to do what must be done. If I was going to put a stop to this farce of a situation with Audrey, it was best to do it quick and fast. Best not to leave her waiting.

      She was at the window when I stepped in. I knew she’d heard me arrive. Her head had shifted toward the sound of my footsteps, though she didn’t completely turn to face me.

      That made this easier.

      “I think we need to reevaluate,” I began.

      But she spoke at the same time. “I didn’t mean to come so early. I…” She pivoted in my direction. “I’m sorry. Go ahead.”

      “You first,” I prodded, determined to remain the gentleman.

      “I...just…” She pushed a lock of hair back from her face. “I got here earlier than I meant to, for which I truly apologize. I didn’t think for a second I’d end up seeing you with your son.” Her tone of voice suggested her line of thinking matched mine.

      Why was that so disappointing?

      I cleared my throat. “It does put things into perspective, doesn’t it?”

      She nodded ever so carefully.

      “It’s best, I suppose, that we figured this out now.” I attempted a smile.

      “It is. Definitely best.” She couldn’t meet my eyes. “I’ll go.” She lifted her chin and started toward me, toward the door.

      Cold washed down the back of my neck. She couldn’t stay, but I didn’t want her to leave. “That’s not necessary, is it? Your train doesn’t depart for hours. Surely you could…”

      She could...what?

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said quietly, only a meter from me now.

      “No. I suppose not.” I could feel the heat radiating off her body. I wanted to bathe in her sun. I wanted to bask and burn, and when she went on her way, I’d settle back into the familiarity of the gloom. Was that so wrong?

      I took a step toward her, against every instinct in my body. “It was fun, though, wasn’t it? As brief as it was.”

      “It was. It really was.”

      Did she just inch closer? Likely wishful thinking on my part.

      “It was silly, too,” she said now, and this time she definitely moved nearer. Or I did. “Thinking I could learn anything in such a short amount of time.”

      “I’m still convinced you didn’t need to learn a single thing.” We were so close I could breathe her in now. She smelled fresh and crisp, an unusual combination of baby powder and apples. She smelled young. She smelled too young.

      “Maybe it was just an excuse to have a new experience.” She slid her tongue across her lower lip. Her gaze flicked from my eyes to my mouth.

      “A new experience,” I repeated.

      “An amazing new experience.” Her chin tilted upward. “An experience that would stay with me for a lifetime.”

      Someone shifted, both of us maybe, because she was in my arms suddenly, our mouths moving against each other with unbridled longing. Her hands worked eagerly at her coat, shirking it to the ground when she’d gotten it open.

      I ran my nose along the slope of her neck, down the line of the shoulder that peeked from her wide cowl neck, goosebumps peppering in the wake of my journey. All thought left me. I was consumed with only her—the scent of her, the taste of her. The reality of her. I no longer cared about our age difference or the ill effect I could have on her or that I was undeserving of even a small piece of her.

      I simply let the wind blow, and I let myself get carried away with it.

      Never breaking our kiss, I walked her to the back of the couch, then spun her around so she could brace herself there while I enjoyed the full of her body. My hands snaked around and found their way under her gray jumper. My fingers danced over her silky, supple skin. She was soft where I was hard, inside and out, and the need to feel her everywhere, with every part of me, was desperate and unyielding.

      “I feel very conflicted about these windows.” I tugged her pullover off then pinched her nipples through her bra, thrilling when she let out a delicious squeak. “I can’t decide if I need to shelter you, or if I should show you off.”

      “Do that!” Her voice was breathless and thin, as though she were on a razor’s edge the same way I was. “Show me off. Show me off!”

      I lowered my hands to undo the button of her jeans, then knelt as I pulled them down as far as they’d go before becoming trapped by her boots. “Show you off it is. Everyone can watch while I eat you out.”

      The sound she made this time—a high-pitched, need-filled yelp—made my cock expand to its full size. I scorned the ache of it, pressing brutally against the fly of my trousers.

      It distracted me, called for my attention, and the only thing I wanted to pay attention to at the moment was her, standing between me and the couch, her lace-covered ass at eye level. She’d curved her body just so, spread her legs just wide enough, that the crotch panel of her panties was front and center in my field of vision. The material clung to her shape, outlining the lips of her pussy.

      She shivered as I traced the path with a solid swipe of my tongue. She was wet, and even through the cotton lining, I could taste her. She tasted sweet like pineapple and musky like bourbon, and before I’d even had my lips on her flesh, I knew she was the most delicious thing I’d ever had my mouth on.

      Moving the panel aside, I tried to focus on doing some good with my lust. She’d wanted to be taught so I endeavored to show her what she liked.

      “Pay attention to what I do now,” I instructed her. I brushed my tongue vertically over the nub of her clit. “That was up and down.” I tilted my head and lapped horizontally. “That’s side to side. And this—” I flattened my tongue and drew small circles. “Is circular. Hopefully that helps you figure out what you enjoy.”

      “I’m not sure. All of them,” she said. “Just don’t stop.”

      I swallowed back a laugh. There was no way I was stopping now. Burying my face in her pussy, I went down on her in earnest. I stroked and teased. I went fast, and I went slow. I sucked and nibbled, and when her legs quivered and her knees buckled, I wrapped my hands around her thighs and renewed my vigor.

      She was easy to learn—her hips bucked when she wanted more, her muscles tensed when she was close. When I hit the right spot, she growled. When she was mad with desire and frustration, she begged.

      She bloody begged.

      “There, please, please right there,” she pled like a spoiled girl. “Make it good, right there. Please, don’t stop. Please, oh, please.”

      She was greedy, and I enjoyed gratifying her. Fucking delighted in it. Twice, I made her come. Once with only my mouth, the second time with my fingers plunging inside her as well. I could have spent all day with my face between her legs, with my tongue buried inside her cunt. If she hadn’t rode through her last orgasm crying for my cock, I might have stayed on my knees long after my lower limbs had gone to sleep.

      I stood, and she turned eagerly toward me, kissing me with urgency, as though she thought I might end everything right there if she didn’t.

      If that was truly what she thought, she was incorrect about my ability to restrain myself. I was a beast without a leash. I had no will but to devour her.

      I lifted her into my arms, carrying her like a child to the bedroom.

      “You aren’t going to take me all the way in front of the windows? I think I’d like that,” she murmured as she kissed along my jaw.

      “I’m sure you would, you naughty thing. But I’m quite sure I would not.” My confliction had a line, it appeared. New York City did not deserve the pleasure of her naked form.

      I set her on the bed, still rumpled from the last night’s restless sleep, and tugged off first one boot, then the other. She watched me, rapt, as I followed with the removal of her jeans.

      “I like being undressed by you,” she said, when she was only in her bra and panties. “I like how you’re completely focused on me.”

      I couldn’t not be. It was impossible to look anywhere but at her. She was exquisite and engaging. Irresistible perfection.

      The wonder in her comment made me guess that no one had ever given her the attention she’d craved. What stupidity existed in her world? Boys pretending to be men, unsuitable and unworthy of such a gift as her.

      I wasn’t worthy either. I was a selfish vampire, feeding off her vibrant life. Even if I was damned to hell, I no longer cared.

      Grabbing her bra at the space between her breasts, I tugged her forward, urging her to her knees and kissed her. Devoured her, really. It was sloppy and bruising. I wanted her lips swollen and bee-stung. I wanted her cheeks flushed and her lungs filled with my breath.

      She crawled closer, her hands reaching for my belt, her mouth never breaking from mine. When she had my buckle and zip undone, she reached inside my trousers to stroke her hands up and down my bloated cock.

      She pulled back and flashed me a grin. “You’re big. I already know I like big.”

      “You’re not experienced enough to know big.” Shut up, my brain told my mouth. You like hearing it.

      “I’ve only slept with two guys,” she reminded me. “It doesn’t mean I’ve only seen two cocks. And this cock…” She pulled my pants down low enough to expose the rod of flesh, red and pulsing under her gaze. “This cock is a good cock.”

      Fuck...this girl. She was going to be the death of me.

      A bead of cum gathered at the crown, and her tongue flicked out across her lower lip.

      “No,” I scolded with a stern finger. “This is not for your mouth.” If she were to take me that way, I wasn’t sure how long I’d last. Certainly not long enough, and while I was pretty sure she made me hot enough to recover quickly, I wasn’t going to make an ass of myself and prove otherwise.

      Her lips turned down into an exaggerated pout. “But I’ve been such a good girl.”

      “Patience. You’ll get it where you need it.” I reached around to her back to undo her bra while she stroked the length of me, causing my spine to tingle and my balls to draw up. “Take my jumper off,” I commanded, attempting to distract her.

      “Okay, Daddy.”

      If she’d still been holding me when she’d said that, I definitely would have exploded. How long had it been since I’d been with a woman? I tried to recall as she lifted my pullover up and over my head. Not too long. A matter of months. Six maybe. Not so long that I should be so near out of control.

      Except that the last time I’d been with a woman, it hadn’t been this woman. This woman hit my buttons, wound me up, got me hot like no one I could remember in a long time. Possibly ever, though that was likely an exaggeration. There was no way I was thinking rationally in a moment like this, after all.

      With my torso bare, Audrey found something else to steal her attention. “Dylan…you’ve been hiding some seriously toned pecs.” She traced the planes of my chest with the tips of her fingers, then bent forward to swirl her tongue around one very lucky nipple. When she moved to the other, she peered up at me, her eyes dark and dilated under long lashes.

      Breathtaking.

      That was the word for her. She stole the air from my lungs. She smothered me with her beauty, with her bewitching character. She made me heady and delirious, and if this was what it felt like to die of suffocation, I’d gladly choose this method of death anyday. Every day.

      I wound my hand in the length of her hair and sharply pulled her up to face me. “Take the bra the rest of the way off. Panties too,” I whispered against her lips. I kissed her, quickly. “I’m getting the condom.”

      I pulled open the nightstand drawer where I’d tucked a new box of condoms I’d purchased earlier in the week and retrieved a single black and gold packet. We hadn’t discussed protection, but if she wanted to learn, this was something I insisted be taught—protection. Always. Without exception.

      And thank God for a rubber sheath. It was the only chance I had at lasting more than a minute inside her.

      When I turned back to her, she was completely naked, and I had to blink several times in order to take her in without combusting. Everything about her was pink and supple. Her puffy, well-kissed lips, the bloom of her cheeks that extended down her neck to the dusky tips of her breasts, the flush of her pussy, wet and swollen between her spread thighs.

      Wet and swollen and waiting for me to fill her up.

      I stripped my clothes the rest of the way off at lightning speed, and ripped open the condom packet. I was seconds from rolling it over the throbbing steel jutting from my pelvis when she spoke up.

      “Can I put it on?”

      The few remaining pints of blood that hadn’t yet made it there, surged to my cock in a rush. “Have you ever put one on before?”

      She bit her lip and shook her head.

      “Then it seems this is the perfect opportunity to learn, doesn’t it?”

      She perched herself on the side of the bed, and I handed her the unwrapped condom. She studied it for a moment, working out which direction was up, then set it on my crown.

      “I don’t want it to break,” she explained as she delicately smoothed it over the length of me.

      She looked so innocent and naïve with her small hands wrapped around the circumference of my erection, her brows knit together in concentration. I was a dirty old man in contrast. A man old enough to be experienced at fucking by the time she was born. A man with scars worn on my aging skin and wounds that ran deeper, unseen by the naked eye. A man who knew better than to believe that sex with a woman like Audrey could ever be casual.

      A man who could still crawl to shore if he tried, but didn’t have the willpower to do anything except sink.

      With a burst of outrage—outrage at myself for being so foolish, outrage at her for being so potently irresistible—I flipped her so she was bent over the bed, lined myself at her entrance, and drove all the way into her cunt with one blunt thrust. She cried out at the force, her body trying to jolt forward, but I dug my fingers into her hips and kept her steady and in place, ready for me to pound into her again and again. She squeaked and wriggled and grew wetter until she adjusted. Then she moaned and leaned back into the slap, slap, slap of my thighs against hers.

      I wished I could watch her, wished I could scrutinize each wrinkle in her face while I stretched her and filled her and punished her pussy for being so perfect, so tight, so inexperienced. But I couldn’t face her right now, couldn’t look into her guileless expression while I fucked her like a well-used whore.

      Because that was exactly how I fucked her—like I’d paid for the hour. Apropos since I had a feeling, when this was all said and done, there would be a price to pay. I just hoped I could afford the cost.

      She was a good girl for me. She told me what she wanted with her sounds, with the rhythm of her breathing, with the way her cunt clutched at my violent stabs. She obeyed me when I demanded that she played with herself, and she stayed with the effort even as she shattered around my cock, her body convulsing with the force of her orgasm.

      And I wasn’t yet finished with her.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her to sit on my lap. I let her ride me reverse-cowgirl style while I licked the back of her neck and pulled at her nipples. When she tired, I spanked her upper thigh then gripped her hips and moved her body for her. She came again, stuttering my name, a sound that made me wild with lust.

      I couldn’t resist anymore—I had to watch her face.

      Again, I shifted her, laying her back onto the bed. I knelt in front of her, my knees driven wide. With my hands gripping her ankles, I spread her legs apart. She was completely on display now—the twist of her facial features, her tits as they bounced to my unrelenting tempo, her pussy as it swallowed each and every one of my cock’s thrusts. This time I didn’t have to tell her to touch herself, she just did, her eyes locked on me as she stroked horizontally across her clit—she was a quick learner. The best of students.

      “This,” she said, her gaze glossy. “I really like this. Watching you like this.”

      “You’ve had sex face-to-face before.” I was always quick to anchor things in reality.

      “I have. But never like this.” Her thighs tightened with her oncoming climax. “I’ve never watched anyone watch me like you’re watching me now.” Her words strangled as she threw her head back and surrendered to the pleasure, but I understood them well enough.

      Well enough to undo me.

      I shoved in, slipping past the grip of her pussy until I was planted as deep as possible, and with a rumble of curse words, I let my orgasm wash over me, bathing me like the cold immersion of baptism, leaving me drenched and soul-stirred and new and convinced that nothing, nothing would ever be the same.

      But hormones have that effect.

      When I was calm and thinking straight, after we’d stroked each other’s skin and bantered back and forth, after we’d each showered and washed up, I recognized the folly of the notion. Of course everything would be the same again. She was just a pretty girl—sweet and too young and sinfully wicked with her naivety. She was one of a million girls of the same mold. Maybe she was one of only a handful that would look twice at a forty-plus-year-old man, but she wasn’t unique in any way.

      I’d put her on a train, she’d ride off, and in a week she’d be nothing but a sordid memory to pull out when I jerked off in the shower.

      “I do hope this was somewhat educational,” I said when we’d reached the top of the escalators at Grand Central Station. It was as far as I intended to go. Watching her train take off from the platform was entirely too romantic for a curmudgeon like me.

      “So educational.” Her cheeks pinked, and I wondered exactly what it was she was remembering. “You’re a very thorough teacher.”

      She was being kind with her flattery. Yet, I smiled and accepted the compliment all the same.

      “Is anyone meeting you at the station?”

      “My roommate.”

      She had a roommate. She had friends. She had a whole life that I knew nothing about. Didn’t it feel like she knew every important thing about me? Every dull detail of my lame existence. Anything I hadn’t said out loud in our brief time together could be guessed at and pieced together while she was an enigma. A puzzle I was never meant to solve.

      I stopped trying. I let the cloud of mystery settle back around her and didn’t ask her anything else. And when it was time for us to part, I resisted the gut-deep instinct to pull her into my arms and kiss the hell out of her, and instead, pulled her in for a polite hug.

      “I suppose I have to believe in kismet now,” I said, because she deserved the sentiment.

      “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      Wonderful. Yes. It was some kind of wonderful.

      Then I walked away, refusing to look back, even once. Refusing to do anything but move on.
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      I flew home to London the following day despite Weston’s emphatic request that I stay for his upcoming nuptials.

      “Lose another week in the States to attend your fake wedding?” I chortled. “I think not.”

      “What if it’s not so fake?”

      “Even more reason not to stay.” I sounded as bitter as usual. Things did return to normal, then. As I knew they would.

      A week passed. Ten days. A fortnight. Every day my thoughts turned to Audrey. Her smile haunted my dreams. Her cute quips replayed unbidden at the oddest of times. The light soprano of her voice sounded in the chorus of every Christmas carol.

      I missed her. I ached for her presence. I was…

      Oh, fuck.

      I was pining.

      I’d most likely never see her again, and that was best. For both of us.

      But if our paths did cross in the future, if fortune deemed that we’d once more come face to face, I’d have to believe in kismet, wouldn’t I? Would I believe in more, too?

      Would I be ready to believe again in love?

      Only fate alone could know.
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      Thank you for reading SWEET LIAR: DIRTY SWEET BOOK 1!

      You’ve already met Dylan and Andrey, and they’re ready to keep you swooning…

      Dylan Locke knows that pining over the young ingenue Audrey Lind is pointless.

      He can’t offer her what she wants.

      He definitely can’t give her what she needs.

      Thank goodness she’s half a world away, and he doesn’t have to deal with his attraction head on.

      But fate has other plans for him, and when Audrey once again lands in his path, it’s only too easy to fall back into their easy rhythm. And then their easy banter. And of course, each other’s arms.

      He tells himself nothing has changed. She still wants forever, and he still thinks tomorrow is long enough.

      But watching her search isn’t as easy as he thought it would be, and now Dylan must figure out if he’s really the love Scrooge he professes to be or if he’s been Fate’s willing victim all along.

      ONE CLICK SWEET FATE >
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      When Shannon is called to the mall to work as a sexy elf, her billionaire boyfriend, Declan, gets roped into playing Santa. The mall mommies start tweeting pictures, and soon everyone is crashing the mall to have a seat on Santa's lap.
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      The call today from my old boss, Greg, two days before Christmas at 2:12 p.m. should have tipped me off. I should have let it go to voicemail. I should have ignored it and not stopped decorating the Christmas tree in my boyfriend’s apartment. The tree that Declan had ordered from some place in Nova Scotia where all trees look like something out a movie set and the super-nice Canadians hire Tibetan refugee monks to rub the trunks down with virgin coconut oil and chant “Om Mani Padme Hun” for universal nirvana.

      That is, before they chop the tree down to ship it by helicopter to a waterfront high rise on the Long Wharf in Boston, where it will look pretty for two weeks and then get the chipper treatment at a recycling center. That’s a form of reincarnation, right?

      But I don’t ignore Greg’s call even though I might be a little intoxicated by the sight of my man wearing a Santa hat, tight jeans, and a snug green cashmere sweater that makes me want him to hurry up my chimney tonight.

      (C’mon. You knew the pun was coming).

      “Hey, Greg. What’s up?” I answer.

      Declan is hanging one of the new ornaments I bought him, a candy cane made from glued cloves. Mom’s friend holds a Sustainable Free Trade Christmas Fair every year, and I’d been told a young African girl made the clove ornament to raise money to buy a three legged-goat for milk to feed her family, or something like that.

      The details are fuzzy because I couldn’t listen through my sobs as I handed fistfuls of money to Mom, who just picked out a few items and patted me on the back, mumbling something about how I am just like my father. He had been banned from the fair two years ago when he bought all five hundred handmade Christmas cards from the Ivory Coast refugee who was promoting slave-free chocolate, sobbing with guilt and apologizing profusely for his KitKat addiction.

      “Did Carol call you?” My old boss sounds frantic. Greg isn’t the type to descend into hysteria. A chill runs up my spine, and it isn’t from the nine inches of snow that blanketed Boston yesterday. I know that tone of voice.

      That is the tone that got my hand shoved down a toilet in the men’s room of a fast food restaurant when I worked for him as a mystery shopper, evaluating customer service at stores and companies.

      The tone that gave me a brand-new car that looked like a Goliath took a steaming dump on top of it when we were doing branded advertising for a website.

      The tone that made me listen to podiatrists wax rhapsodic about toe fungus as they eyed my feet like I was starring in a fetish story from one of my dad’s old Hustler magazines that he kept stored in his backyard Man Cave.

      That is the tone of desperation.

      “No. Carol did not.”

      Declan looks at me, tilting his head to the left and making a low voice in the back of his throat that indicates displeasure. While I work for Declan’s company now, I fill in for the occasional mystery shop. My oldest sister, Carol, has my old job now and sometimes does the really professional maneuver where she calls and begs and whines and pleads and threatens to tell my boyfriend all about that time I bought a chest enhancer and got my budding nipple caught in the springs, in order to get me to take on a shop.

      Yeah. Professional like that. Carol would make a great women’s prison kitchen chef.

      So Greg is a step above. “Carol had a mystery shopper no-show on her, and she can’t come in because of your nephews. Something about needing a babysitter—”

      “We can go over and watch Jeffrey and Tyler!” I say in an overeager voice as Declan continues his vocal imitation of Jamie Fraser from the Outlander series, making more guttural sounds than a female sea lion with strep throat.

      Of course, I offer to babysit. Because the alternative is…

      “That doesn’t work. Something about one of the kids having the bubonic plague,” he adds. Carol can get a wee dramatic, but I vaguely remember Mom telling me one of the kids had something that generated more snot than a bunch of postmenopausal women watching Steel Magnolias.

      “Did you try Josh?” Josh is the company technogeek, and he almost never gets pulled into mystery shopping. Right now, though, I’ll throw him under the bus if it means staying here with Declan for the rest of the day, my eyes memorizing the tight little ripples of muscle between his lower ribs as he stretches up on tiptoes to hang an ornament. His sweater pulls up enough to make his torso look like it was finely carved from tanned alabaster.

      On the first day of Christmas, my true love gave to me

      A humping in the bedroom so fine I forgot my name.

      (So what if it doesn’t rhyme. Just go with it).

      “We need a female,” Greg stresses. I look down at my overflowing bosom, tightly encased in a green wrap shirt that makes my cleavage pour out like a split muffin top. Damn. For once, having breasts qualifies me for a job.

      “He looks really good in drag,” I tell Greg.

      Declan halts in mid-stretch and plants his feet firmly on the floor, turning to me. He points to himself and shakes his head slowly, eyes steely green.

      Not you, I mouth.

      “Good,” Declan says with his hands on his hips, one knee bent, like a man in pose to argue, the male equivalent of Talk to the Hand.

      “Josh does that stuff?” Greg asks, incredulous.

      “No,” I confess. “I just don’t want to do whatever it is you want me to do.”

      “We need a sexy female elf.”

      “A sexy female elf?” Did I hear him wrong?

      Declan appears instantly at my side, suddenly very interested.

      “You would be a very good sexy female elf,” Greg and Declan simulcast in my ears in two completely different tones of voice. Both, though, carry the tiniest hint of desperation.

      “Who’s there?’ Greg asks. His words are a bit muffled, as if floating through cotton.

      “Why are you talking so weird?” The cinnamon-scented Christmas candles on Declan’s sleek marble mantel send a glow high into his arched ceiling. The city is spread out before us on one side of the high-windowed penthouse, the ocean on the other side. Panoramic views are fine and all, but the best scenery is two inches away, his lips closing in on my neck.

      “It’s the beard,” Greg says, jolting me out of my turning into a maid a-milking, my hand reaching for Declan in a place that makes him inhale sharply, then smile against my ear.

      “Beard?” I ask.

      I twist my way out of Declan’s arms and make a pouty face. He joins me, looking disturbingly like my cat, Chuckles. I didn’t know Declan had a Grumpy Cat face. You date a man for eight months and then one day you discover he looks like a cat doing a Paul Ryan imitation. Thank God that’s not his O face.

      I shudder and Declan mistakes that for my being cold, wrapping his arms around me.

      “I’m Santa,” Greg explains. “We’re evaluating the customer service quality of the Children’s Christmas Village set-up at the mall. Our Santa no-showed and I had to jump in.”

      “You’ve got the body for it.” Greg doesn’t just have a bowl full of jelly—he’s the entire Smucker’s plant.

      “Hey!” He sounds genuinely offended.

      “You can talk about how I can be a sexy elf but I can’t mention your beer gut?”

      “It’s not a beer gut!”

      “Fine. Wine gut.”

      He lets out a long sigh of resignation. “That’s better.” Because it’s true.

      “You want me to come in and put on a sexy costume to play the female equivalent of Buddy the Elf at the mall two days before Christmas because no one else will do it?”

      “Right.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?” Greg’s breath is coming in huffs of nervousness.

      Grumpy Declan sees me wavering and finishes my hot toddy for me, returning to the tree to decorate.

      “Why should I do it?” I challenge.

      “It pays $30 an hour and you get a free picture with Santa.”

      “I make more than that working for Anterdec Industries now, and I am not sitting on your lap.”

      “I didn’t ask you to! I’m only here for a little while longer, and then the new Santa comes on board. You can sit on his lap.” He pauses. “Wait. You make more than $30 an hour now?” He seems more scandalized by that than by the idea of having me in his lap.

      “You can sit on my lap right now, for free,” Declan murmurs, nibbling on my ear.

      “He’s paying $30 an hour.” I point to the phone.

      “You want me to pay you to sit on my lap?” Pulling me into it, he shifts in just the right way. I groan, inhaling cinnamon and sex, exhaling weakness and loyalty.

      “Shannon, please? Please?” Greg is begging. “Carol said she might be able to come at five o’clock and take over for you, but I’m really stuck here. All these kids are lined up, their hopeful little faces cheering for Santa, and they want to know where the elf is.”

      “Awwww.” Declan’s hot tongue in my mouth makes it hard to answer.

      “And the dads are asking, too.”

      “Ewwww.”

      I push Declan away and eye him closely. He’ll make one hot dad someday. I imagine a little girl in his arms, Declan carrying her to the Christmas Village for a visit with Santa, me waddling behind pregnant with our first boy. It’s a pleasant vision, and one that Declan seems to share, if I’m reading the look in his eyes right.

      Christmas at the mall is such a cornerstone of my childhood that I begin to weaken. All those kids. All those parents. And if I don’t go in…

      “Bottom line is that there’s suspicion that one of the photographers is stealing cash payments here, and some of the Santas have been coming in drunk, so in the interest of making the holiday a joyful experience for every single kid—kids like Jeffrey and Tyler—if you could get your butt down here and help your old boss, I’d really appreciate it.” Greg’s voice shifts from pleading to commanding, and the combination means—

      Damn.

      A long sigh escapes from me, making Declan freeze, his tongue perfectly centered now on that soft spot of skin beneath my earlobe, the gateway to all things warm, wet, and naughty.

      “Where are you?” I ask Greg.

      Declan’s turn to groan, and so not in the good way.

      Greg names a mall about twenty minutes away.

      “I’m on my way.”

      I hang up to find that I am suddenly on my boyfriend’s Very Naughty List. I deserve a spanking, but I’m about to get a tongue lashing instead, and not the kind that makes me rip the sheets off the bed.

      I give him my best Grumpy Cat look.

      “You’re leaving? You’re seriously going to push aside this carefully planned day so you can go dress up in a sexy elf costume…”

      His voice shifts from self-righteous anger to aroused intrigue, the morph so gradual yet distinct. His green eyes match his sweater, dark hair recently clipped in a style that makes his face even more masculine, the cut jawline lickable. Long eyelashes frame steady, sharp eyes that comb over my body with more suggestions than a waiter trying to upsell you on the chef’s special.

      Meeting the son of Boston’s most famous billionaire while conducting a mystery shop eight months ago was the best stroke of luck I’d had since counting the right number of M&M candies in the contest jar at Dad’s favorite auto parts store when I was nine and bringing them home, but this was better.

      Because I can eat this prize without getting a stomach ache.

      Wait. That doesn’t sound right…

      “Yes.” I shrug helplessly. “He wouldn’t call if he weren’t desperate.”

      Declan’s mind is a million miles away, his eyes smoking hot and aimed right at me. And then I realize he’s not a million miles away. He’s five miles away, at the mall, listening to “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree” with visions of something way dirtier than sugar plums dancing in his head.

      “Do they let you bring the costume home?” he asks.

      I whack him hard with a fistful of tinsel. It flies up in the air and whirls around us, like a piñata filled with Angel Dust and disco balls from the 1970s.

      Which is about on par with what we experience when we arrive at the mall.
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      You know what the North Pole smells like? Frightened kid pee, scented baby wipes, and Tiger Moms.

      What are Tiger Moms? The same women who rule over their piano-playing prodigies, the kids mastering Chopin before they were weaned, who make Yo-Yo Ma look like a drunk homeless dude playing a broken recorder in East Cambridge, who raise soccer players who make Luis Suarez look like Rainbow Brite—and they’re lined up here at the mall with their kids, and they’re not taking “no” for an answer.

      To anything.

      “Tycho! Tycho!” screeches one blonde mother who looks disturbingly like Jessica Coffin with under-eye bags. “Tycho, don’t you dare sit down. You’ll crease!”

      Crease. She’s dressed the kid in all white and he looks like a cross between President Snow from The Hunger Games and a Ralph Lauren ad. He’s three. Three. And you put him in white? Mommy Masochist.

      Creasing is the least of his problems. Most three year olds can’t follow a two-step command, or watch an entire episode of Bubble Guppies without wiping nine boogers on the couch cushions, and she expects him to not crease?

      “I don’t like waiting! You said your waiting app told you we wouldn’t wait, Mommy. Give me your phone. I want to play Paplinko!” Tycho whines. “Eat at P.F. Chang’s! I want to order from your app!”

      “Manners!” his mother snaps back.

      Her eyes glow red with the kind of intensity that only a well-educated, over-entitled Nanny Diaries-type mother can cultivate. My own mom suddenly seems cuddly and harmless, like Mrs. Brady with a side of Mrs. Weasley and a touch of Peg Bundy.

      Okay, a lot of Peg Bundy.

      “We were told, in the app, that there would not be a wait!” she yells at me. I am standing in front of Santa’s throne, a veritable pantheon to the advertising geniuses who have turned Christmas into a religious holiday, serving the new gods: Visa, MasterCard, Discover, and American Express.

      “App?” I ask, resisting the urge to pull the butt floss out of my crack. Butt floss? Oh, yeah. After Declan dropped me off at the main doors to go hunt a wooly mammoth…er, find a parking spot (either were equally likely on December 23rd at 3 p.m. in this particular mall parking lot), I’d found Greg, who had wordlessly handed me the elf suit.

      I’ve seen models on GoDaddy Super Bowl commercials wearing more than this.

      “App!” Mommy Masochist screams, texting while she’s yelling at me, her eyes on the screen but her lips devoted entirely to me. “The app!”

      “An app for…what?”

      Demon eyes flash at me and she holds up one perfectly French-tipped finger. “One second,” she says with a supercilious air that makes me want to crack that fingernail in half and use it like a ninja star to shave off that arched eyebrow. She’s blonde, hair pulled back in a twist, and she is wearing all red, open-toed shoes in December in Massachusetts, where nine inches of snow means everyone I know wears Fuggs and looks like a Jawa for four months of the year.

      Red stiletto heels, open-toed and with these crazy ankle strap things that make her feet look like red flamingoes. If that’s fashion, then my Salvation Army wardrobe is starting to look good.

      She ends her textfest and centers all her attention on me, taking as much time as she pleases to size me up. Her eyes catalog my bright green, satiny outfit, with sequins that spell out Ho Ho Ho across my boobs.

      A careful examination under the blinking fluorescent lights of the employee bathroom two hours later will show that yes, indeed, I walked around the mall for three hours with just Ho on each nipple.

      But I digress…

      The green fabric cuts into my armpits, the shelf bra was designed for a ten-year-old gymnast, and what might have been appealing in a Mae West kind of way as the bustier pushes everything up instead makes me look like a can of Pillsbury biscuits.

      One that someone pulled the string on.

      And twisted.

      The green, shimmery stockings are two sizes too small, and the crotch threatens constantly to pull down about six inches lower, which would make me look like I am wearing harem pants…except I’m wearing the closest thing to a g-string anyone can imagine, a tiny little red taffeta skirt circling my crushed hips like a bad case of eczema.

      The costume design department for Blades of Glory is weeping with jealousy right now for not coming up with this.

      Or maybe they did…

      “Nice outfit,” Mommy Masochist says. “I need to speak with your manager,” she adds slowly. Her eyes cut away. “And tuck in your nip.”

      I look down. Yep—headlight escaped, pointed right at the security guard by the service desk, who starts to stroke his billy club suggestively.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, because one good turn deserves—

      “Manager,” she snaps. “You’re useless. And slow.” Her face softens a little. “Are you—do you have a helper? An aide who works with you? I think it’s great you have a job and all. Is there a program manager I can—STOP IT, TYCHO! DO NOT SIT ON THAT BENCH! CREASE! CREASE!”

      A cold rage replaces the scent of peppermint and pine that the mall is piping through the heat registers. I’m breathing ice and frost and I wish I had Elsa’s power, because I could freeze a bitch right now. Turn her into a mall Han Solo.

      “I am not developmentally disabled,” I say, searching for Santa, er…Greg. He’s gone, and the line of moms, a few dads, and tons of kids is getting longer.

      “Then you’re just stupid and useless. Why is there a wait? We paid the exclusive premium for Santa’s Special Delivery, and—”

      “Ho, ho, ho!” Greg busts out, materializing from the direction of the bathrooms. Either he’s pretending to be Santa or he’s reading my breasts.

      In full Santa costume, he’s pretty amazing. Breathtaking, really. His belly fills out the costume perfectly, his eyes twinkle in a warm, inviting way with the skin wrinkling around them in a calm, compassionate manner, and his beard is fake but so realistic I want to tug it, just to make sure he didn’t magically grow it overnight.

      “Your elf is ruining Christmas!” Mommy Masochist announces in a voice loud enough to make several children, and one dad, start to cry. I suspect the dad is her husband, Daddy Doormat, because Tycho runs over to him and buries his face in the man’s knees.

      “Crease, Thomas! Crease!” Thomas the Daddy Doormat is wearing white jeans (those are a thing? For men?) and a white turtleneck, with a red wool sweater the exact color of Mommy Masochist’s shoes.

      “I’ve never had an elf ruin Christmas,” Greg booms, his voice so Santa-like that shoppers slow down from their fast clip through the mall, pull phones away from ears to gawk, and come to complete halts at the baritone that fuels old dreams tucked away long ago.

      He’s kind of magical.

      “In fact, Shannon the Elf here has come to our rescue to help make sure every good little boy and girl gets their turn.” It’s working—she’s thawing and smiling now, her eyes a bit frozen in place as she realizes she’s the center of attention but not in control of it. All those years of Greg playing Santa at the community center are paying off.

      “Thank you,” she says softly, giving him a look that says she could just as soon hug him as sever his limbs and hide them in the Verizon kiosk. “But the app says we’re supposed to be here on time.”

      “App, Santa?” I ask helplessly.

      Greg pulls me aside. “There’s this new app the owners rolled out. For $79 you can sign up in advance and come at your appointed time and jump the line. No waiting.”

      “So the rich get to buy their way to no lines but the people who can’t afford it have to wait for eternity? How is that fair?”

      “Is it fair that when I was a kid Santa brought one toy and my neighbors all got five? Santa’s an unfair bastard.”

      “What?” Mommy Masochist asks, eavesdropping. “Please keep your voice down!” she snaps at Greg. “I can’t have Tycho tormented by nightmares about hearing Santa talk about…Santa, and calling him a bastard!” She throws her hands up and then reaches into her purse for her phone, muttering something about getting a refund and how nothing works properly these days because employees don’t know how to do their jobs.

      I look at the enormous sea of wiggly children, tired parents, and crabby mall workers.

      “What now, Santa?” I ask.

      “Off we go,” Greg says, walking past Mommy Masochist and letting out a loud “ho ho ho,” to the children’s delight. The throne has a place for Santa to sit, and I’m there to hand out candy canes, keep people in orderly lines, and encourage the kids to look at the photographer, who charges $39 for a blurry photo of your kid sitting on the lap of a man who hasn’t gone through a CORI background check.

      (Actually, Greg has, but not the average mall Santa).

      Tycho is first in line. He looks at my chest and points, shouting, “I want nanas!”

      Doormat Daddy gives my breasts a nervous grin and says, “Tycho, we’re all done with nanas. Remember? We had your weaning party—”

      Greg turns the color of his beard and I turn the color of my elf suit as we both realize what “nanas” are.

      “Want nanas! Want nanas!” Tycho screams. Visions of a three-year-old vampire-diving into my overflowing nanas and drinking direct from the tap—a decidedly dry tap—make me cross my arms and push back my breeding date by, well, never. How does never sound? Sorry, Mom. No billionaire grandkids. I’m too traumatized by being turned into an unsuspecting wet nurse while wearing a naughty elf costume.

      “Crease! You’re creasing!” Masochist Mommy cries out.

      And that’s kid number one in a sea of them.

      Merry Christmas.
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      One hour later I am ready to give myself a tubal ligation with a mascara wand.

      Sex ed classes shouldn’t teach abstinence, or the mechanics of sex, or even birth control. They should march those teens to the mall two days before Christmas and make them play Santa’s Helper for a few hours. That would drop the teen pregnancy rate by a good fifty percent, tout suite.

      I love kids. I do. The world revolves around Jeffrey and Tyler when I’m with them, and in my thirties, after I make director or vice president, I plan to have a couple. Whether Declan wants them or not is still a mystery, because we don’t talk about it. Ever. There’s this shadow between us that seems to have formed not by intention but more by omission.

      The longer we don’t bring it up, the bigger it becomes.

      The photographer, a lovely older woman named Marsha, who dresses in a Mrs. Claus outfit that makes her look like Betty White, approaches me and Greg.

      “My shift’s over,” she says, a bit nervous. “The new photographer is talking to the parents.”

      We look at a man in black jeans, a grey leather jacket, and a collared business shirt talking to parents in line. Twenties are changing hands.

      Greg stands and we put up the “Santa is Feeding the Reindeer—Back in Five Minutes!” sign. Parents groan, but the new photographer seems to be keeping them occupied.

      “You know him?” Greg asks Marsha, who shakes her head.

      “Never seen him before, but he says he’s a sub the owner sent. I texted the owner and he hasn’t replied, so…” She reaches for a clipboard on the small counter behind Santa’s throne and starts writing numbers on a spreadsheet.

      Greg and I exchange a skeptical look. “We need to document this,” he whispers to me. “They either pay through the app or at checkout. Cash isn’t supposed to change hands.” One of the many sour aspects of being a mystery shopper and customer service evaluator is that you end up busting people who are embezzling, or cheating customers. It always involves cash.

      Marsha looks at me with agitation and pulls me aside. “Your nipple is, um…” She points down and I growl, shoving the girls back in place.

      “Thank you.” If this were a Dickens novel I would be the Ghost of Christmas Nip Slips Present.

      “Jory was less…buxom,” she murmurs.

      “Jory?”

      “The old elf. The one who always worked here before. So much turnover.” She slings her purse over her shoulder and gives a wave, looking repeatedly at the new photographer, then shrugging. “I’m doing some shopping, so I’ll pop back in after a while and see how it’s going. I’ve been here for nine seasons and I can spot someone who isn’t going to work out.”

      Greg and I share a knowing look, and he turns away from the crowd to text the client and let them know what’s just gone down.

      Marsha crooks one finger at me and whispers in my ear: “This Santa is too nice. Betcha he won’t make it two more days.” She has no idea who we are, so I play along.

      Greg is texting the client, but then stops, alarm crossing his face. “Shit!” he exclaims.

      “Hush!” I hiss. “Santa doesn’t say ‘shit’!”

      “He does when the replacement Santa is stuck in the parking garage! Says he’s been in there for more than forty-five minutes and can’t find his way out.”

      “I believe it,” says a familiar voice. Warm hands are on my shoulders, and Declan adds, “This parking lot is designed by planners who hate human beings.”

      I laugh. He doesn’t. But he plants a kiss on my cheek and lets go of me, walking around and emitting a low whistle.

      “Whoa.” His eyes rest on the overflowing volcano of flesh that is my chest line.

      “Ho,” he says as he looks at one breast. “Ho,” he says for the other. “Nice. It’s like a Christmas eye doctor’s chart.”

      Greg’s texting furiously, then looks at us, horrified. “He says he just came out of the exit to the mall near the turnpike and he’s heading back home! Says it’s not worth it!”

      Declan shrugs, eyes glued to my breasts. “You said sexy elf costume,” he says in a weird voice.

      “This isn’t sexy?” My eyebrows are buried in the mall skylight.

      “This is a slutty elf costume.”

      I glare at Greg. “Told you.” I turn to Declan. “I’m sorry. I know it’s a bit much—”

      “What are you apologizing for? Slutty beats sexy any day.” His hands slip around my waist and he pulls me into a kiss.

      Greg texts and clears his throat. “Um, guys? I have a serious problem here. No replacement Santa, and I have to take Judy to a doctor’s appointment.” Greg’s wife is a long-term breast cancer survivor, and while I don’t know the details, everything has been in a good place for a while. The look on his face makes my stomach sink, though.

      Declan goes somber, too.

      And then Greg and I turn simultaneously and give Declan the once-over, like Clinton and Stacy on What Not to Wear.

      Except we’re doing the Christmas Mall Edition: Santa Style.

      “Oh, no,” Declan says, reading our minds. “No.”

      “It pays $30 an hour and you can get a free picture on the next Santa’s lap.”

      “I make $30 every time I cough,” Declan snorts. I’ve never heard him snort before. Today is a day for discoveries and revelations. Grumpy Cat looks and snorts. What’s next? Farting in bed and not excusing himself? Or, worse, pulling the covers over my head and Dutch Ovening me?

      Mom says men save that for the second anniversary.

      “Your nipple is, um…” Greg says. To me. Speaking of revelations. I tuck it back in. I might need to walk over to the scrapbook store and get a little rubber cement so these puppies will stop trying to escape.

      “What’s your currency, man?” Greg asks Declan, gone from begging to outright negotiation. “You’ve got me by the balls.”

      “I’ve got my own balls. Don’t need yours.”

      The parents in line are murmuring louder and louder. “If there’s no Santa, the entire mystery shop is compromised, and twenty kids out there are going to start crying,” I say to Declan, pleading.

      His eyes rake over my body, angry and determined, the deep “no” in there. He means it. I know he does. I use the only leverage I have.

      “Greg says I can take the costume home with me. If you fill in for Santa.” I reach between us and make a suggestive stroke. The North Pole does indeed exist.

      Declan groans. “Ho. Ho. Ho.”

      I stand on tiptoes and lick his ear. “I will be one for you if you do this. It’s only for an hour or two,” I plead.

      “I look nothing like Santa,” he says in a hard, flat voice, but arousal flickers in his eyes. He looks behind the wall and sees the sea of kids. Those green eyes look worried. He’s an old softy underneath this granite-like appearance.

      I think. I hope so.

      “Name your price,” Greg adds, already taking off the costume, handing Declan the hat.

      Eyes the color of my suit flash at Greg, angry and exasperated. “Quit calling her for mystery shop jobs. Forever.”

      Greg’s hand shoots out. “Deal.” He takes the jacket off and hands it to Declan with a warning. “It’s hot in the suit, so you might want to take your sweater off.”

      “I don’t have anything on under it,” Declan explains.

      “That’s fine,” I peep. My mouth waters. He gives me a glare. I stand by my words.

      “Where’s the pillow?” Declan asks as he slips into the Santa pants. Luckily, he’s wearing black leather shoes that are perfect.

      “What pillow?”

      “The pillow for my belly.”

      Greg laughs, his real belly shaking. “I didn’t need one. I think there’s one back on the counter.” And then he’s gone, calling back, “Merry Christmas to you, and to you a good hour.”

      “You are going to pay for this,” Declan grouses. “And these pants are a little wet.” He sniffs one leg. “Is that pee?”

      “No,” I lie.

      He’s standing just behind the wall on the back of Santa’s throne, jeans peeking out from his Santa suit, red suspenders hanging down. In one fluid movement, like something out of a stripper show, he reaches for the hem of his green cashmere sweater and slowly pulls it up, biceps flexing, his skin gleaming under the calibrated Christmas lights in the mall.

      It’s one of those moments that should have a soundtrack attached to it, something Barry White. Slow and sensual, the kind of music that gets you wet and throbbing. Time stops, and all the moms walking by telepathically communicate the presence of my hot boyfriend taking his clothes off, pecs on display, a free peep show at the most stressful moment in the Christmas rush.

      A regular community service Declan’s performing here.

      Out of the corner of my eye I see Mommy Masochist taking pictures and texting someone. Whatever. Tycho managed not to crease for his photo and now he’s running around with a $9 cupcake from the gourmet bakery in the mall, chocolate smears everywhere. He looks like a Tide commercial.

      The sweater makes Declan’s thick, dark, wavy hair stand up a tiny bit with static electricity, and he reaches one perfectly sculpted arm up to smooth it back. I hear a decidedly female moan from behind me, and then look. Really look at the moms around us, most biting their lower lips and squirming.

      That’s right. Look all you want. I’m the one who gets to touch.

      He slides the red suspenders up over his shoulders and looks like something in a Santa firefighter’s calendar. If he had a big hose in his hands right now.

      Boy does that sound porny.

      Let’s try again: “Hey!” I murmur, sliding up next to him and placing a strategic hand on his hip. Mine, I communicate telepathically in a voice designed to make all the other women’s heads explode like a cantaloupe dropped from a second-story window.

      Mine.

      “Hey what?” He’s still pissed. Doing the Santa bit, but pissed.

      “How about you bring the suit home, too? We can play  Santa Disciplines the Naughty Elf,” I whisper in his ear as he dons the fake beard.

      “That’s one of your father’s favorite games,” Satan says from behind a fake ficus across the way.
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      “MOM?”

      “Just look at you two! I knew Shannon was here as a beautiful little perky elf, but Declan as Santa! You two were meant to be together,” Satan, a.k.a. my mother, says, reaching in to give Declan a kiss, ignoring my protests.

      My sister Amy is with her. “Perky is right. Shannon, your, um, headlight is…” I look down. One is pointed toward New Hampshire and the other toward Antarctica.

      I turn around and readjust. “What are you two doing here?”

      “Amanda texted to let us know.”

      “I hate her.”

      “She’s your best friend. You can’t hate her.”

      “Why isn’t she here doing the elf impression?”

      “She’s delivering toys to needy kids.”

      “Flimsy excuse.” I look around the wall and see that Mommy Masochist is back in line, dragging a very chocolate-y Tycho. The line’s gotten a lot longer suddenly. Doubled, even.

      “Wow,” I say. “The line’s really getting long.”

      “Blame it on Hot Santa,” Amy says, pointing to Declan, who scowls.

      “You look just like Chuckles!” Mom gasps.

      It makes Declan’s frown darken. Even Mom backs off.

      “Please don’t call my boyfriend ‘hot,’” I chide Amy. “It’s gross.”

      “No,” she explains, pulling out her phone. “#HOTSANTA. Some mommy blogger who’s here at the mall started it on Twitter with pics of Declan getting dressed, and now Jessica Coffin’s made it go viral.”

      “What?”

      She’s holding up a picture of Declan in all his broad-chested, thick-pec glory, adjusting one red suspender and looking good enough to ride.

      Like Santa’s sleigh.

      “But, but—” he protests. “That was five minutes ago!” He’s rattled, and Declan doesn’t do rattled.

      “Five minutes is like a day on Twitter. You could end up with a flashmob,” Amy says.

      “Hot Santa, huh?” I smack his ass and send him on his way. “Time to go make some good little girls and boys very happy.”

      “I think he’s got mostly naughty girls out there,” Mom says.

      “Humph,” is all I can reply. I see the photographer out there, working the longer line, more cash changing hands. Greg trusted me to get this right, and I will. I march out there, ignoring my mom and sister, wondering if the day can get any weirder. By the time I get to the guy, he’s worked his way to the front of the line.

      The new photographer ignores my outstretched hand as I try to introduce myself and says something in a clipped, accented voice to the mom standing with her little boy. She smiles nervously at him, clearly not understanding a word he says. He sounds like a mix of a Russian hit man and the Swedish chef from the Muppets.

      Which means he’ll probably shoot me dead with a silenced gun and have my body made into something they serve at the shady burger joint in the mall food court before he finishes a cigarette.

      “Come here! Look here!” he says in that severe accent, his eyes dead. The guy could be anywhere from twenty to fifty, with a face so angular you could use it to dig a hole under the Berlin Wall (circa 1988).

      The little boy who is about to perch himself on Declan’s lap begins to cry as the photographer sighs, throws his hands up, and spews a stream of foreign-language invective that might well be the words to Goodnight Moon but sounds like a laundry list of all the ways he’s going to cook this boy’s pancreas for dinner.

      “We have our own photographer, actually,” the mother says nervously as she comforts the sweet boy, whose eyes are teary. He has bright blonde hair and a giant cowlick on his forehead hairline. The green eyes make me think of Declan.

      The photographer starts screaming in what I now realize really is Russian, making a handful of kids in line start crying, parents on smartphones texting and calling and trying to look like they’re doing something.

      And then: Santa starts shouting back at the photographer. In Russian. Declan speaks Russian?

      The Russian man spits on the ground. Santa hands the kid off to his mom and stands, grabbing the photographer’s arm and pulling him behind the wall on the other side of Santa’s chair.

      A massive wave of anxiety and fear spills through me as Amy and Mom hide behind a planter and my nipples decide to try to run away, too. I can’t catch my breath and everything happens so fast I feel the room spin.

      There is this 1980s movie that Mom and Dad loved to watch over and over when we were teens. It’s A Fish Called Wanda, and there’s this scene where John Cleese speaks Russian to Jamie Lee Curtis and it makes her so hot and horny she turns into a sex machine. I always giggled with embarrassment, and later lots of eye rolls, at the idea when we watched the film.

      But finding myself horny, wet, and suddenly turned on from zero to humpgirl by the sound of Declan speaking Russian makes me see that Jamie Lee Curtis and I are soul sisters.

      Getting that aroused while wearing a too-tight elf costume that turns into a g-string when I stand up straight is all kinds of wrong.

      Declan’s hissing in his deep, clipped voice, so angry and cold looking that I wonder if he’s really a Russian hit man and the American stuff is just an act. Maybe he’s not actually the VP of marketing for his father’s mega-billion corporation. Maybe he’s a secret double agent working for some shadow government and I’m just his cover.

      I take a careful inventory of my elf costume.

      Green satin. A skin volcano up top. Sequins unthreading. High heels with candy cane striped stiletto points. If I’m a double agent’s cover, then the Illuminati are in really big trouble.

      The photographer tosses his camera onto a chair and barrels down on Declan, snatching Declan’s Santa hat off his head and throwing it down, stomping and spitting on it. His face is inches from my boyfriend’s, red rage all over as the Russian words are flying back and forth in a volley that is making my little red nub try to break away and drown itself in a fifth of vodka.

      The Russian dude wrenches Declan’s arm, then rips his red jacket off Declan, who is now shirtless and bearded, fighting this guy.

      “Beat his ass, Santa,” one of the dads in the crowd shouts. A bunch of the fathers have let go of their kids’ hands and are craning to catch a view of the fight. I grab the first thing I can use as a weapon, just sitting there on the counter, and run after, whacking the Russian dude over and over.

      With the belly pillow from the Santa costume.

      And then the photographer reaches for something on his hip, and everything goes into slow motion. Declan grabs his arm and twists it, hard. The guy headbutts Declan, a sickening crack breaking through the pan-flute version of “The Little Drummer Boy” that fills the mall’s sound system. Every parent is still, eyes wide and mouths shaped by shock.

      Blood trickles into Santa’s beard and down his bare chest. I scream.

      Declan ignores the blood and reaches for the guy’s hip just as a swarm of overstuffed mall cops (any of which could easily play Santa) arrive on their Segways. He lifts up the guy’s jacket and exposes the hip where he was about to reach and—

      A gun.

      As the security guys cuff him and call for police backup, some of the dads have phones high in the air, taping everything. Not a single mom or dad has covered their child, pulled them behind a post or a piece of furniture, or walked away. Fortunately, the kids just stayed in line, good little do-bees who haven’t had every Santa fantasy crushed.

      Something falls out of the photographer’s pocket as he’s half dragged off. A giant pile of money. Then another.

      “Hey! We paid extra for the good pictures!” a parent calls out. “You can’t take the photographer away!” The mall cops step in and try to calm the crowd while I run to Declan.

      “You speak Russian?” I gasp as Declan walks toward me with a swagger. Either that, or he’s staggering.

      “My nose is fine, thank you,” he says, irritated. “And yes, I speak it. Have since high school.” He glares at me. Mom and Amy run up, Mom holding out a tissue. He takes it and presses it against his nose as he tips his head up, eyes locked on me. “I go through that and all you can ask me is…”

      “What the hell was that?” I snap. “You speak Russian to some angry photographer and next thing I know you turn into Jason Bourne!”

      “You figured it out,” he deadpans.

      People are golf clapping. “Go, Santa! America! America!”

      “What does America even have to do with—” Amy starts to ask, but Mom cuts her off.

      “All those children! Santa can’t be ruined for them!” Mom clucks, grabbing the Santa jacket and working to help Declan back in it. There isn’t much blood on the beard, and Mom dabs at it, frantic. “We need to get you back in that chair.”

      “Mom’s just worried we won’t get a picture with you guys,” Amy says drolly.

      “Picture?” Declan asks in a ragged voice. The mall cops come over and I walk away to answer questions. The long line makes this all tough, with a million questions that need to be addressed. Declan casts a long look my way. I can’t tell if he’s more upset about his injured nose or being left alone to converse with my mother.

      I dispense with the mall security by begging for an hour to clear the line, which seems to have tripled. Declan’s peeling himself off Mom and Amy is texting. He settles in Santa’s chair to thunderous applause and I realize: we have no photographer.

      Great.

      As if on cue, Marsha walks past carrying some shopping bags. She comes over behind the Santa chair and reaches for her clipboard.

      “I’ll take over. As long as I get to sit on Santa’s lap for an extra long time,” she says with a wink. I have no leverage here, so I just nod. Noddy the Elf.

      “Hot Santa,” Amy says as I walk past him to join her, shaking her phone at me. “Word’s getting out. Look at all those women in line.”

      I peer into the crowd. “They don’t have any kids with them.”

      “So?”

      “Shouldn’t you bring a kid to see Santa?”

      “I think they just want to sit in Santa’s lap and visit the North Pole, if you know what I mean,” Amy says, snickering.

      “She means they want to sit on Declan’s penis,” Mom translates.
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      “Thanks, Mom,” I cough, “for the explanation.”

      “Just being helpful! Oh, look—there’s Agnes!” Mom runs off toward the end of the increasingly long line. Agnes is a ninety-something regular in Mom’s yoga classes.

      Declan is warm and gracious with each child who comes through, and if I weren’t completely gobsmacked by how helping Greg out has turned my boyfriend into a Special Ops CIA dude who speaks Russian, I would pay more attention to my ovaries. They appear to be clapping, cheering, fanning themselves and putting on makeup for a special occasion with Santa, because damn if Declan isn’t amazing with the kids.

      Charming and fatherly and sweet, yet ruthlessly efficient. The perfect blend of high-powered executive and Chevy-commercial dad.

      He’s made to be a father.

      A giggly woman sans child asks if she can sit in Santa’s lap and he says, “I’m taking all the little kids first, and then we’ll work our way through the big kids,” adding a wink.

      I look through the line. There are about ten kids sprinkled in among the forty or so folks queued up. I walk out and pull the kids and grateful parents forward.

      “Hot Santa is kind of a dick,” the rejected woman mumbles, walking away.

      My mother hands her a candy cane and a yoga business card. “Merry Christmas!” The woman just glares and mutters to the other women in line. The single women in line thin out, about half leaving.

      “Once you’re done with the kids, can senior citizens be next? This bladder isn’t as young as it used to be,” shouts a familiar voice.

      “Ho ho ho,” Declan shouts, then mumbles to me, “I’ve been peed on enough. Don’t need to add Agnes to it. Do whatever she wants.”

      “What is Agnes doing here?” I ask Mom, who turns out to be remarkably helpful, handing out candy canes and directing people to the pay station. Amy wanders off to huff the Lush bath products.

      “I canceled yoga today when I learned you were coming here, and when they asked why there was a huge stampede of people who figured they might catch a glimpse of Declan. No one ever dreamed they’d get to sit in his lap!”

      “Neither did he.”

      Her eyes take in my costume. “You’re a little bigger than me, but not much. You get to keep that costume? Can I borrow it?”

      Declan waves me over and I walk away from her without a single word, because I know why she wants to borrow it, and while costumes can be cleaned, brains can’t. Once that image is imprinted in my mind—of Mom and Dad playing Santa and the Naughty Elf—I might as well get an official Red Ryder Carbine Action 200-shot range model air rifle—

      And shoot my eyes out.

      We get through the kids and Declan begs for a short break. Out comes the “Santa is Feeding the Reindeer—Back in Five Minutes!” sign. Declan walks around back and stretches. The mall cops seize on the chance and come over to explain that the Russian dude was a garden-variety scammer, telling parents that for an extra $40 he’d make sure they got their pictures to them on CD on the spot. He’d pulled the same scam at five other malls this season.

      And a fingerprint check showed he was part of a mafia ring, too.

      “Russian? You speak Russian? We’ve been dating for how long and I don’t know this?” I bark.

      He shrugs. “There’s a lot we don’t know about each other. What foreign languages do you speak?”

      “Southie and Pig Latin.”

      “See! I didn’t know that. You polyglot.”

      The security force people leave us alone and Declan takes a minute to hydrate and just breathe without a little kid on his knee. I look down the long walkway in front of us and do a double take.

      “This section really brings out the crazies,” I say.

      “Your mom’s a bit weird, but crazy might be an overstatement—”

      “Not her. I mean, she is, but—see that guy walking toward us?” I point to a tall, older man wearing glasses and a brown down coat. He walks slowly, shoulders hunched, and is carrying a cat in his arms.

      A cat wearing reindeer antlers, and as he gets closer—

      “Is that cat wearing a red nose that lights up?” Declan whispers out of the side of his mouth.

      “Holy smokes!” I peep. “What a nutcase.” The guy comes closer and avoids eye contact. The area is loud and the glow of red and green Christmas lights makes everything a bit dim, but he stands out. I’ve never seen a cat so angry before, either. So grumpy. So pissed off.

      So—oh my God.

      “DAD?”

      Chuckles tips his eyes up at me, the red light from his battery-powered nose making his irises glow evil red, like Dracula’s cat come to kill Santa Claus and steal the Spirit of Christmas.

      And, frankly, I can’t blame him.

      “What are you doing to Chuckles?”

      “More like what is your mother doing to my manhood,” Dad mumbles just as Mom comes over and makes a big to-do of the cat.

      “Look at Chuckley-Wuckley!” Mom squeals, holding him out from her, arms stretched with a limp animal planning how to smother her in her sleep, his eyes glowing with hatred and LED-inspired evil.

      “Chuckles is figuring out how to pull your liver out through your nose and snack on it while you writhe in death throes, Mom,” I say. My cat nods slowly and Dad shivers.

      “He’s so cute, though! The family Christmas picture will be so perfect.”

      Dad cuts me a look that says Don’t even say it as he pulls his jacket off in the stifling mall.

      But I say it.

      “Family Christmas picture?” I turn fifteen again. Mom has this way of making me turn into a screaming teenager with a persecution complex. “What family Christmas picture? There will be no family Christmas picture!”

      “Especially if your nip is hanging out like that,” Mom says.

      Amy comes back smelling like avocado, coconut, and way too many rose hips mixed with Ralph Lauren’s Polo. Like Jamba Juice meets Milton Academy.

      “Walked through the perfume counter at Macy’s, huh?” Dad asks her.

      “WHAT CHRISTMAS PICTURE?” I thunder as I shove my hand down the front of my bustier.

      “Is that Josh over there? In line?” Amy asks me as I wrestle my own boobs like I’m the female lead in a tentacle porn movie.

      “Josh?” My old coworker? Technogeek Josh, the one I tried to throw under a bus and get Greg to call today instead of me? A red wall of fury fills me. He should be the humiliated one here, with nipple slips and peeing kids and…

      I look over and sure enough, he’s in line in a group of three guys, all way too stylish to be straight. I march over, hand still down my front.

      “What are you doing here?” I demand.

      He looks up, face friendly. Like his friends, he’s wearing all black and grey. In a mall swimming in green and red, they’re a welcome reprieve.

      “Hi, Shannon! We’re here for Hot Santa. What are you…” He and his three buddies watch me giving myself a breast exam. “Um, do you need some privacy?”

      “Why are you guys in line? Do you have little kids with you?”

      They instantly look uncomfortable. “No,” Josh confesses. “We’re here to see Hot Santa.” He, like my sister, holds up his phone. The same damn picture of Declan in red suspenders.

      “Where did you learn about this?” I demand.

      “Jessica Coffin,” Josh and his friends intone.

      “You realize you’re about to sit on my boyfriend’s lap!”

      Josh goes from embarrassed to mildly horrified. Then kind of interested. “Really? Declan is Hot Santa?”

      “Declan McCormick?” one of his friends asks, fanning himself. “Oh, hot, hot, smoking hot Santa! I’ve got a lump of coal he can turn into a diamond by letting me shove it in—”

      “Yes!” I shout. “Mine!” I growl savagely. “MINE!” My girls are in proper place, but the g-string cuts into my ass, giving me a Brazilian. It’s like a built-in Epilady string.

      “That is hot,” Josh says in an admiring voice.

      “No. Just…no.” I can feel a complete public meltdown coming on.

      “You wear jealousy well,” one of his friends murmurs. He looks at his phone. “Hey! Coupon for Lush!” They all skitter off and I wonder what I’m missing with this whole Lush craze.

      I’m not about to find out, though. Something far more lush is in my immediate future.

      A strong, insistent hand circles my forearm. “Ho, ho, ho, little elf, Santa needs your help,” Declan says in a jocular voice. A bunch of kids, all of Josh’s friends, and ten women in line wave at Santa, who is now dragging me off to the employee break room, where he slams the dented metal door shut and deadbolts it. He rips the beard off, slips out of the Santa jacket, and—

      Hot Santa’s hot mouth is on me. Hands roam over the slutty elf costume, soon finding their way inside the bustier, and Declan is not just readjusting my headlights. He pulls one breast out and tongues the nipple, making it rock hard.

      “We can’t have sex in here!”

      “You’d prefer I ravish you on Santa’s chair, in public?” He pulls my other breast out and sucks lightly. My entire body tightens and twangs like a plucked guitar string. “Kinky.” He pulls back and gives my body a visual once-over. “I like kinky.”

      “I’m not having sex in the Christmas Village of a mall!” My words come out more like a moan than a protest, because his mouth feels so damn good on my caged breasts, the slick heat of his warm tongue forcing my blood to pound through me like the 1812 orchestra, cannons at the ready for the big finish.

      “Then this will have to do.” He pulls the tight costume down my body, the cold, painted concrete wall behind me stinging my shoulders, back, and hips. His mouth is all over me, his chest pressed against my belly, those suspenders rubbing against just the right parts as he deliciously peels me out and I’m standing there in nothing but fishnet thigh-highs.

      “Oh my God, Shannon,” he whispers, eyes eating me up. “You are so beautiful.” My red nub is beeping so loudly it sounds like Rudolph’s nose. I grab the red suspenders and slide them off each shoulder and he drops trou, then he drops trou, and oh, Santa baby—

      “I’m going to explode if I can’t get in you, Shannon,” he hisses as his naked body becomes a wall of hot, silky flesh pressed into mine.

      I reach between his legs and cradle him. “I can tell you’re Santa,” I murmur.

      “Huh?”

      “Santa’s sac.” I make a move that makes him groan and chuckle.

      “What does that—”

      “It’s so big because he only comes once a year.”

      “You’re making Santa scrotum jokes when we’re—oh, you naughty girl.” And he pulls back and spanks me, hard, the sound like a thunderclap of erotic dreams come to life. Somehow a condom appears in his hand. Perhaps it’s a little holiday magic.

      “That stings!” But I open my legs, and he’s in me in seconds. Jokes fade, our bodies releasing all the pent-up lust and frustration.

      “You are so hot,” he mutters in my ear, thighs tensing, his body primed for climax. We have mere minutes, and while I normally need more foreplay than one spank and a ball fondle (for him), my orgasm is at the ready, eager for Santa to empty his sac at my place.

      The friction and the slick of our bodies working together, all fire and need, the clench of his hands on my hips, the slow drag of my fingernails against his back are almost enough.

      “Speak Russian to me,” I beg, and he does, making my core clench instantly, his tongue on my earlobe the final touch that makes me burst into fireworks. His body tenses and I feel his heat pour into me, even through the condom, his shudder and hoarse cry caused by me. Me.

      Mine.

      As we slump against the wall, the snickering starts.

      “Oh, Santa!” I moan.

      “Oh, Slutty Elf!” he groans.

      I burst out laughing so hard I push him out of me as he finishes, giggles overcoming us as we give in to the absolute absurdity of the past hour and a half.

      “You’re amazing, you know that?” he whispers in my ear, fingers grazing my bare shoulder, tracing a line down to my nipple. His hot breath tickles my hair as he kisses me slowly, finally finding my mouth.

      “You aren’t too bad yourself, Santa,” I whisper when we break apart, warmed through.

      “Chuckles in a reindeer costume,” he laughs, reaching down to remove the condom, tie it off, and throw it in a trash can next to…another condom. Oh, gross. Who has sex in a mall employee break room—

      Oh.

      People like us.

      “What did you say to me? In Russian?” I ask as I straighten my stockings and try to squeeze myself back into the sausage casing that masquerades as my elf costume.

      He’s buttoning his Santa coat and doesn’t look up, just laughing to himself.

      “Declan?”

      He won’t look up. “Let’s just say Santa’s sac will be visiting you quite a bit more often than once a year, and I need to look up the Russian word for ‘slutty.’ I only know the word for ‘whore.’”

      “You called me a whore while we were having sex?” I twist around to catch his eye so fast the g-string nearly gives me a colonoscopy.

      “Not on purpose.” He opens the door and we walk out into the industrial hallway toward the public bathrooms.

      “Not on purpose? You mean, like, ‘Whoops! I called you a whore in Russian while buried balls deep in you,’ like you might say, ‘Whoops, I forgot to pick up milk while I was at the store’?”

      My words echo down the linoleum-floored hallway. And then I realize we’re not alone.

      “See?” Mom says to Dad. “I told you we’re not the only ones who play The KGB Agent and the Bond Girl.”
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      “I am going to pretend I never heard that,” Dad says, making a beeline for the men’s room. He hands a still-fuming Chuckles over to Mom, who strokes his fur and hums “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” while Chuckles raises one paw and—if he had claws—looks like he’s imagining how he’d stroke Mom’s vocal cords and shred them while singing “Kumbaya.”

      In that reindeer getup he looks an awful lot like Anthony Hopkins playing Hannibal.

      “We need to get back to work!” Declan announces, storming off.

      “Sounds like Santa was already in someone’s chimney, busy at work—”

      “MOM!”

      I storm off and follow Declan. We come to the end of the hall and into the main part of the mall to raucous applause. The line is twice as long now, but no one has kids with them. It’s all elderly women and gay men.

      Declan goes behind the Santa chair and I realize I need caffeinated reinforcement. I stumble over to the espresso cart near the service desk and dig into my breasts again. I can store anything in there, including a sweat-soaked twenty.

      At least, I hope that’s sweat…

      Two double Mexican mochas later, I come back to find Declan already in the chair, Amy and Mom there to help, and a series of old ladies from Mom’s yoga class tittering. I drink as much of my spicy-hot nirvana as I can before setting it down and getting back to work.

      “You don’t smell like Santa,” one of them giggles, making fun of a line from the movie Elf. “You smell like beef and cheese!”

      “Actually, he smells like sex,” Mom says cheerfully. I kick her.

      “Elves can’t kick people!” Amy informs me. I kick her, too.

      “Shannon the Violent Elf,” Amy mutters as she hands a candy cane to yet another old lady who just got more male muscle contact from my boyfriend than she’d had since he was born.

      And then:

      “Hi, Auntie Thannon!”

      I look at Mom and Amy. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      Mom kicks me. “What’s good for the goose is good for the gander. Now smile!”

      “Smiling is my favorite,” I say as I frown. Chuckles nods.

      “Auntie Thannon!” Jeffrey and Tyler sprint through the crowd and both of them leap into my arms at the same time, knocking me backwards onto my ass. Something in my costume rips.

      “Day-um!” Amy says just as Dad appears, his face shocked as he quickly looks away.

      “Um, honey? Cross your legs. No one needs to see your clam,” Mom whispers in my ear.

      “You have a clam?” Jeffrey asks. “I have a hermit crab. What’s your pet’s name?”

      “What a nice surprise!” I shout in an overly friendly voice. Carol comes up behind them, eyes turned to triangles, narrowed with laughter at my appearance. “I thought the kids were too sick for you to work here.”

      She ignores that comment. “Shannon the Christmas Can-Can Dancer. How nice.”

      “At least there’s no nip slip,” I mutter.

      “Lip slip,” Mom says, pointing to my crotch. A three-inch tear in the costume has, um, made private parts of me not so private.

      I look around frantically for anything I can wear, then spot it. Perfect.

      I wrap Declan’s green cashmere sweater around my waist.

      “That’s cashmere!” Mom gasps. “It will pill!”

      “My labia are on display in a place where people are snapping pictures at a rate faster than the paparazzi following Lindsay Lohan.”

      “But it’s cashmere!” She’s scandalized. I don’t care.

      “We’re here to see Santa and take the family Christmas picture,” Carol explains.

      “There is no family Christmas picture!” I scream. My cries echo through the high-ceilinged mall at the exact moment the Muzak system cuts short and the service desk announces:

      “We will now start the canine Santa time. I repeat, bring your favorite furry kids on down to Christmas Village and get some bow-wow-wow holiday cheer.” The clerk says this with the enthusiasm of a Brazilian announcing Germany’s win in the World Cup.

      “Let’s give Tyler and Jeffrey a turn first,” Mom pleads as a slow trickle of dogs on leashes, attached to green-and-red-covered owners, makes its way to the Christmas Village.

      Carol grabs five-year-old Tyler, marches over to Declan, and unceremoniously plunks him down. Tyler hates strangers. Despises face hair. Can’t stand loud noises. And yet he looks calmly at Declan with absolutely no facial expression whatsoever, eyes blinking.

      “What do you want Santa to bring you, buddy?” Declan asks in a soft voice, familiar with my nephew’s language disorder. For a kid who can’t say much, little Tyler looks Declan firmly in the eye and says:

      “You need to pee.”

      Tyler confuses “I” and “you” and is potty trained, but…

      Declan jumps up and Carol swoops in, hurrying my little nephew off to the bathroom as his older brother, eight-year-old Jeffrey, climbs shyly onto Declan’s—er, Santa’s—lap.

      “I don’t need to pee,” Jeffrey assures us. His lisp that was deeply pronounced just eight months ago has faded, a hint of it left. His features have broadened and he’s in third grade now, on the cusp of being a bigger boy. This might even be his final year in Santa’s lap.

      Mom snaps picture after picture, ignoring her duties and reveling in being Grandma. Dad beams and records the whole little moment as Jeffrey chatters on and on and on, giving Santa a list of requests longer than anything you’d find on the wish list of one of the wives in those fancy reality television shows about over-consuming rich people.

      Carol rushes back with a (hopefully) emptied Tyler as we all hear Jeffrey loudly request the latest video game system, and then he goes quiet.

      “But I have one final thing, and Santa?” he whispers.

      “Yes?”

      “First of all, I know you’re really Declan, because Santa needs lots of helpers, and you’re one of them.”

      Declan, er…Santa just smiles.

      “But, um, I’ll ask anyway.” He goes still, his face falling. I swallow, my mouth dry, and all the ambient sounds of the mall fade to a series of whispers, like time slows down.

      “I don’t need any of those video games or systems or points. I don’t even need the robot. What I really want is my dad.”

      Tears prick at my eyes, and Carol’s hand floats to her mouth, trembling.

      “Can you tell the real Santa I just want my dad for Christmas? Or, maybe”—Jeffrey’s eyebrows connect in concentration—“maybe if he’s too busy, like Mom says, maybe just a dad?”

      Declan’s eyes register so many emotions—surprise, anger, compassion, confusion, befuddlement—but he manages to stay composed as Mom, Amy, Dad, and I try to secretly wipe tears away. Dad’s spare hand is in a fist, the other one still taping the scene. He’s angry not at Jeffrey (of course), but at Todd, my older sister’s ex-husband who took off and who hasn’t seen his sons in far too long.

      Casting his eyes about, Declan catches mine and I shrug in solidarity. I don’t know what to say, either. Whatever Declan says is fine, because no one can do the right thing here.

      Other than Jeffrey and Tyler’s father, and he isn’t exactly in the running to provide a Christmas miracle.

      “Tell you what, buddy,” Declan says quietly. Carol is furiously wiping tears away and turns her back on the scene. Mom’s standing there, sniffling. Amy is looking at me, our exchange one that doesn’t need words.

      “What?” Jeffrey says, eyes down. A rumble of dog sounds builds around us as big dogs and little dogs, hairy dogs and shaved dogs, all line up for their chance at Santa.

      “I’ll tell Santa what you want, just like you asked me to.”

      “You will?” Jeffrey’s eyes light up, his face completely changing to one of pure joy. “Do you think he’ll help bring my dad home?”

      Declan widens his eyes, the fake white eyebrows covering for a multitude of emotions no eight-year-old could understand. Hell, the adult man in the costume is clearly struggling to comprehend.

      “Um, well, Jeffrey, I don’t know. Santa isn’t all-powerful, but I know—I know—he’ll try.”

      Jeffrey nods somberly. “Okay.”

      “But I know something else.”

      “What?”

      “Even if your dad doesn’t come for Christmas, I can’t be a dad for you, but I can be an uncle.”
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      Mom gasps and shoots her eyes my way. I drop the candy cane in my hand. Everyone stops breathing. Declan’s eyes are only on Jeffrey, whose head is bent so close their foreheads are touching.

      “Uncleth are great! I’ve never had one before! My dad only has sisterth. Mom only has sisterth. I have a ton of aunth so I don’t need any more, but an uncle is wicked cool!” His lisp comes out when he’s excited.

      Declan envelops Jeffrey in an enormous bear hug. His eyes are glistening with undropped tears as he says to the boy, “Be good for your mother, and nice to your brother.”

      Jeffrey whispers something in Declan’s ear. It makes them both smile, and Declan says, “You bet.”

      And then my little nephew scampers off, leaving the rest of us with shattered hearts. Declan looks at me and winks, then addresses the crowd.

      “Ho, ho, ho, Merry Christmas,” Declan bellows as he sees the crowd of dog owners lined up. If we weren’t so crushed for time I’d try to talk to him—

      Uncle?

      —but we can’t. The new Santa is coming in fifteen minutes, but we have to do this last bit.

      Mommy Masochist comes running over with a yappy Bichon Frisé in her hands, perfectly white (of course), uncreased, and wearing green and red bows.

      Dad drops Chuckles to the floor and I realize the poor cat is on a leash. No wonder he’s plotting more violent deaths for us.

      “I reserved my time for my family picture with our dog, Mr. Puffinschmitz Snowfighter III at exactly 4:55 p.m., which is in exactly one minute, and I expect—”

      “Is she wearing ankle laces?” Dad asks under his breath, just as—

      “AAAAIIYYYYYYYY,” Mommy Masochist screams as Chuckles pees all over one ankle. She kicks Chuckles across the room, where he lands right in Santa’s lap. Declan shouts and Chuckles hisses, back arched to the full in a complete and utter feline imitation of Mommy Masochist, who is screaming in a pitch made only by dog whistles.

      Two giant German Shepherds break free from their owners and descend on Chuckles and Declan, one of the dogs encasing the cat’s head entirely with its mouth, though Chuckles maneuvers just so, leaving the dog with a mouth full of antlers, clinging to Declan’s lap.

      “Off! Down! Ho ho ho!” Declan shouts. Chuckles sprints to a giant water fountain and springs into the air, landing with a furtive grace on the very edge of the top marble tier of a five-layer water cascade. He pauses to lick a paw as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

      “Chuckles!” Mom screams, racing to the fountain. “Get down!”

      SPLASH! A Great Pyr jumps into the fountain, followed by a rush of dogs that resembles something out of 101 Dalmatians. A gaggle of Segway-powered mall cops appears, blowing whistles and accomplishing absolutely nothing as Amy, Dad, Carol, Jeffrey, Tyler, me, and Declan all run to the fountain to try to do, well, something.

      Tyler crawls into the fountain and shouts “Wa-duh! Wa-duh! Da dog is in da wa-duh!”, splashing with glee.

      Carol stares in surprise. “That’s a new sentence!”

      Mom, Dad and Amy grin as Jeffrey jumps in, too, and begins scooping his hands into the water and stuffing handfuls of something in his pockets. He’s soaked, and tiny dogs swim past him in the eighteen-inch-deep water, their heads tipped up, eyes on the prize of Chuckles, who now rules over his domain.

      The King of the Mall.

      “Money!” Jeffrey shouts. “Fwee money! Look, Mommy. It’s fwee!”

      I hear laughter behind us as a crowd of mall shoppers just takes in the scene, a few taping it. Josh is laughing in the crowd, across the large fountain from us, and he pulls his phone out. He snaps a ton of pictures as Mom cries out for Chuckles and the rest us just laugh, the kids throwing handfuls of “fwee money” from the wishing well into the air.

      A white-haired old man lingers by Santa’s seat, and I realize it’s Declan’s replacement. He’s standing next to a shapely young woman.

      “Hi!” I ask. “Are you the new Santa and elf?”

      She eyes me up and down. “I, uh, brought my own suit.”

      “What’s ‘O O’ for?” the old man asks, looking at my boobs. I look down.

      “Great. More sequins fell off,” I mutter. My breasts tell people what to say when they’re coming. Excellent. Directing the replacements to the changing area, I sigh a big, long blast of relief. We’re done.

      We made it through the miracle of Christmas.

      Two strong arms wrap around me, bending me backwards in a dip so low my loose hair brushes the carpet. Soft, hot lips cover mine and a fake beard presses into my face, a welcome tongue exploring and teasing as Declan’s hands hold me in place, his heart cradling me, too.

      He pulls back and I look up, dizzy with desire and joy. “I love you,” I say.

      “I love you, too,” he says back, then leers. “And you’re bringing that costume home.”

      “My family Christmas picture! It’s ruined!” Mom cries.

      Josh comes over and says something to her, the two hovering over his phone. He taps a bunch of times, then does one final tap.

      “I got one. And I think it’s the best family Christmas picture ever.”

      And it is.

      But I don’t appreciate it when Josh sends it in to the website Awkward Family Photos, because, um, I have another wardrobe malfunction.

      And their caption when they post it?

      Jolly Old Saint Nip.
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      Thank you so much for reading Shannon and Declan’s story. What started out as a short novella turned into a 600+ page saga of life, humor, and crazy love.

      

      Readers have asked me to continue the story of Shannon and Declan, and so I have. You can read about Declan’s proposal in the next book in the Shopping series...

      

      Shopping for a Billionaire’s Fiancée

      

      All of our best dates end up in the emergency room....

      I planned the perfect proposal. Plenty of lobster, caviar, champagne and—her favorite—tiramisu. The perfect setting. The perfect woman. The perfect everything.

      Dad gave me my late mother's engagement ring, platinum and diamonds galore. Shannon wouldn't care if I slid a giant hard-candy ring on her finger instead of a three-carat diamond designed to impress.

      But my future mother-in-law, Marie, will pass out when she sets eyes on that rock, which will give us two minutes of blessed silence. That woman talks more than Kim Kardashian flashes her naked backside on the internet.

      I was going to make it perfect, from the color of the tablecloth to the freshness of the roses. And it was perfect.

      Until Shannon swallowed the ring.
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      Thank you for reading CHRISTMAS SHOPPING FOR A BILLIONAIRE!

      Continue reading the FIVE part romantic comedy collection in SHOPPING FOR A BILLIONAIRE BOXED SET.

      

      Ever meet a hot billionaire while your hand's in a toilet in the men’s room of one of his stores?

      No? So it really is just me. Hm.

      When you’re a mystery shopper, you get paid to humiliate yourself, all in the name of improving customer service. Romance isn’t in my job description.

      But the day I met Declan McCormick it was love at first flush.

      Until I nearly castrated him with my EpiPen.

      How Hot Guy and Toilet Girl became an item involves my crazy mom, a trip to the ER, my homicidal cat, my fake wife, and true love.

      Don’t look at me like that. I’m just doing my job.

      I’m shopping for a billionaire.

      ONE CLICK THE SHOPPING FOR A BILLIONAIRE BOXED SET >
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      After being hit with heartbreaking tragedy, Carrie has thrown herself into a hot, secret relationship with Matt. With Christmas approaching, she realizes she might want even more from her sexy, damaged artist, but the boundaries around their relationship make anything deeper than sex impossible.

      

      Matt was the rising star of the art world, but he hasn’t painted since a tragic accident two years ago. His passion for Carrie finally inspires him, but first he must convince her that the heat between them is far more than just sex.
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      It was too hot in the room, the air conditioner waging a futile battle against the September humidity. Carrie pushed her sleeves up past her elbows, wishing she’d worn a cooler top.

      She hated evenings when new people were integrated into her therapy group. It was an open group though, so members came and went.

      Tonight there were two new ones. One was a middle-aged woman named Donna, and the other was Matt, a tall guy with broad shoulders and threadbare jeans who kept his hood drawn up over his head. He had a notebook in his lap and appeared to be doodling.

      It was way too hot to wear a sweatshirt tonight. He must be trying to hide.

      Carrie could sympathize. She’d been trying to hide for the past nine months.

      “Carrie, would you mind starting tonight?” Rachel Davis, the therapist who led the group, smiled hopefully at her.

      Carrie nodded and cleared her throat. She didn’t really want to start, but she’d been part of this group since January, longer than most of the others, and all her life she’d been conscientious, never wanting to let other people down. “I’m already worried about Christmas,” she began, her voice echoing oddly in the quiet room. “I know it’s still three months away, but I can’t help but feel it lurking in the shadows, waiting to…”

      “Waiting to what?” Rachel prompted when Carrie didn’t continue.

      “Waiting to hurt me.”

      Eight of the people sitting in the chairs around the circle were familiar. Carrie knew them fairly well now after months of group sessions. They nodded sympathetically or murmured sounds of understanding. Their reactions should have made her feel better, feel comforted in being heard, but she just felt lonely and exposed.

      “Donna and Matt don’t know your story,” Rachel said. “Are you comfortable giving them some background?”

      Carrie had told the story enough that it didn’t even hurt anymore. Matt was still doodling, so she didn’t look at him. She looked at Donna instead since the other woman seemed to be trying to connect. “Last year at this time, my life looked like hundreds of other girls’. I was in college—an art history major. I made good grades. Didn’t get in trouble much. I’d dated the same guy all through high school and into college. Henry. He was the only guy I ever really went out with. From the outside, he didn’t look like anything special—kind of nerdy and a little shy. But he was always so sweet, and he really loved me. So last year, I got chosen for this exclusive study-abroad program in Paris. It was like a dream come true. I was so excited.”

      She paused and glanced down at her hands, which were twisting her in lap. It was an unconscious habit, so she made herself hold them still.

      Then she kept holding them still as she went on. “So I was in Paris last December. Henry was coming to Paris for a week to visit just before Christmas, and then we were going to fly back together to spend Christmas with our families. We’re from the same hometown.” She swallowed hard although she wasn’t close to tears. She’d lived too long with this to cry so easily anymore. “It was Flight 450 from New York to Paris. You might have heard of it. It crashed twenty-two minutes into the flight. Everyone died. Henry died.”

      The words said, she was able to look back at the faces of the people around her. Some held deep sympathy. Some looked controlled, stony-faced, the way she felt a lot of the time. All of them were listening.

      Even Matt had looked up from his doodling and was focused on her face, his features still shadowed by his hood.

      They were all here for the same reason. They’d all lost husbands, wives, boyfriends, girlfriends, lovers. They were all survivors—like her.

      “I didn’t do what I was supposed to do,” she continued. “It felt like an entire chapter of my life had ended when he died, and I couldn’t start it up again. I dropped out of college. I pulled away from all my friends. My sister, Jenn, and my parents always tell me I need to start normal life again. They nag me all the time. They say that the way to heal from grief is to keep living. But I can’t. I just can’t live the life I had before.”

      For some reason the thought of her family and how much they worried made a tear slip out of her eye. It surprised her, and she swiped it away impatiently. She looked down at her hands again. Her fingernails were neat, short, and unpolished. She hadn’t had a manicure in nine months.

      “I got a job in a coffee shop, so I just work and go home. Every day. I know it isn’t the way I’m supposed to get better, but I just can’t do anything else. Everything I used to do, everything I used to be, seems tainted now. I can’t force myself to go through the motions, just because I know I should. I’ve always been a good girl. I did everything I was supposed to. All my life. Sometimes I feel like a failure because I can’t seem to get through this in the right way. But I can’t. I still can’t even imagine dating anyone else. I can’t stand the thought of it. And now I’m so scared about Christmas.”

      Donna, the new woman, had tears streaming down her face—tears of empathy, evidently. But some women were like that. They cried at the drop of a hat.

      Carrie had never been one of them.

      She looked away from Donna and over at Matt. The hood on his sweatshirt had slid back slightly, and she saw his face clearly for the first time.

      She recognized him immediately—the closely cropped brown hair, the vivid blue eyes, the skin that appeared almost too tight over the strongly chiseled features.

      Matthew Lynch. Rising star of the art world.

      Carrie had been an art history major, and her favorites were Renaissance artists. But she’d kept up with contemporary art, and every female art major knew about Matthew Lynch. He’d made a name for himself as an artist at nineteen, six years ago. Gorgeous and charismatic and wild and brilliant—he’d been the poster boy for contemporary art until he disappeared from the scene completely two years ago.

      There was gossip about his disappearance. Stories of a heart-wrenching tragedy that had turned him into a recluse. Never any details though.

      Carrie realized she’d held his gaze for too long, so she dropped her eyes again. “So that’s it. That’s me. Still not able to really connect to people and terrified of Christmas.”

      Her voice was edged with irony since she’d always been self-aware and knew she should be further along in healing by now—nine months after Henry’s death. She’d done her duty for the evening however. She could be quiet now and just listen for the rest of the session.

      She wouldn’t still be attending this group if her parents hadn’t nagged her incessantly about it. She hated that they were so concerned about her. If her going to this group helped them worry less, then she would do it.

      “Does anyone want to respond to what Carrie has said?” Rachel asked.

      “For me, summer is the hardest since it’s so hard to be around pools.” That was Micaela, who’d been in the group since March. She glanced over to Donna and Matt. “My husband had a heart attack in our pool.”

      The discussion continued with most of the members sharing and Rachel leading it as deftly as always—steering them toward honesty and clear thinking.

      The session was almost over before Matt said anything. Carrie wasn’t sure he would have spoken at all had Rachel not prompted him in the last few minutes by asking if he wanted to share anything.

      To her surprise, he shifted in his seat and said, “Yeah. Sure.” He pushed his hood back to expose his entire head, and Carrie had to hide her shocked reaction.

      A few years back, Matthew Lynch had been listed in a popular magazine as one of the most beautiful people in the world, and his features were still incredibly attractive, his presence still deeply compelling.

      But a long, ragged scar slashed the side of his head now, and another ran from his jaw down the side of his neck.

      “I know what you mean about not dealing with the aftermath the way we’re supposed to.” He was talking to her, his deep eyes resting on her face. “I paint. That’s who I am. That’s what I do.”

      Carrie felt too exposed by his intense gaze, so she glanced around at the others. She could tell from their expressions that no one but her had recognized him. The magazine article notwithstanding, he wouldn’t be a household name or face to anyone who didn’t follow contemporary art.

      “It’s what I did,” Matt went on. “I haven’t lifted a brush in two years. Everyone tells me I’m wrong—that it’s exactly the wrong way to react. But after some things, there’s no going back.”

      “Do you want to share with us what happened?” Rachel asked gently.

      His eyes still hadn’t left Carrie’s face, and she had no way of understanding the expression in them. “My girlfriend and I were at a party. We were both high. That was normal for me back then. She was driving when we left. We crashed into a construction barricade. I was injured. She died.” He spoke without any emotion at all, but it was obvious that he’d been broken by that crash—his heart as much as his body.

      “I’m like you. I don’t want to be close to anyone—a real relationship would be impossible for me right now—and I don’t want to do what I used to do. My manager and my publicist and my parents and everyone tell me I won’t be happy or fulfilled until I start to paint again. But being happy isn’t even on the radar.”

      Carrie nodded, understanding exactly what he meant. “It’s still about trying to get through the day without hurting.”

      “Yeah. You fill your mind with distractions. A cup of coffee, a great song, an interesting conversation—and you never let it go deeper than that.”
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      Matt didn’t come back to her group the following Thursday. It happened. Group therapy wasn’t the right fit for everyone, and some people just didn’t like this particular group.

      Carrie was vaguely disappointed though. She’d wanted to know more about him, which was an unusual feeling for her anymore.

      She had the last shift at the coffee shop afterward, and she sighed in frustration when someone walked in a few minutes before closing. She hated when people arrived at the last minute, just when she was getting ready to leave.

      When she saw it was a guy in a hooded sweatshirt, she immediately thought of Matt.

      She did a double take when she realized it was actually him.

      “Hi,” she said, blinking as he walked up to the counter.

      “Hi. I’ll have a large cup of whatever is freshest.”

      She poured him a cup of Columbian and took the cash he handed her. She wasn’t going to say anything or ask any questions. What he did was his own business, and she didn’t have the emotional energy to worry about him.

      Despite those clear resolutions, as she handed him change, she heard herself asking, “So the group wasn’t for you?”

      He wasn’t smiling, but he was gazing at her with that same intensity, as if he could read something in her expression she wasn’t aware of. “I don’t think so.”

      “It’s really not bad. It just takes some getting used to. I like it a lot better than private sessions.”

      “Yeah. I can see why that might be.”

      “Even if you don’t go to our group, you should do something. I’m hardly the model of emotional health, but I don’t want to think about what would have happened to me without any help at all.”

      “I’ve done therapy and treatment and different support groups for two years. You name it, I’ve done it.”

      “Okay. That’s good.” She glanced at the clock. “I’ve got to close up here. Sorry to kick you out.”

      “No problem.”

      She wondered about his showing up in her coffee shop the week after she’d met him in group therapy, but it was just down the block from the counseling center, so the coincidence wasn’t completely impossible. He didn’t make any move to leave. Just stood sipping his coffee and watching her.

      It made her nervous. Not that he was creepy but that he seemed to really see her, really know her. It didn’t make any sense.

      As she was wiping the counter, she said, “I like your paintings.”

      “I wondered if you were familiar with my stuff. Most people aren’t.”

      She gave a little shrug, feeling a tug of interest in her gut. “So you really haven’t painted anything in two years?”

      “No.” He didn’t look annoyed or offended or upset or anything much. He just gazed at her with that intense look she couldn’t really understand.

      “Do you think you ever will?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe if you just started painting something for fun, without any thought about displaying it publicly, you could get going again.”

      “I’ve tried. Painting isn’t fun anymore.”

      She frowned as she looked up at him, thinking hard. He was incredibly attractive, even scarred and puzzling as he was, but there was something unbearable about the idea of Matthew Lynch never painting again. It felt like an offense against nature.

      “You’re not going to figure me out.”

      “I wasn’t trying to figure you out. I was just thinking.”

      “You were trying to come up with a plan that would get me to paint again, and I’m telling you I might be a lost cause.”

      She let out a breath. “Yeah. I know all about that.” She wasn’t sure what to say, so she focused on her final tasks before closing. When she’d finished, he walked outside with her.

      She glanced over at him as he fell in step with her. “What are you doing?”

      “Walking you home. I don’t like you leaving by yourself so late.”

      “I go everywhere by myself all the time.” She wasn’t sure if she found his insistence on being a chaperone obnoxious or gratifying.

      “It’s late. I’ll walk with you.”

      “What if I don’t want you to walk with me?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Do you mind if I walk in the same general direction as you for the next few minutes?”

      She couldn’t help but smother a laugh at his dry tone. “I guess I can bear it. Did you just happen to stop in here?”

      “No. I knew you worked here.” At her expression, he clarified, “I haven’t stalked you or anything. I just saw you come here after the session last week and made note of it.”

      “Why did you make note of it?”

      “You’re gorgeous. Why wouldn’t I notice?”

      To her annoyance, she blushed. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d blushed that way. Looking at the sidewalk beneath her feet, she said, “I’m hardly gorgeous.” She thought she was pretty enough—tall and slim with dark hair and eyes—but never in her life had she been the girl the cool guys fell for.

      Henry hadn’t been extraordinary in any way—except his heart.

      “Maybe I disagree.”

      She felt confused, shy, and vaguely pleased. She had no idea what to say. “Okay. So what’s your point?”

      “My point was just to explain why I noticed where you worked and why I showed up there tonight.”

      “Why did you show up?” They’d reached the door to her building, so she stopped outside.

      He gave a half shrug. “Other than the fact that you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever met, I have no idea.”

      He seemed to mean what he said, and it made her flush hotly. “I thought you said a real relationship would be impossible for you.”

      “It is,” he admitted.

      “It is for me too. Right now anyway.”

      They looked at each other for a minute, and Carrie felt another tug of interest, this one lower than her belly.

      He was unbelievably attractive—masculine and lean and strong and intense and scarred and deep. So deep she might drown in him.

      Her body tightened at the idea of sinking into his depths in the most visceral way.

      “I’m not inviting you upstairs,” she said, although she was sorely tempted.

      “Okay.” His gaze had heated up, and she knew he was thinking about sex.

      It made her think about sex too.

      The only man she’d ever had sex with was Henry, and their lovemaking had always been sweet, tender, and safe.

      Matt wasn’t sweet, tender, or safe—in any way.

      Even considering the possibility was rash. And thoughtless. And stupid. And potentially dangerous.

      She’d only met this man twice. She never would have done such a crazy thing last year.

      But she wasn’t that girl anymore.

      She heard herself saying, “There’s a motel down the block.”

      His eyes got even hotter. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. Why not? I think we understand each other. And I want to do something… to be someone different.”

      He leaned down toward her until his lips were just a glance away from hers. Her breath quickened, and her stomach did a couple of flip-flops. “We definitely understand each other,” he murmured, just before he kissed her. “It will be like a really good cup of coffee.”

      She was dazed by the intensity of her attraction, so it took a minute before she caught the reference. Then she remembered what he’d said last week at the session.

      You filled your days with pleasurable distractions—when you couldn’t do anything deeper. Like an interesting conversation or a song you loved. Like a cup of coffee.

      Or great sex.

      Matt kissed like he did everything else—intense, completely focused—and it felt a lot like a cup of coffee. Strong. Dark. Bracing.

      And scorching hot.
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        Three months later

      

      

      It was so hot Carrie felt like she might suffocate as she slowly awoke.

      She sucked in a deep breath of stifling air and shifted on the lumpy bed. She was vaguely conscious of the fact that she was naked, lying face down on a well-worn sheet. The top sheet was draped loosely over her legs, and her hair stuck damply to the back of her neck.

      Something hot and heavy pressed down across her back.

      Carrie shifted under its weight, but it didn’t move. Sweating and flushed, she groggily determined that the weight across her back was making her even hotter. She moaned uncomfortably and shifted again.

      “What’s the matter?” The male voice was low and slurred slightly from sleep.

      “Hot.”

      “Me too.”

      She squirmed again, trying to dislodge the thing draped across her bare back. Her damp skin clung to it resiliently.

      “Are you having convulsions over there?” Matt’s voice was dry now and fully alert. He’d obviously woken up.

      “Move your arm. It’s too hot for touching.”

      To her relief, he adjusted the arm he’d unconsciously slung across her as they slept. Before she could roll to a cooler spot on the bed, however, he’d moved over and above her. She felt his lips on the bare skin at the back of her shoulder.

      “It’s too hot,” she whimpered as he skimmed his lips delicately along her shoulder blade. Then she sucked in a sharp breath when she felt his teeth graze the ridges of her spine. But it was sweltering in the stuffy room, distracting her from what otherwise would have been enjoyable. “God!” she burst out. “Why is it so hot?”

      “Because this fine establishment you chose still has the heat running, even though it’s over seventy outside.”

      Carrie groaned, both from discomfort and from a ripple of pleasure at the way he was trailing kisses down her back. “It’s ridiculous,” she grumbled, arching up to raise her head and try to catch her breath. “We can’t even open a window in this dump. It’s like hell.”

      “That’s what happens when you pay only thirty-seven dollars for a room.”

      His mouth had reached the small of her back now. Every spot he kissed was deliciously cool for a moment—until the moisture from his mouth dried. Then her skin blazed with heat once again.

      “I would have chosen a different hotel,” he added. “One with adequate temperature controls.”

      “Don’t be snotty. You’re the eccentric artist who doesn’t show his face in public anymore.”

      “I can manage to find a decent hotel room without announcing my presence to the whole city.”

      Carrie sniffed, having no response to his comment. She hadn’t gotten this room to preserve his privacy, after all.

      “You know what’s hot?” he asked, the timbre of his voice altering as he slid his lips even farther down her back.

      She grunted her inquiry, torn between oppressive heat and building desire, spurred on by the husky note in his voice.

      “This curve here,” Matt murmured, grazing his fingertips along the dip just where her back met her ass. “It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.” He followed his light caress with a line of kisses.

      Carrie shivered in response. “You’ve clearly been isolated too long if that sort of thing turns you on.”

      He chuckled deliciously as he squeezed the soft flesh of her bottom, pushing the sheet off her all the way.

      “Don’t be getting any ideas,” she added. “It’s too hot for any more sex.” Despite her words, she was squirming now with something other than discomfort.

      “Such a condition doesn’t exist.” He massaged her shoulders and back with a sensuous touch that made her moan.

      Her cheeks blazing, she mumbled, “I think I’m going to melt.”

      “No objections here.”

      Matt raised her hips with strong, experienced hands and then explored between her legs. She was wet and ready for him, and she gasped with pleasure as two fingers penetrated her.

      He stroked her with his fingers for a minute until Carrie was shaking with desire and frustration. “Damn it, Matt,” she rasped. “It’s not enough. I want you.”

      “No objections here.” His voice was thicker now than it had been when he’d said those same words just a moment before. Even though she hadn’t turned her head to look at him, she knew he was aroused. Just as aroused as she was.

      He straddled her thighs and teased her entrance with the tip of his erection. Carrie’s cheek was pressed down against the mattress, and her eyes squeezed shut as the sensations flooded her body with new waves of heat.

      “Damn it, Matt,” she gritted out. Then she said his name again on a taken breath as he finally entered her.

      He pushed into her slowly, and her body both clung and resisted the intrusion. When he’d buried himself inside her, he held himself perfectly still, his body braced on straightened arms and his hands splayed against the mattress on either side of her.

      Carrie could hear his quickened breathing, feel his hot presence, a simmering energy barely reined in. As always, it spoke to her, compelled her, ignited an answering fire inside her.

      She lay still, indulging the erotic tension of the moment, the two of them joined in the most intimate of ways, poised on the edge between desire and action.

      Then she released her breath in a low moan as he started to move—not in long thrusts but in a rhythmic rocking, pushing his hips forward against her bottom.

      She was limited by her position on her stomach, but she matched his motion as best she could, fisting her hands in the sheet and trying to breathe through her rising heat and pleasure.

      The room was quiet except for their loud, choppy breathing and the shameless squeaking of the bed.

      When an orgasm coiled tight at her center, Carrie whimpered, her body shuddering uncontrollably. “Faster, Matt. Harder. I need it harder.”

      “Yeah.” His voice was breathless, and he adjusted his position behind her. “Yeah.”

      He intensified his motion, and the resulting sensations pushed Carrie over the edge. Her body tightened around him as she rode out the orgasm, and she heard a rough exclamation from Matt in response.

      Before she’d fully come down, he pulled out, still hard, and turned her over onto her back. For the first time since she’d awakened, she looked up at him.

      His skin was flushed, and he was perspiring just as much as she was. He kept his hair cropped close but didn’t shave every day, so he had about the same amount of hair on his head as on his jaw. His expression was deliciously tense, and his blue eyes were hot and hungry as they raked over her red face, messy hair, and naked body.

      To hide the strange flash of possessiveness awakened by the sight of him, Carrie scowled. “Hey! I barely had time to enjoy coming.”

      He arched one eyebrow. “You only have yourself to blame. If you weren’t quite so hot and tight, I wouldn’t risk losing it every time you come.” His voice was dry, but his words left her blazing with pleasure just the same.

      “Nothing’s wrong with losing it. And I don’t like when you yank yourself out. I like having you inside me when I come.”

      An almost predatory smile appeared on his face. “Then we’ll have to try it again.”

      Matt pulled her thighs apart and then positioned himself at her entrance again, this time settling securely between her legs. She arched her spine as he pushed into her once more. Her channel was tighter now from her climax, and the sensations were intense.

      She wrapped her legs around his middle, trying to get them higher so he’d sink into her more deeply. In response, he bucked his hips against hers a few times, his face twisting.

      “Good?” she asked, trying for a teasing smile.

      “You have no idea.”

      His thick, erotic words silenced them as they both focused on their motion—tense, increasingly urgent, almost primitive.

      Carrie clawed lines down his back and pumped her hips as another orgasm developed inside her. She gasped as sweat collected at the edges of her hair and between her breasts.

      Her gasps changed to urgent whimpers as their rhythm intensified even more. The cheap mattress was squeaking loudly.

      It was so hard to believe. Carrie Morgan—always a good girl—screwing Matthew Lynch in a cheap motel like an animal.

      The knowledge that this person was her, her, finally pushed her into another climax.

      “Oh fuck,” Matt bit out, his lips going white with tension as he froze above her. Then his hips jerked clumsily as he came.

      He collapsed on her afterward, his weight pressing her into the mattress until she finally squirmed beneath him. “Too hot.”

      He rolled off her with only a mild grumble. They lay side by side then, staring at each other and occasionally wiping some of the sweat off their skin.

      “God, that was good,” Carrie said when she had breath enough to form a sentence.

      “Definitely.” His voice sounded cool and composed, but she checked his face. He looked just as worn out as she was from their exertions. His skin appeared tightly stretched over his well-chiseled features, and his face was soaking wet.

      “Why is it so hot in December?” she wailed, forcing herself past a faintly tender pull at the sight of his sated eyes and relaxed body.

      “Heat wave. Some sort of tropical front. It’s moving up the east coast, from—”

      “Oh, shut up.”

      Matt’s lips quirked at her grumpy tone, but he didn’t continue his discourse on the unseasonable December weather.

      She shouldn’t enjoy his company so much. She shouldn’t like him. She certainly shouldn’t trust him with her body—or anything else.

      There was no future with him. He’d told her the first night they met that a real relationship was impossible for him, and nothing about that had changed.

      Being with him wasn’t anything like being with Henry. It didn’t feel safe and familiar, even after three months. She had no delusions about a future with Matt. She never would have had sex with him at all if there had been any possibility of a future.

      “Next time I’ll pick the hotel,” he said, his eyes resting on her with a gaze that was almost soft.

      “No, I told you before. When you’re involved in a sleazy affair, then you pick a motel that’s appropriate for the occasion.”

      He cocked an eyebrow, obviously amused. “Is that what we’re doing? Having a sleazy affair?”

      “Of course.”

      “Neither one of us is married. I’m not sure ‘affair’ is the correct term.”

      “Of course it is. You don’t have to be married to have an affair. It just needs to be secret.” No one knew that Carrie was regularly screwing Matthew Lynch, and she intended to keep it that way.

      “I see.” He looked eminently unconvinced. And still amused. And definitely superior.

      “Don’t be an ass.” When he opened his mouth to respond, she spoke over him. “You know exactly what ass-like behavior I’m referring to.”

      Since that first night, they’d gotten together at least once a week for sex, although recently they’d been getting together more often.

      Matt was her hot secret. Her shameless indulgence. Everyone thought she was quiet and withdrawn—keeping to herself, working in her coffee shop, never taking risks. No one would dream she’d have a casual affair with a gorgeous, notorious, wounded artist.

      She knew she’d have to let him go eventually—you didn’t have sex indefinitely with a man you could never be in a real relationship with. She assumed eventually she’d be ready for a real relationship. But not yet.

      “What is it?” Matt asked. His vivid eyes were knowing and astute. Sometimes she wondered how far inside her soul they could see.

      “Nothing.”

      “Feeling guilty about your sleazy affair?” he asked with light irony.

      His question was perceptive—just shy of the truth—and it left her feeling a little uneasy. To hide her response, she raised her eyebrows. “I thought you said ‘affair’ wasn’t the appropriate word.”

      He chuckled and reached over to skim his fingers along her back again, lingering on the spot he’d admired before—the deep curve and dip just above her bottom.

      She watched him in silence. He was looking at her body with an expression that was both amused and strangely hungry. His coloring had evened out, although he was still wet with perspiration. Her eyes dipped from his face to his chest, and she couldn’t help but notice the lines of faint scars there. There were a lot of them. And more on his arms. Plus the two deep ones on the side of his head.

      He’d barely survived that car accident two years ago.

      Matt’s body wasn’t perfect—wasn’t flawless and invulnerable. His muscle development was lean, masculine, and efficient, but he wasn’t a body builder. And he was scarred. Scarred so deeply. Scarred in so many ways.

      “Why don’t you have any tattoos?” she asked, trying to drag herself away from the soft feelings her reflections had prompted.

      “Why would I have tattoos?”

      “I don’t know. You seem like the kind of guy who would have tattoos. You’ve got that hard edge, you know.”

      He chuckled. “When an activity is so common that college kids do it when they’re drunk, I think it’s time to admit that the activity has lost its edge.”

      She burst into giggles when the words processed. Sometime in the past three months, she’d learned how to laugh again—although she couldn’t really pinpoint when it had happened.

      “You’re not that much older than college kids, you know. You shouldn’t sound so superior.”

      “If you say so.”

      Still smiling, she reached over to stroke his chest, her hand gliding over the smooth, rippling muscles and scattering of coarse hair.

      “Do you want me to get a tattoo?” he asked, a different note in his voice.

      “No.” Her fingers lingered on a jagged scar that slashed through the curve of his ribcage.

      “I guess my body is marked enough.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath. “Don’t say that. I like your body as it is.”

      When she realized what she’d said, she blushed a little—although there wasn’t any good reason for feeling self-conscious.

      Her eyes darted up, and she saw Matt was almost smiling. “You know what I mean,” she added.

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      Her fingers kept playing along the scar, and she felt that same unfamiliar tenderness overwhelming her.

      He cleared his throat. “Don’t.”

      Carrie frowned, startled from her reverie and a little embarrassed by it. “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t feel sorry for me.”

      “I wasn’t doing any such thing.” She wanted to trace the line of the scar that ran from his right shoulder toward his nipple with her fingers or her mouth, but she resisted the silly impulse. “You’re far too smug to pity.”

      “Good.”

      “Do you—” She broke off the question, confused by the sudden impulse to ask it.

      “Do I what?”

      “Do you think it’s… unhealthy. What we’re doing, I mean. We both should be trying to heal emotionally, and maybe having sex like this is really just a…”

      His brows drew together. “A crutch?”

      “Yeah. Do you think it is?”

      “Does it feel like a crutch to you?”

      “I don’t know.” She sighed and couldn’t quite meet his eyes. She had no idea why she was blurting all this out, but it had been on her mind more and more lately. “I’m just sometimes afraid we’re with each other like this because it’s never going to go anywhere, because we’re both too scared to get close to anyone. And it’s keeping us from moving on, finding someone for real.”

      Something felt strange about the way he was watching her, but she still couldn’t look him in the eye. “Do you want to be with someone else? Someone you feel like you could have a future with?”

      “No,” she admitted. “I don’t want to be with anyone but you.”

      “So what’s the problem?”

      “I don’t know.” She felt better at his matter-of-fact question. “I guess there isn’t a problem.”

      “Okay, good. Now tell me this. Do you want to be with me just because you think I have a hard edge?”

      The question surprised her, as did the almost diffident look in his eyes when she glanced up to check his expression. The truth was she’d gotten together with him at the beginning only because of that edge—because he was new, dangerous, exciting, completely different from Henry, completely different from anything her life had ever been before.

      It wasn’t why she was with him now though, and the realization was so terrifying she immediately pushed it out of her conscious mind.

      To force the conversation back into their normal pattern, she stroked his chest again and said in a lilting voice, “Oh, no. I like you for your other hard… qualities.”

      Her hand slid farther down, over his flat belly, and lower toward his groin. Her eyes widened as she saw he was partly erect again. “Damn, Matt, you’re insatiable. Have you always been this horny?”

      “Honestly, no,” he admitted.

      She was vaguely comforted by the fact that he hadn’t been this way with every woman he’d ever been with. All she said was, “Hmm. Maybe cheap motel rooms turn you on.”

      He stifled a burst of laughter. “That must be it.”

      Feeling rather soft at the sound of his laughter, Carrie smiled and reached out to take his shaft in her hand. It was still only partly erect, and she rubbed the length of it with her thumb. His flesh twitched in her grasp, but he didn’t harden any further.

      She stared down at her small hand, wrapped around him in such an intimate way. A feeling swelled up inside her chest, and she recognized it as pride and possessiveness.

      Entirely inappropriate feelings. And they disturbed her to such an extent that she released him. With a groan, she rolled over and saw that it was after six in the morning. “I better get up. I’ll have to get going soon.”

      She didn’t wait for a response from Matt. Just walked barefoot into the bathroom to take a shower. The cool water felt heavenly after the heat of the room and her physical exertions. She took a longer shower than normal, using the time to pull herself together.

      Matt couldn’t allow himself to be emotionally intimate with a woman after what had happened to him and his girlfriend, any more than she could after Henry. Isolation was so much safer than risking another gaping wound in the heart.

      Sex was sex. It was physical. It was enjoyable. And it was so much easier than loving someone.

      She felt much better when she finally stepped out of the shower—her body clean and at a much more comfortable temperature, and her emotions settled into their normal pattern.

      She pulled on her bra and panties before wrapping her wet hair up in a towel. When she left the bathroom, she looked over to see that Matt was still in bed. He was stretched out on top of the sheet, watching her with leisurely interest. He wasn’t posed or self-conscious—he looked lazy and natural—but his body was completely naked, and she couldn’t help but admire his lean flanks and long limbs.

      “It’s early,” he said. “I thought your shift didn’t start until nine.”

      “They asked me to open this morning.”

      Matt frowned. “You already work there about fifty hours a week.”

      “I don’t mind. The money doesn’t hurt.” She unwound the towel from her head and shook out her wet, dark hair. Her hair wasn’t going to look good today, so she didn’t make too much of an effort. Running her fingers through it, she figured she’d let it do its own thing.

      “Do you want to get together again tonight?” Matt asked. He’d been watching the proceedings with her hair styling.

      She made a face. She did want to spend the night with him again tonight. “I’m supposed to hang out with Jenn tonight.”

      Matt frowned. “What are your plans for the weekend?”

      “On Saturday, I’m doing some Christmas shopping with Jenn.” She shuddered at the thought, still ridiculously nervous about the Christmas season, which was now somehow upon them. So far, seeing all the decorations and festivities hadn’t been as painful as she’d feared, but the worst of it was yet to come. “I was going to just buy stuff online, but she really wanted me to go. She thinks it will be good for me. I’m hoping it won’t be too bad. I haven’t bought a single present yet.”

      “I haven’t bought anything yet either. So that’s all you have going on this weekend?”

      “Well, on Friday…” Ridiculously, she felt herself blushing, although she had nothing to be embarrassed about.

      “What are you doing on Friday?”

      She shrugged. “I’ve got this double-date thing.”

      Matt sat up. “What?”

      “It’s nothing,” she said in a rush, annoyed with herself for feeling guilty. “Jenn and her boyfriend kept bugging me about this guy until I finally just said yes. They want to set me up with him.”

      “And you didn’t tell them that you were dating someone else?”

      She met his eyes evenly. “I’m not dating anyone else. In order to do that, we would have to—oh, I don’t know—date. You know, be seen together in public, go out for romantic evenings, spend holidays together. The things people who date do.”

      “I’d assumed, once we stopped using condoms, that we were exclusive.”

      “Of course we’re exclusive. I’m not sleeping with anyone else. But let’s not pretend this is anything other than it is. We made it clear from the very beginning. We screw. We don’t date.”

      To her surprise, Matt’s face relaxed and a hint of a smile played at the corners of his mouth. “Right.”

      She narrowed his eyes at the skepticism in his tone. “I’m just telling you what you already know. Those were the ground rules from the beginning. I have no desire to date you.”

      “Right.”

      Her shoulders stiffened, and she felt a blaze of heat flood her cheeks. “I don’t even really like you most of the time.”

      “Right.” This time he didn’t quite manage to hide the smile. “We’re together purely for mindless sex. It’s just like a really good cup of coffee. I’ve got it.”

      She sat down on the side of the bed beside him and said, “I’m a free agent, and I can choose to go out with whomever I want.”

      “As can I.”

      She didn’t like the idea of his going out with some other woman. In fact, it made her want to break something.

      She supposed that maybe he felt an inkling of that same irrational jealousy over her. Despite the fact that the sex had always been explicitly casual and without ties, sex was an intimate act, and those kinds of feelings were inevitable.

      She checked his expression and was reassured. He looked easy and natural—partly amused, partly observant, and partly hot.

      “There’s nothing wrong with some good sex,” he drawled, a husky note once more entering his voice.

      “Right,” she said, her tone wavering a bit. She wasn’t quite sure what to make of his acquiescence to her, when he’d sounded so skeptical and superior before.

      Then, like a predator, he pounced. One moment they were both sitting innocently on the side of the bed. The next he’d pushed her back against the mattress and had rolled fully on top of her.

      “Hey!” she objected. “You’re all sweaty! And I’m nice and clean.”

      With a low laugh, Matt murmured, “Not anymore.”

      He was right. His body covered hers wholly, and his skin was rubbing all over her.

      “Matt!” she wailed before he stifled her grievances with a kiss.

      The kiss was deep and unexpectedly urgent, and Carrie couldn’t help but respond. Her mouth opened to the advance of his tongue, and she groaned in pleasure as a wave of desire and feeling overwhelmed her.

      Soon she was squirming beneath him, but not in protest.

      He was hard now—again—and she felt his erection trapped between their bodies. Instinctively she rocked up into it and loved the way his body tightened in response.

      Finally he tore his mouth away and kissed his way down to the racing pulse in her neck.

      “Damn it, Matt,” she gasped, trying hard to sound more annoyed than aroused. “Now I’m going to have to shower again.”

      “No, you won’t.” He gently bit down on the skin of her throat, prompting a tug of deep pleasure that made her jerk. “You’ll get dressed after this, or you’ll be late for work. Then you’ll go through the entire day, completely covered with me.”

      His voice was erotic. The sound of it and the images his words evoked made her shiver in pleasure. But she said, “You’re crazy.”

      “No, I’m not. Don’t pretend you wouldn’t enjoy it. Every time someone brushes against you, you’ll wonder if they can smell me on you. Every time you walk or cross your legs, you’ll feel me inside you. Every time you breathe, you’ll think about how good we are together.”

      Carrie’s hands had started to move of their own volition, caressing his back and then gripping the firm flesh of his butt. When he adjusted, moving aside the fabric of her panties so he could line himself up at her entrance, she spread her thighs and lifted her pelvis to meet his.

      She was a little sore after so much sex in the past twelve hours, but she wasn’t sore enough to dampen her enthusiasm. She moaned as he entered her and then started to pump her hips to the rhythm they made together.

      But she did manage to say, “That sounds like something you’d enjoy. But not me. I’ll definitely be taking a shower.”

      “Right,” he breathed into her ear.

      He didn’t say anymore, but she knew—at least in some ways—he was speaking the truth. Part of her did want everyone to know how hot and wild and sexy she was with Matt, how much they pleased each other, how exciting and slightly dangerous her life had become, ever since she’d started sharing his bed.

      But he was her secret. And if everyone knew, some of the thrill would probably die.

      If everyone knew, it would start to feel like a real relationship, and then it would have to end.

      The familiar, natural scent of him surrounded her, invading her senses, heightening her pleasure. Her body blazed with heat again, more from the ardor Matt was generating than from the temperature of the room.

      A climax rose inside her—strong, powerful, intoxicating. Despite everything.

      “Oh God, Matt!” she gasped, arching her neck and digging her fingernails into his ass.

      “Yes, baby,” he hissed, jerking his head in an uncontrolled reaction to his growing intensity. “Come for me. Let me see.”

      His words and her physical sensations mingled with the rest of her tangled feelings. She lost control completely, crying out as a hard climax surged through her.

      Matt lost it too. He came with a loud exclamation that sounded like her name. And then he eased himself down on top of her as lingering spasms from their climaxes rippled through both of them.

      It felt so good with him. Every time. And she didn’t know why she couldn’t ever get enough.

      He gasped against her neck, occasionally pressing a kiss on her skin there. She loved the feel of it, so she didn’t complain that his weight and heat were nearly smothering her.

      Finally she said, “This was some kind of macho show of force because I’m going on that double date, wasn’t it?”

      Matt lifted his head to look down on her. Now he looked more quiet than anything else. “It might have been, had you not wanted it too.”

      She thought about that and then nodded in acknowledgment. “Now get up,” she said, softening the words with a teasing smile.

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m hot.”
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      She didn’t end up taking a shower, and it wasn’t until she had dinner with Jenn at a café near her apartment that anyone noticed any evidence of Carrie’s carnal activities that morning.

      She’d been a little sore all day from several rounds of Matt’s vigorous thrusting, but it was a kind of soreness she’d always enjoyed. As she came back from the restroom, however, she stifled a wince at a particularly sharp ache.

      She composed her expression quickly when she saw Jenn watching her closely. It wasn’t always easy to keep a secret like this from her sister, but so far she’d done pretty well.

      Jenn grinned at her. “So are you coming skiing with us or not?”

      For a few days before Christmas, Jenn was going skiing with friends, before heading to their parents’ for the holiday.

      Carrie made a face. “I don’t know. I’m not much of a skier.”

      “You don’t have to ski! You can hang out in the lodge in front of a fire with some hunky ski instructor.”

      With a chuckle, Carrie shook her head. “I’m sure all the hunky ski instructors would rather cuddle up to you.”

      “Don’t be that way. You know perfectly well how hot you are. Aren’t you interested in meeting someone?”

      Because she recognized that Jenn’s sharp eyes were studying her intently, Carrie kept her expression casual. “Sure. I’m going on that double date tomorr—”

      “That doesn’t count. You’re just doing that because I guilted you into it. Ever since Henry, you just won’t let yourself—”

      Carrie groaned. “Please, Jenn. I’ll date when I’m ready to date.”

      “Really? I know it took a long time to get over, but now it really seems like you might be just hiding because you don’t want to let yourself be hurt again.”

      “Well, who wants to be hurt?”

      “No one. And I can’t even imagine how you felt after… I mean, I know why you quit school and withdrew and everything, and I can’t blame you, because I never went through something like that myself. But it’s been almost a year now, and you still haven’t… I just don’t want you to give up on life completely.”

      Carrie’s throat hurt from emotion, but the grief wasn’t raw enough to push her into tears. “I’m not. I haven’t given up. I just need to take it slow.”

      “Okay.”

      Carrie hurriedly moved back to their previous topic. “Anyway, I’m still thinking about the skiing. If it was just you, it would be different. But going to some ski lodge with a bunch of people I don’t know just doesn’t sound that appealing to me.”

      “Well, what else will you do? Would you go to Mom and Dad’s early?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” Carrie sighed and pushed her salad around on her plate.

      Randomly, she wondered what Matt would do for Christmas. His parents lived on the West Coast, so maybe he’d go to visit them. He didn’t really have any friends anymore since he’d cut ties with everyone he’d partied with before the accident.

      “You have something else in mind,” Jenn said, breaking into Carrie’s thoughts.

      Carrie recovered from her distraction quickly. “No. I really don’t. I’ll probably end up going skiing with you.”

      Jenn had narrowed her eyes. “I don’t believe you. You’re hiding something from me.”

      “I am not.”

      “Yes, you are. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing is going on. I’m just tired today and keep zoning out.”

      “No. That’s not it. Why do you look like you just rolled out of bed?”

      Carrie made an outraged noise. “Thanks a lot. It’s been a long day. I’ve been at work since seven, and I didn’t have a chance to fix my hair and makeup.”

      Her words sounded convincing to her own ears, but her sister wasn’t buying them.

      “Uh-uh. That’s not it. And you’re sore. Don’t think I didn’t notice. You haven’t worked out for a couple of days so that leaves—”

      “Don’t, Jenn,” Carrie warned.

      “You’re having sex!” she said, her whole face brightening as the revelation hit her. “I can’t believe you’ve been holding out on me.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Don’t you dare lie to me again. It’s all coming back to me now. All those nights you don’t answer the phone and claim to be reading. That bruise on your neck a couple of weeks ago. You fobbed me off with some story about tripping at work. Who is he?”

      “Jenn,” Carrie began, desperately searching for an answer she could give her sister. She felt trapped. And at the same time just a little relieved.

      She decided to go with the truth since she really didn’t want to tell Jenn a barefaced lie. “Fine. I am having a little… fling.”

      Jenn clapped her hands in delight. “Who is he? Tell me, tell me, tell me!”

      “He’s no one important.” When Jenn started to object, Carrie spoke over her. “Don’t push, Jenn. I’m not going to give you a name. He’s just a guy I’ve kind of gotten together with for a few months.”

      “I knew it! Did you meet him at work? All of your coworkers are too immature for you. You need someone older. Oh, was he a customer? Did he stop in to get coffee on his way to work?”

      “Yes, he was a customer. And he’s older, yes,” Carrie said weakly.

      “What is he like? Is he the button-up type, or is he a bad boy?”

      “I guess he’s kind of a bad boy.”

      “Ooh, this is so fun! How’s the sex?”

      “Really good.”

      “Are you in love?”

      “No!” Carrie exclaimed, startled by the question. “Don’t get the wrong idea. It’s just a physical thing. We’re having a good time, but it’s just sex. I’m sure it will peter out eventually.”

      “Maybe it won’t. Has it started to get boring, now that you’ve been seeing him a few months?”

      Carrie thought about how hard she’d come with Matt the night before and again this morning. How he’d looked when he was laughing. How much of a challenge it was for her to match wits with him. “No, it’s not getting boring yet.”

      “Are you sure it’s just sex? You look…”

      Carrie’s eyes shot up at the way Jenn’s voice trailed off. “I look what?” When her sister didn’t answer, she said, feeling a little defensive, “Yes, it’s just sex. We’re not dating or anything. It hardly counts as a relationship.”

      “No fuzzy feelings at all?”

      Carrie thought about the pangs of tenderness she’d felt as she’d gazed at all the scars on Matt’s body.

      “You’re blushing!” Jenn burst out.

      Her cheeks flushed even deeper, but Carrie managed to shape a cool look. “I am not blushing.”

      “Yes, you are. You’re blushing! There are fuzzy feelings, aren’t there? Admit it.”

      Carrie wasn’t about to admit any such thing. Instead, she said with all the dignity she could muster, “There are no fuzzy feelings. I’m not blushing. It’s just hot in here.”

      Jenn cackled, obviously not believing a word she had said.

      Carrie wanted to scream. She wanted desperately to make herself clear. Matt was obviously a man with whom you indulged in only a steamy affair. He was not a man with whom you fell in love. He’d said so as clear as day—he wasn’t going to trust himself in an intimate relationship again. Carrie wasn’t a fool.

      She was hardly going to fall in love with Matthew Lynch.

      He wasn’t anything like Henry.

      There was only sex between them. Hot, wild, and exhilarating sex. But just sex. And a certain level of camaraderie as they got to know each other better.

      Jenn was just being annoying. And Carrie really wasn’t blushing.

      It was just hot.
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      Carrie stared at a table full of neatly folded sweaters and wondered which one her father would like best. There were several in different shades of red and blue, and she fingered each of them as she reflected.

      The department store was crowded, and the retail staff had been kept hopping, trying to straighten up the merchandise after each new wave of customers. Carrie used to enjoy Christmas shopping—even with the chaotic hordes of people and the pressure of the approaching deadline. Today she wasn’t enjoying it at all.

      She wasn’t sure how to describe the heavy feeling in her gut. It wasn’t grief as she understood it, although it was akin. She missed Henry—she still missed Henry at random times and places—but the pain wasn’t as sharp as she’d feared it would be with all the trappings of Christmas surrounding her.

      This heavy feeling was different, and it had only intensified as she pushed her way through loud families, laughing groups of friends, and couples.

      She was supposed to go shopping with Jenn today, but her sister had woken up with a bad cold. Carrie had wanted to use that as an excuse to stay home too, but that felt like a defeat. She’d given in to that kind of defeat all year, but she didn’t want to surrender today for some reason. So she’d gone shopping by herself, and she was determined not to go home until she found everything she needed.

      So far she hadn’t found anything, and she couldn’t get rid of that weird, heavy ache in her belly.

      She picked up a dark red sweater and held it up, gauging the size and trying to visualize it on her father. It was a wool-cashmere blend and priced at forty percent off. But the color didn’t look right, so she put it down.

      Her eyes lingered on a deep blue sweater. She stroked it gently, thinking it would exactly match Matt’s eyes. But she didn’t pick that one up.

      Instead, she chose a bright red one and shook out the folds. She turned when something hit her in the back of the legs.

      A shopping bag. The woman carrying it apologized and then giggled up at the man she was with.

      And it hit Carrie then what the heavy feeling was.

      She was lonely.

      Not with the aching grief of losing Henry but an everyday loneliness. She wanted someone with her, and she had no one. She hadn’t felt lonely like that for ages—since last Christmas.

      For no reason at all, she wondered what it would be like to actually go out with Matt in public, go on dates, go Christmas shopping with him.

      Carrie stared at the red sweater she held and imagined Matt’s snide comment.

      “Red isn’t really my color.”

      The wry voice sounded so natural that Carrie smiled faintly, and when she turned her head, it seemed inevitable that Matt would be standing beside her, a half smile on his lips and his eyebrows raised inquisitively.

      “It’s for my dad.”

      “Oh. Then it’s probably all right.”

      Carrie’s smile broadened, and she draped the sweater across her arm, deciding it would do for her father’s gift.

      “Do I even merit a Christmas present from you?” Matt asked, eyeing the red sweater without favor.

      Her eyes strayed to the deep blue one she’d noticed before, but she sniffed disdainfully. “Of course not. What could I give you that you can’t buy for yourself?”

      Something smoldered in his blue eyes. “I’m sure I could think of something.”

      It was the tug of desire in response to his husky voice that awoke Carrie’s common sense at last. She gasped and grabbed at his arm. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I felt like Christmas shopping.”

      “You followed me?”

      “That was the only way I could know where you went.”

      “That’s kind of creepy, you know.”

      “Not really. I don’t follow you all the time or lurk in the shadows. You said Jenn wasn’t able to come today, so I just followed to see what store you went to.

      “So you’re planning to join me?”

      “Of course.”

      “And the fact that you weren’t invited…”

      “Is irrelevant to me. If you don’t want to hang out with me, then I can do my own shopping in the same general vicinity.”

      His pleased expression and the ironic laughter he was obviously hiding were so contagious that Carrie laughed out loud.

      The heavy feeling in her gut disappeared.
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      She never would have thought Matt would be a good companion on a shopping trip, but he was. And their exploration of various stores was punctuated with lively arguments and bouts of laughter. The laughter was mostly on Carrie’s part since Matt maintained a pretense of superior calm, but she knew the warm amusement in his eyes meant he was having a good time too.

      They were leaving a novelty store where she’d found some inexpensive gifts for her friends at work, when she saw someone she knew turning a corner and approaching.

      Sandra had been an art history major at the same university and had been in several classes with Carrie. They hadn’t seen each other in over a year, but Sandra recognized her immediately and came over with a grin and a curious look at Matt.

      Carrie didn’t introduce him.

      “Hey, it’s good to see you, Carrie. I asked around, but no one seemed to know what you were doing.”

      “I’ve been working.” She assumed everyone knew what happened to Henry. The plane crash had been headline news for a couple of weeks. But she’d pulled away from all her friends from college, so she wasn’t surprised Sandra didn’t know where she’d been working. “I guess you’ve graduated by now.”

      “Yeah. I started the master’s program this fall. So you’re not going back to school?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “That’s too bad. You were always the smartest of us all.”

      Carrie felt strange, but she smiled politely and murmured some sort of response. After another minute of small talk, Sandra said good-bye.

      “She would have recognized your name,” Carrie explained, stopping in the middle of the sidewalk and looking up at Matt. “That’s why I didn’t introduce you.”

      A smile played at the corners of Matt’s mouth. “Yeah, I figured. I didn’t think you were ashamed to be seen with me.”

      Carrie narrowed her eyes, trying to figure out what his knowing expression meant. “Okay. Good.”

      Matt put a casual hand on the small of her back to urge her forward, preventing a jam on the crowded sidewalk. “You could have told her my name if you’d wanted.”

      “I just told you. She knows art. She would have recognized your name. You’re supposed to be hiding from the world, aren’t you?”

      “I’ve just been avoiding the old scene. It’s not like I can’t go out in public.”

      “Okay.” She slanted him a look, trying to figure out what he was thinking. He’d laid the ground rules for their relationship, after all, and introducing him to her former friends wasn’t the best way to maintain their boundaries.

      “So you were the best in your classes?” Matt asked.

      She shrugged. “Not really.”

      “Did you get all As?”

      “Yeah. But I’m sure I wasn’t the only one.”

      “Have you thought about going back to school?”

      Carrie stiffened at the question. “Why would I?”

      “Because maybe you don’t want to work at a coffee shop all your life, and art history was something you were good at. You can’t do that kind of work without a degree.”

      “I’m not going to do that kind of work.” She felt defensive and unsettled, like Matt was poking at a sensitive spot. He’d never asked her anything like that before, and it didn’t feel like such questioning should be part of their relationship.

      “Why not?” His voice was mild, almost a caress, but his eyes were sharp.

      “You know why. I’m through with that part of my life. I prefer things the way they are now.” Her throat ached, but she thought she did a pretty good job of sounding cool and casual.

      Matt obviously wasn’t fooled by her attempt. “Carrie,” he said, his voice thickening slightly. He pushed her back into an alley and pressed his body against hers, his heat and his strength both intimidating and intoxicating. “Carrie, I don’t really think you do.”

      She made an indignant sound in her throat, flattening her palms against his chest in a futile attempt to push him away. “What the hell do you know about it? You might be arrogant enough to invite yourself on my shopping trip, but you can’t really be arrogant enough to think you can read my mind and—”

      “Carrie.” Matt interrupted sharply, imprisoning her gaze with his. His expression was intense. And dead sober. “It’s not arrogance. If you’re genuinely happy with things as they are, then I won’t say another word about it.”

      Carrie’s mouth fell open as she processed his words and his expression. She suddenly wasn’t exactly sure what he was talking about. “I’m fine working at the coffee shop,” she managed to say.

      His expression softened, and one hand slid up to cup her hot cheek. “Are you sure you just want to be fine?”

      “It’s too late to—”

      “That’s ridiculous. You’re twenty-two. It’s not too late for anything.”

      Her heart was pounding, and it was only partly because of his closeness. She was suddenly wondering if maybe she could go back to college, have the career she used to want. Maybe it wouldn’t be tainted with the bitterness she’d thought would always define it last year. “I— I…” She had absolutely no idea what to say.

      “You what?” Matt murmured, tilting his head down and grazing his lips against her ear. His warm breath and the vibrations from his voice sent chills of pleasure down her spine. He’d dropped her shopping bags at their feet. “You agree I’m brilliantly insightful?”

      “No. I’d never agree to anything like that.” She’d arched unconsciously against him, pressing her body eagerly against his. Her arms had twined around his neck, and she was only barely conscious of the fact that they were in an alley just off a busy city sidewalk.

      Matt sucked on her earlobe deliciously, making her whimper. Then he said against her ear, “Oh well. It was worth a try.”

      Carrie felt like she would melt, but she managed to pull away reluctantly. “Anyway, you have no room to talk about my going back to school since you haven’t painted since the accident.”

      He gave her a strange look and didn’t respond. Her heart fluttered, and she wondered if she’d overstepped their boundaries. But Matt was the one who had initiated the intimate conversation, so he shouldn’t be surprised if she responded in kind.

      Then he reached down to pick up the bags again with a teasing smile. “I guess you put me in my place. If you’re done shopping, I can think of a few other things we might do to pass the afternoon.”

      Carrie knew exactly what he had in mind, and the return to their familiar sexual spark was actually comforting. The emotional intimacy of the past few minutes was something entirely new to their relationship. It was thrilling, but it just wasn’t comfortable.

      She rolled her eyes. “Get your mind out of the bedroom. I’m not even halfway done. Now I need to find something for Jenn.” She noticed something across the street. “Oh! Bookstore!”

      Matt fell in step with her. “Is Jenn really going to want a book for Christmas?”

      “Why do you ask that? You don’t know Jenn at all. She might be a bookworm.”

      “She doesn’t sound like one from the way you talk about her.”

      It had never occurred to Carrie that he might know anything about her sister from the casual things she’d said over the past three months. It was a strange realization and made her heart beat faster. “I might be able to find her something here. Besides, maybe I can find something for me.”

      She and Matt spent forty-five minutes scanning the shelves. And though Carrie ended up with an armful of books, none of them were for Jenn. They ended up in the Sexuality section, where the cover of a hardback book caught her eye. It looked like a coffee-table book, but it was beautifully illustrated with artistic images of different sexual positions.

      She stared at the pictures, mesmerized, and Matt appeared equally diverted, reading over her shoulder.

      “Oh my God!” Carrie gasped as she turned the page and was confronted with an erotic image of a beautiful couple tangled intimately in an exotic position.

      At some point, Matt had slid his arm around her waist and had pressed her body back against his. “We have got to try that one,” he murmured thickly.

      Her inner muscles clenched at the texture of his voice, and she turned her head back to meet his eyes.

      The hot hunger in his expression was unmistakable. When her mouth parted, he leaned down to claim it with his, sliding his tongue sensuously along the inside of her lips.

      She moaned involuntarily and nearly dropped the large book.

      Then a fellow shopper brushed by behind them, mumbling irritably, “Get a room.”

      Carrie giggled helplessly as they broke off the kiss, her cheeks burning and her body still stimulated. “I can’t believe I’ve become one of those annoying women who make out in the middle of a store.”

      Matt’s face was slightly flushed too, and his body was tenser than normal. “We can always find a more appropriate place.”

      “I’ve got more shopping to do.” She closed the gorgeous book and added it to her pile. “Jenn will think this book is hilarious.”

      “Maybe you should buy yourself a copy too,” Matt suggested. “Just for future reference.”

      “You’ve got to be crazy if you think I can contort my body into some of those positions. I’m going to go buy these. I’ll be right back.”

      She headed off to the cashier and had to wait in line a frustrating length of time. When she’d finally completed her purchases, she found Matt absorbed in another book.

      This one wasn’t filled with sexy pictures. It was a large, glossy book of Rembrandt paintings.

      Matt returned the book to the shelf without comment when he became aware of her presence, but Carrie wasn’t likely to miss what he’d been looking at.

      “Now where?” he asked. “I suppose I couldn’t be fortunate enough for us to be done yet.”

      “You’re the one who wanted to join me. And no, we’re not done yet. But I’m famished now. We’d better find something to eat.”
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      They ended up at a sandwich shop, where they got soup and panini. As Carrie was finishing up her meal, she studied Matt covertly. He looked relaxed and attractive in his black shirt and worn jeans. He’d finished eating before her and was now sipping his coffee and looking around the restaurant, a smile lingering on his lips.

      She wondered what he was thinking. What he was doing here with her. He appeared to be enjoying the afternoon, despite his occasional complaints. Then she suddenly asked herself how long it might have been since Matt had done something as simple as go shopping with someone else.

      He used to be the hit of the art scene—surrounded by friends, women, and lackeys. But she wondered how many of those friends and girlfriends had really been close.

      “Are you lonely?” she asked, the question spilling out without thought or volition.

      Matt cut his eyes back over to her sharply. “Excuse me?”

      Carrie flushed slightly, wishing she’d never asked such a stupid thing. But trapped in her voiced inquiry, she repeated, “Sorry. I was just wondering if maybe you were lonely.”

      “Why would you say that?” His words and expression were wary, careful.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. You’ve pulled back from everyone. I know why and that it was your choice, but I thought maybe you might feel all alone… sometimes.” She ended weakly, knowing that Matt tended to bristle if his pretense at self-sufficiency and invulnerability was questioned.

      He gave her a teasing smile. “Ah, but I’m involved in a sleazy affair that keeps me well occupied.”

      She snorted at the clever way he’d used her own words against her. But she persisted. “Yes, there’s that. But still. That’s only a couple of nights a week.”

      Matt’s expression sobered, and he stared off at an empty spot in the air. “I do all right on my own.”

      Carrie knew this was the end of the conversation. If she pushed it, he would close down completely. But she wondered if his words were true. He always seemed poised, confident, and satisfied during the times they were together. But she wondered how he felt during all the hours they spent apart.

      She wondered if he felt lonely and in-between, now that the sharpest of the grief had dulled. Like she did.

      She ate her last few spoonfuls of butternut squash soup. Then she asked, before she lost the courage, “Do you ever think about painting again?” She kept her tone casual so he wouldn’t think she was digging too deeply into his soul.

      He gave a half shrug and put down his coffee mug. It took him nearly a minute to answer. “All the time.”

      He didn’t say anything else, and he didn’t meet her eyes. She couldn’t read his expression.

      But it was enough. She understood. And she didn’t pursue the questioning. She just murmured, “Well, you should. Not just for the world—not just for what we’re missing out on. But for you.”

      Matt got up to clear their plates, and when he returned, things had shifted back to normal between them. He gave her a faint sneer and asked, “So just how much more shopping do we have?”

      She grinned. “You’re in luck, I think. I’ve got all the presents. All I need now is to find a dress for my aunt’s Christmas party next weekend.”

      Matt’s brows drew together. “What party is that?”

      “My aunt lives here, and she always throws a big, fancy Christmas party. I have to go.”

      “Why do you have to go? Don’t you want to?”

      “Not really. But she always tries to be nice and include me, so I’ll feel like an ass if I don’t. Plus my parents will find out I didn’t go and will worry even more. I just hate going to that kind of party by myself.”

      “Ah.” Matt breathed as if he were enlightened. “Can’t you wrangle yourself a date?”

      She shot him a suspicious look. “Well, I could. But I’m presently involved in a sleazy affair with a rather unreasonable guy who gets in the way of my social life. Like calling me the minute I got home from my innocent double date last night and demanding a full account of the proceedings.”

      Matt laughed softly, looking infuriatingly pleased with himself. “Hmm. Sounds like a wise man. And a very boring double date. So you need a dress for the party? That’s it?”

      “That’s it.” Carrie slid out of her seat and studied his face. “You don’t have to come with me. I’ll probably have to try on a ton of dresses. I’m sure it won’t be very exciting for you.”

      Matt’s eyes grew suddenly hot. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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      They went first to a store that Carrie knew carried a good selection of dresses. They picked out several for her to try on. Matt waited outside the dressing room, and Carrie stepped out to show him each possibility.

      A few of them were all right, but none of them were worth the money.

      So they went to another store. This time one dress in particular caught Carrie’s eye. It was cocktail length with an uneven, retro hemline. It was black, which she thought would be quite versatile, and it seemed to suit her style.

      She grabbed one in her size and turned to Matt, but he had strolled to another rack of dresses.

      “I found it,” she declared. “No need to look any further.”

      Matt glanced over at the dress she held and shook his head. “No. This one will be better.”

      He showed her a deep-red dress.

      She frowned. “Are you kidding? I’m not going to buy a dress that so Christmas-y.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I could only wear it at Christmas.”

      “You can wear red at other times.”

      “It’s too Christmas-y.”

      “Try it on,” he insisted. “You’ll see.”

      She huffed but didn’t argue. It wasn’t worth the effort since she knew the black dress would be perfect. She took both dresses into the otherwise empty dressing room.

      When Matt acted like he was going to walk into the stall with her, she closed the door on his face.

      She couldn’t help but giggle at his startled grunt.

      She pulled off her jeans and top and pulled on the red dress first. It was a gorgeous color, but there was no way it wasn’t going to look Christmas-y.

      As soon as the skirt slid down over her legs, she started to rethink her first impression. The fit was clingy, almost slinky, and it caressed her curves provocatively. And the red was perfect against her skin and dark hair and eyes.

      But the stupid thing was supposed to look vintage and had buttons in the back. She growled as she reached behind to do them up. After a minute, she gritted out, “Matt.”

      “Buttons?”

      She opened the door with a narrowed-eyed glare, which made him chuckle as he came in and shut the door behind him.

      “Told you,” he murmured as his eyes skimmed over her figure.

      “It’s impossible to tell whether or not the dress will look good,” she lied, “until I get these damned buttons done.”

      “Well, I can take care of that.”

      He buttoned them, his fingers grazing her skin with what she thought was unnecessary frequency.

      He was smiling when he finished. When Carrie stared at herself in the mirror, she knew why.

      The dress was absolutely perfect. She’d never looked more beautiful in any dress in her life.

      She swallowed, hating to admit Matt was right when he was already so smug about it. “Not bad,” she said blandly. “Unbutton me so I can try on the black one.”

      Still looking amused, Matt started on the buttons. The activity took far longer than it should have. This time it was obvious that his fingers lingered, and then he started to press kisses against the bare skin on her back as he parted the fabric.

      “Matt,” she gasped as one of his hands slid forward to cup her breast. “What are you doing?”

      “This,” he murmured thickly, fondling the nipple that had tightened visibly beneath the fabric, “is a very good dress.”

      Desire washed over her so intensely that her knees felt weak, and she turned around, grabbing fistfuls of Matt’s shirt to support herself.

      Matt brushed a light kiss against her lips. “Admit it. You want this dress.”

      His challenge renewed Carrie’s willpower, and she pulled away. “I haven’t even tried on the other one yet.”

      “Right.” He leaned against the wall with a superior smile and watched with interest as she carefully slipped out of the dress, stripping down to her bra and panties, and then pulled the second dress over her head.

      The black dress had a zipper, and Carrie had no trouble fastening it. The dress was good—flattering and kind of quirky, which she liked.

      But it wasn’t as good as the red dress.

      “I don’t know,” she said, brazenly pretending to be torn about the decision. “They’re both good.”

      “Uh-huh,” Matt murmured skeptically, turning her around and taking the zipper between his finger and thumb. “Shall I help you off with this one too?”

      “Why not?” She tried to sound blasé but was almost shaking with excitement. Her body pulsed with heat, and an erotic pressure had built between her legs.

      Matt slowly edged down the zipper, giving her sensual ministrations as he undressed her. Before the dress was halfway down, Carrie had flattened both her hands against the wall, bending slightly at the waist to brace herself. She wasn’t sure her legs could hold out against the desire overwhelming her.

      Matt’s lips were mouthing the back of her neck. One of his hands was fondling her breast, and the other had dipped under her skirt to explore between her legs.

      Finally, when she felt an orgasm start to form, Carrie realized they’d better stop while they could. “Matt,” she gasped. “I’ll buy the dress and then we can go somewhere—” Her words were cut off as Matt started to massage her through the fabric of her panties.

      “Damn it,” she choked, unconsciously grinding her groin against his hand. “How dare you get me all hot and bothered in a dressing room when there’s nothing we can do about it?”

      “What do you mean?” he murmured. “Why shouldn’t we?”

      She gasped, from both surprise and pleasure. “What? What?”

      “Turn around, Carrie.” The words were low, irresistible.

      She turned around, flattening her back against the wall. Matt was so close she could feel the heat of his body pulsing between them. He kissed her hard and deep, and then he slid his hands down over the black dress, following the descent of his hands with the rest of his body as he knelt down onto the floor.

      She gaped at him. “What?”

      He gave her a predatory smile and ran his hands up her bare legs, pushing her skirt up as he did. She clutched at the fabric automatically when it was bunched up at her waist. And she widened her stance at Matt’s urging. He slid down her panties.

      “Are you really—?” A sharp inhalation broke off her question.

      Matt had just tongued her.

      As she stared down at him, he nuzzled, opening her more so he could better please her.

      Carrie pressed back against the wall hard as the stimulation sent waves of pleasure through her body. “Oh God,” she whispered. “Someone will hear.”

      “There’s no one in here but us,” Matt murmured, the vibrations from his voice intensifying the sensations.

      He worked her over with his mouth, sucking with his lips, twirling and thrusting with his tongue, and grazing with his teeth until she was shaking uncontrollably and mumbling out pleas for release.

      She clutched at his head with one hand and the skirt of the dress with the other. She used the wall for balance as she writhed against his mouth.

      A faint sound of a shopper from outside the dressing room drove home the reality of their public location. She gave a little sob and dug her fingernails into the back of Matt’s neck.

      She could see them in the full-length mirror across from her. She was flushed, disheveled, and half-dressed—with Matt kneeling on the floor with his head between her thighs.

      It was such a shamelessly provocative image that Carrie bit her lip over a helpless sound.

      She resisted her impending climax, self-conscious about losing control so completely in such a location. But Matt’s mouth was too skillful, and he knew her body too well. She stuffed her fist into her mouth to muffle the sound of her climax as her hips jerked hard against Matt’s mouth.

      When he finally pulled away, she nearly slid to the floor.

      He stood up, using his body to brace hers against the wall. “How was that?” he asked. His mouth was wet with her moisture, and his body was so tight it nearly shook.

      “Not bad,” she managed to say, her knees buckling again as occasional tremors from her climax ran through her.

      Matt kissed her urgently. She could taste herself on his lips and tongue, and it made her whimper.

      He was obviously aroused, his hard arousal pressing insistently into her middle. She tore her mouth away, gasping for air and feeling beads of perspiration run in rivulets down her back and between her breasts.

      “For once, you didn’t think ahead,” she said unevenly. “Now you’re all turned on with no means of satisfaction.” She pressed her hand against the bulge in his jeans for good measure.

      He grunted at her caress. “Yeah. I didn’t think ahead very far. Unless—”

      She never knew what alternative he would have offered because she kept massaging him until his body tightened palpably, and he stifled a groan of release.

      Then she stepped back, feeling ridiculously proud of herself for making him lose it that way.

      When he saw her expression, he narrowed his eyes—although his face was flushed and replete. “Don’t say it,” he warned.

      She felt a swell of affection. Couldn’t help but wrap her arms around him in a hug.

      He hugged her back, and her chest began to ache as his arms tightened. She half expected the embrace to turn sexual again, but it didn’t.

      She felt awkward and confused when she finally pulled away. She smoothed out the wrinkled black dress. “I think I’d better buy this one, after the uses we put it to.” She pushed past the strange feelings. “It’s on sale anyway, so it works better with my budget.”

      He nodded toward the red dress, hanging neatly on a hook. “Then I’m going to buy you this one.” When she opened her mouth to object, he went on, “No arguments.”

      She shrugged, figuring he could afford it and she could consider it a Christmas gift. “All right. I’ll get both.”

      As Carrie got dressed into her street clothes, she said, “Now there’s no way you can argue that we’re having a sleazy affair.”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, it’s obviously a sleazy affair when we can’t even go shopping without having sex in the dressing room. With us, it’s always all about the sex.” She was saying the words mostly to remind herself since she didn’t really like the sound of them.

      Matt’s face looked strange for a moment, but a teasing smile appeared before she could identify the other expression. “If I’d known you would use it to define our entire relationship, I would have resisted the way you came on to me just now.”

      She sputtered. “Hey! You came on to me!”

      “Whatever you say.”

      She glared but decided not to dignify his blatant lie with a response. She slipped out of the stall, feeling raunchy and rather embarrassed at having done what they’d done in a dressing room.

      Matt, on the other hand, looked perfectly composed. He blithely presented the dresses to a cashier and handed the woman a credit card to pay for them.

      Carrie was too distracted to even notice that he was paying for both of them. She felt like everyone who walked by must know what she’d been up to.

      When she glanced over at Matt, she saw him smiling at her with an expression that now looked almost tender.

      “What is it?” she asked self-consciously.

      “I love it when you look like this,” he murmured, a possessive gleam in his eyes.

      Carrie knew exactly what he was talking about. She raised her palm to one of her cheeks.

      It was hot.
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      Carrie twirled in front of her mirror, scanning over her body in the red dress. She looked fabulous, the slinky fabric skimming the contours of her figure and the elegant color making her skin and eyes look vibrant.

      She’d twisted her hair up in a clip and slipped on her best pair of heels, so she was all ready to go.

      But she didn’t really want to.

      She felt sad and sick and lonely. A little part of her wanted Henry. But even more of her wanted Matt.

      This truth made her confused and guilty and almost paralyzed with anxiety about what she’d gotten herself into, but she pushed the tangled feelings away.

      She gave herself a pep talk, telling herself that Jenn and her boyfriend would be at the party, so she could at least talk to them. She didn’t have to stay long. She would make an appearance and make sure her family knew she was all right. Then she could leave.

      So she blew out a breath and picked up her clutch before she headed down to the street to hail a taxi.

      She’d just stepped out of the building when a chauffeured car pulled up to the curb.

      Carrie stared, her mouth falling open.

      She was still gaping when a window rolled down in the back seat and Matt’s familiar, scarred head appeared over the descending tinted glass. “Very nice,” he drawled, evidently hiding a smile as his eyes lingered on her body.

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded when she finally found her voice.

      “Do you want a ride?”

      Carrie mindlessly got into the car when he opened the door, feeling flustered and bewildered. “What are you doing here?” she repeated after she gave the driver the address.

      Matt smiled, looking both amused and something she could only describe as fond. “I thought you might want an escort.” He was dressed, she noticed belatedly, in a black suit. She’d never seen him in a suit before.

      “But—”

      “If not, I can just drop you off.”

      “But—”

      “You look gorgeous, by the way. The dress was definitely a wise investment on my part.”

      Carrie flushed a little more at the flare of heat in his eyes. “Thank you. But Matt, are you serious? You want to come to the party with me?”

      He gave a slight shrug. “Why not? I haven’t gone to a party in two years, and I could use some holiday spirit.”

      “So you’re going to be my date tonight?” She couldn’t wrap her mind around the inexplicable idea.

      “If you’ll have me.” There was something strange in his eyes—almost like vulnerability.

      She swallowed hard. “Yeah. I’ll have you.”

      Matt smiled, and Carrie smiled back. Then she looked around the expensive car. “So you couldn’t even spring for a limo?”

      He laughed warmly, uninhibitedly, the way he hardly ever did. She loved the sound of it.

      When they reached her aunt’s place, she was feeling ridiculously happy—the tangled confusion crammed tightly into a safe corner of her mind. As she was getting out of the car, however, she felt a clench of anxiety.

      “Are you sure it’s all right?” she asked, grabbing his arm. “Someone might recognize you, and then there might be stories about Matthew Lynch—”

      Matt shrugged with a half smile. “So there might be stories. It’s no big deal.”

      “And you know they’re all going to think… I mean, I haven’t dated anyone for a year, so they’re going to think that my bringing you here means—”

      “I couldn’t care less what they think. If you want, tell them you dug me up just for someone to bring to the party.”

      For some reason his dry tone made her giggle.

      “What’s so funny?” he demanded.

      “Nothing. It’s just that you’re not exactly the kind of guy a girl would just dig up for an acceptable date to a family party.” Matt was more like dream-date material. She never would have had the courage to ask him out had she run into him in any normal way.

      “What does that mean?” To her surprise, he actually sounded offended. “I can be an acceptable date.”

      “What are you getting all grouchy about? I just meant you’re too good to be dug up from the bottom of the heap.”

      “Oh.” His expression relaxed. “That’s all right then.”

      She couldn’t help but giggle again at his quickly changing emotions. He was definitely an artist. “Now you’re all pleased with yourself again. I’ve never met a man with such pomposity.”

      He slid his hand down her spine and kept it at the small of her back as he walked with her to the front door. “What did you say I have?”

      “Pomposity.”

      “I’m not sure that’s really a word.”

      “Of course it is. It’s the state of being pompous. Look it up. The dictionary will cross-list the word with ‘Matthew Lynch’.”

      He was still chuckling as they entered.

      Carrie didn’t know what she expected, but their entrance wasn’t dramatic or remarkable. They were greeted by her aunt. When Matt introduced himself as “Matt,” her aunt didn’t even blink, although the look on her face made it clear that she would be calling Carrie’s mom with this news the first free moment she had.

      Jenn and her boyfriend hadn’t yet arrived, so they mingled for a while with other guests. Most of them were a lot older than Carrie and Matt, so they didn’t have much in common. After about an hour, Carrie started to get bored and restless. They’d made the rounds, and her sister still hadn’t shown up.

      Matt slipped an arm around her waist. “Ready to go?” he murmured into her ear. He smelled faintly of red wine, a top note to his characteristic warm scent.

      “Yes, please.” She was grateful he’d read her mind. “Let’s slip out before we get trapped in another conversation about the stock market.”

      They went to thank her aunt, and she let out a long breath as they left. It was cooler now than it had been a week ago, but it was still unseasonably warm for December. She could feel a little trail of perspiration start to bead between her shoulder blades.

      “All right?” Matt asked, his eyes resting thoughtfully on her face.

      She wasn’t sure what he was asking, but her answer was the same to any question. “Yeah. Just hungry.” The cocktail nibbles at the party had been tasty but not nearly enough.

      “Then let’s get some dinner.” Matt stepped over to open the back door to the car the waiting driver had just pulled up to the curb.

      Carrie had no objection to such a plan, and she didn’t even ask herself why he’d suggested it. They’d never gone out for dinner before, but it seemed a natural thing to do tonight.

      And she wasn’t quite ready for the evening to end.

      Matt took her to an out-of-the-way restaurant—quiet and candlelit. The food was delicious, and the ambience romantic and continental. The room was far too warm, and Carrie drank too much wine. Matt told clever, funny stories about places he’d traveled and asked her about her childhood. So by the time they were brought the most delicious crème brûlée she’d ever tasted, Carrie was giddy, red-cheeked, and a little bit buzzed.

      Two and a half hours after they’d been seated, they got up to leave.

      Carrie swayed on her feet, a rush of dizziness overtaking her. She laughed sheepishly as Matt gave her his arm for support and felt strangely protected as they walked outside together.

      The evening was mild and beautiful, and the city was festively lit with holiday lights. “Let’s walk a little,” she suggested, twirling a circle without thinking as she gazed up at the city around her. “I don’t want to go home yet.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Matt’s voice was natural, but the tone held a warm resonance she almost recognized.

      When the familiar note sank into her slightly befuddled brain, she blinked up at him suspiciously. Her suspicions were confirmed by the slight tilt of his lips.

      She gasped. “You’re laughing at me!”

      He laughed out loud. “Never.”

      “You are too. I’m not drunk,” she pronounced. “Just a little buzzed.”

      “A fine state of intoxication,” Matt agreed, nodding supportively and reaching around her waist to give her a fond half hug.

      She gave him dirty looks, still dubious over the humor on his face but not able to think clearly enough to pin down any direct affront.

      They walked toward one of the city parks and stopped to hear a group of carolers singing Christmas songs. Despite the overly warm temperature, it conjured up a whiff of holiday spirit in Carrie, which was intensified by the festive lights adorning the trees and light posts in the park.

      She applauded enthusiastically at the end of the fourth carol, and Matt left a surprisingly large bill in the tip jar earmarked for charity.

      When they started to stroll again, Carrie heard someone humming “Carol of the Bells.” It took her a minute to figure out it was her.

      She didn’t know many of the words, but she made appropriate noises and sometimes hit the right key. Then a pleasant baritone joined her, and she gazed up at delight at Matt, who was singing what were obviously the correct words. She tried to sing with him as they walked, and they even tried some parts at the end. It wasn’t a very successful attempt, but Carrie was pleased nonetheless.

      As they finished, she clapped her hands and impulsively gave Matt a hug.

      He hugged her back, holding her tighter and harder than she expected. But he felt wonderful—firm and strong and substantial against her—and she didn’t see any reason to end the embrace.

      They’d kissed a lot over the past three months. They’d caressed each other. Explored each other intimately. And they’d screwed. A lot.

      But they hadn’t hugged very much.

      When she had finally pulled away, her buzz was starting to wear off, but a soft languor still remained. Grinning, she said in an ironic voice she hoped would cut the odd mood, “Who would have thought that Matthew Lynch and his hard edge would like to sing Christmas carols?”

      “I bet there’s a lot about me that you don’t know.” His words were bland, but his eyes lingered with a strange intensity on her face, reminding her of the first night they’d met.

      Carrie looked away, a little flustered. “That’s probably true.”

      They walked in silence for a few minutes until Matt finally asked, “Are you ready to go home?”

      She wasn’t really ready. She didn’t want to leave Matt. They never went home with each other. If she went home, she would do so alone.
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      Matt said nothing about spending the night during the drive home, so Carrie felt uncomfortable asking.

      She wasn’t worried that he would laugh or reject the suggestion to spend the night with her. Rather, she was embarrassed about admitting to herself that she wanted him to.

      After so many months of being convinced—absolutely, utterly convinced—that she would never feel for anyone this way after Henry, here she was feeling this way for Matt.

      When Matt had never said a word about wanting her for anything but sex.

      So she was wrapped up in her thoughts for most of the drive, and she jerked in surprise when the driver pulled the car in front of a building she’d never seen before. “Where are we?” she asked, peering out the window. It was an older neighborhood, and there was a little park across the street, so it was obvious these apartments were way beyond her budget.

      “This is my place.”

      “Oh.” She blinked, trying to figure out what was going on and wishing she hadn’t drunk so much since her head was still a little fuzzy.

      “I wasn’t paying attention, but I can tell him to take us back to your place if you’d rather.”

      “You want me to come up?” Her heart fluttered wildly, and she wasn’t sure if it was from fear or excitement.

      “You can if you want.”

      “Are you… are you sure?” They’d always spent nights in hotels. Her coming to his place felt like a gigantic leap beyond their boundaries.

      His eyes were sharp with scrutiny as they scanned her face, as if he were seeking an answer for her stuttering bewilderment. Then his expression relaxed, the corner of his mouth quirking up. “Have I ever shown myself reluctant to spend the night with you?”

      His implication was true, without question. But this was his bed, his apartment.

      Evidently reading her mind, Matt added, more gently, “We can find a hotel room if you’d prefer. Or I can just take you home.”

      Carrie didn’t prefer. She wanted to go upstairs with him. It just made her incredibly nervous. “No,” she murmured, slanting him a smile she hoped was flirtatious rather than terrified. “Here’s good.”

      They went up to his apartment without speaking. Inside, Matt offered her a drink, and she gratefully accepted a bottle of water.

      His apartment had high ceilings, historical detail, huge windows, and wide-plank hardwood floors. There was an eclectic mix of art on the walls, but none of the paintings were his own work.

      Carrie looked around in silence.

      “Well?” Matt demanded after a minute.

      She released a breath of laughter. “I like it. It looks like you.”

      “How does it look like me?”

      “It’s gorgeous and creative and sexy and… I don’t know… really smart.”

      He appeared surprised and pleased with her conclusion, but he covered it with familiar irony. “How exactly can an apartment be smart?”

      “It just is.” She chugged down some of the water, wiping away a little that dribbled onto her chin.

      He was watching her with that look of intense scrutiny, like he was reading too many of her thoughts and feelings. “Then my apartment looks like you too.”

      “What? I’m not as smart as you.”

      He shook his head. “You’re smarter than me.”

      “I am not—”

      “I can do one thing really well, but you’re smarter than me in almost every way. I never did well in school.”

      She thought about what he said—partly pleased by the way he’d affirmed her and partly upset about how he might be putting himself down. “That must be because you didn’t try very hard. Anyone who uses words as well as you is obviously really smart.”

      “Maybe.” He shrugged, as if his own intelligence didn’t really matter to him. “But you’re smarter. Which is why you should really go back to college.”

      She jerked, surprised by the turn of conversation. “Don’t start that again. You can’t make a conversation about your apartment turn into a lecture about—”

      “Not a lecture. Just a comment.”

      “Fine. When you start painting again, then I’ll go back to college.” She thought she’d found an exceptionally good way to shut him up since he hadn’t painted in two years.

      He had another strange expression—one she had no way to decipher. “Deal,” was all he said. He slid both hands around her ribcage and pulled her closer to him, leaning down to kiss her softly.

      Feeling close to him, despite the odd conversation, she wrapped her arms around his neck. “You’re just as sexy as your apartment,” she said between kisses.

      He laughed against her lips. “That’s the strangest compliment I’ve ever gotten.”

      “Maybe we should check out the bedroom, just to make sure it’s as sexy as the rest of the place.” She pulled away, keeping only her hand in his, and turned to peer at the doors leading off the main room. “Is that one the bedroom?”

      “Yeah, but we don’t have to head straight there.”

      She looked back at him, surprised at his hesitation since sex was what they normally did. Then she figured out an explanation and slid her free hand down his chest until it found his hardening groin. “I guess doing it in the dressing room of the store raised the bar for creative sex locations. What were you thinking? The kitchen? The balcony?” She massaged his groin, loving how his breath hitched in response.

      “That’s not what I meant,” he said, pulling her hand away with obvious reluctance. “I just meant we don’t have to jump right into bed. It’s not all about sex.”

      Her frown deepened as she looked at his slightly frustrated expression. “Okay.” She really shouldn’t have drunk so much. She was completely disoriented, had no idea what was going on. They’d always headed right for the bed before.

      She finished off her water, hoping the hydration would help. Then she said, “I want to look at the rest of the place anyway.”

      She wandered through the living area, poked her head into the bathroom, looked out onto the balcony, and tried not to be jealous of such a great apartment.

      There was one more door that she assumed was a closet. She was reaching for the knob when Matt came up behind her and slid a hand around her waist. “You don’t need to look in there.”

      “Why not? Is it a closet stuffed full of junk? Because I have one of those too, and it’s nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      He smiled, but he kept holding her back when she tried to move toward the door again. “It’s not a closet.”

      “Then what’s in there?”

      “Nothing interesting.”

      “You know me, right? You must know that now I’m not going to want to do anything but open that door. You might as well let me in now.”

      “I’m sure you can restrain your nosiness out of basic courtesy.”

      She snorted and relaxed, letting him pull her against his hard chest. As soon as she felt him relax too, she took a quick step away and reached for the door.

      “Damn it, Carrie,” he objected. “I told you—”

      He broke off because she was standing frozen in the open doorway, staring into the room. It was supposed to be a second bedroom, but there was no bed or dresser or chest or armoire. The room had a skylight and was set up as an art studio.

      She took in the half-finished paintings scattered throughout the room, paint supplies on a worktable, and a huge canvas on an easel that he’d obviously just started to work on. There was no way this stuff had been sitting around like this for two years.

      He’d started painting again.

      She turned toward him, her lips parting as she tried to process it all.

      His eyes darted between the floor and her face, uncharacteristically self-conscious.

      “You’re painting?”

      “Yeah.”

      “For how long?”

      He gave a half shrug. “A couple of months.”

      “You didn’t tell me?”

      “I didn’t tell anyone.”

      “Why not?” Part of her was thrilled by this revelation, this return to the person Matt really was and all the deep gifts he possessed.

      But part of her felt a little betrayed, as irrational as the feeling was—that he hadn’t shared something so important with her.

      He shook his head and looked away.

      “Matt, why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. He cleared his throat and met her eyes again. “I wasn’t sure I could do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “Start over again. Start living again. Be… be real again. Believe it or not, I’m not really full of pomposity. The truth is I wasn’t sure I could do any of this. And I didn’t want you to know… if I failed. So I kept it to myself until I knew.”

      Her initial hurt feelings faded as she understood what he was admitting, how authentically he was opening himself to her. “Do you know now?” she asked, her voice wobbling slightly. “Can you… can you do this?”

      “Yeah.” He was gazing at her now in a way that made her stomach clench. “I can. I want to.”

      “I’m glad.” Her breath was fast and uneven, and she wasn’t even sure why.

      “You know what this means, right?”

      “What?”

      He smiled, warm and affectionate. “You have to go back to college now.”

      She gasped at the realization. “That doesn’t count! You already knew you were painting again when you made the deal.”

      “That doesn’t change anything. A deal is a deal.” He reached out and pulled her against him. “Right?”

      She grumbled under her breath and slipped out of his grip. “I’ll think about it.” She walked over to one of the half-finished paintings. It was a street scene in startling slashes of color. Studying it, she forgot about what they’d just been talking about. “This is really different for you.”

      “Yeah. That’s another reason I didn’t say anything. I’m not even sure if what I’m doing now is any good.”

      She gazed at it for a long time, seeing emotion more than the details of the figures. The painting felt like Matt—in all his fierce fire, brilliance, and pain. When she finally glanced back, she saw he was watching her, obviously waiting for her verdict. “It is good,” she said softly. “Everything you do is amazing.”

      His face softened, and he looked so adorably real and vulnerable that she couldn’t restrain the urge to touch him.

      She reached out and pulled him into a kiss. He responded, his mouth opening immediately and his tongue darting out to meet hers. He let her push him until he was backed up against the worktable, using it for support as he fit her body against his.

      She rubbed against him, her palms skimming over the texture of his hair, the texture of his jaw, the texture of his firm shoulders beneath his jacket. Soon the kiss had deepened to such an extent that she writhed against him, so aroused she couldn’t hold still.

      She clumsily pushed his jacket off over his shoulders and moaned against his mouth as he cupped her bottom and eased her pelvis against his.

      They fumbled for a minute until she’d managed to get his jacket off and his shirt untucked. Then she freed his erection from his pants as he pushed her skirt up over her hips.

      “Matt,” she breathed against his lips.

      He made a sound of response in his throat as he slipped his hand between her thighs.

      “Oh Matt, I want you so much.”

      “You have me,” he murmured, so low she barely heard.

      And that terrified her again, made her feel far too much to be safe. So she grasped for something light and familiar with a teasing tone. “I told you that the dressing room raised the bar for creative spots for sex.”

      He choked on a laugh, his body shaking against hers. His laughter just intensified her desire, and she gasped in pleasure when he turned them around abruptly and lifted her so she was perched on the edge of the table.

      Then he was nudging her with the tip of his erection. Then he was maneuvering himself inside. Then he was lifting her thighs and wrapping her legs around his hips.

      “Everything about you is incredible,” he said, his voice low and guttural. “You blow me away. Carrie, baby, you’re so incredible.”

      “You’re… not bad yourself.” She arched her back against the sensations and the feelings, tightening her thighs around him.

      He was smiling as he started to rock into her, their eyes meeting unexpectedly. She couldn’t look away. His expression was so deep, so rich, so much of what she wanted. The pleasure in her chest mingled with the pleasure in the rest of her body.

      They moved together with increasing urgency until they were both panting with effort. And their shared gaze never broke, shaping a different kind of feeling, pleasure, meaning to the motion of their bodies.

      She finally had to drop her head back and close her eyes as an orgasm broke. She shuddered through the sensations and felt him coming too, shaking and releasing a long, thick groan.

      She clung to him desperately afterward, strangely self-conscious by how emotional she felt and terrified anew about what it might mean.

      He held her tightly, uncharacteristically silent. Occasionally he pressed a kiss into her hair, her neck, her shoulder.

      “Can we go to bed now?” she asked at last, searching futilely for familiar irony.

      “A little anticlimactic at this point.”

      “True. But lying down wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.”

      He smiled, pulling away from her and fastening his trousers again. Her knees buckled as she straightened her legs and tried to stand up.

      He wrapped an arm around her as they walked to the bedroom, and his support was strong, solid, everything she needed.
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      Several hours later, she woke up to a dark room.

      After a minute of orienting herself, she realized Matt was asleep beside her. She could hear his deep, even breathing.

      She liked that he was sound asleep. She liked how it felt to lie here beside him.

      She liked it so much that her warning sensors were triggered, and she carefully rolled out of bed. After feeling around for the dress shirt Matt had worn that evening, she pulled it on and silently slipped out of the room.

      With Henry, she had always felt comfortable and tender, safe and at home.

      With Matt, she had always felt wild and intense and free. But now she was also feeling tender and safe and at home.

      She simply couldn’t understand how she could feel all those things at once.

      She made her way without thinking to his studio, turning on the light and looking around at the paintings.

      There were dozens of them, in various stages of completion. His earlier work had been very abstract. His new stuff was closer to representational, although not completely so.

      He had changed though. Of course his art would change too.

      She’d made her way through most of the studio, studying everything she saw, when she found a canvas leaning against a wall in the far corner, covered by a drop cloth. She pulled it away and gasped when she saw what was on the canvas.

      It was her.

      It wasn’t a realistic portrait—the lines were fuzzy and the strokes were bold rather than careful. But it was definitely her. Standing behind the counter of the coffee shop. Looking much prettier than she was in real life and, at the same time, strangely distant.

      The painting was full of emotion, but it wasn’t hers. The feeling was poignant, aching, almost yearning.

      A sound behind her made her whirl around.

      Matt stood in the middle of the room, wearing nothing but his underwear, his bare body lean, strong, scarred, and compelling. Deeply human.

      He didn’t look angry at her invading his privacy. Just a little uncertain.

      “It hurts me,” she whispered, nodding at the painting and putting a hand on her aching chest. “It hurts me here.”

      “It hurt when I painted it.”

      She turned back to look and tried to understand what he’d been feeling when he painted this image. “Does it hurt you to be with me?”

      “Sometimes.”

      And that felt inevitable. All of it felt inevitable. They’d come together in pain, attracted by the magnetic power of their wounded souls. She’d always known they would drift apart eventually, when their hearts finally started to heal. “I guess we… we can’t just have sex and nothing else forever.”

      “I know we can’t.”

      She didn’t understand his tone. She didn’t understand her own heart. She didn’t understand how she’d ended up here, when she’d spent all year pulling away from anything that might hurt her.

      Matt had the power to hurt her more than anyone ever had, and only tonight was she realizing it.

      “You’ll let me know when you want out?” he asked, a new, wistful note in his voice.

      It was somehow comforting to know that he wasn’t exactly sure what was going on, that he wasn’t eager for this to end either. “Yeah.”

      They fell silent for a minute, both lost in their own thoughts, staring at the painting that seemed to be full of far more depth than Carrie believed she possessed.

      Then Matt, in an obvious attempt to return to more casual conversation, asked, “So when are you leaving on that ski trip?”

      Carrie had decided to go with Jenn, figuring it was better to spend Christmas with family than to hang around here, wishing for something that wasn’t going to happen. “The twenty-second. Then we’ll head to our parents’ for the holiday, and I’ll come back here on the twenty-sixth or twenty-seventh.”

      Matt nodded absently.

      Ridiculously, Carrie felt a little upset that Matt didn’t looked disappointed.

      She looked away from his eyes, down at his body. The lean, strong lines of his legs and arms and the pleasing contours of his chest and abdomen always roused her appreciation. And the faint scars all over his body drew an ache in her chest, like always.

      But she felt something else as well—something that was just wrong.

      Something like ownership.

      It couldn’t be that, of course.

      Matt lowered his brows, noticing her preoccupation. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” Carrie lied, giving him a little smile. No way was she going to admit that it felt like he was hers. “It’s nothing. You’re just hot.”
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      Carrie was hot.

      She’d been skiing for hours today—much longer than she’d planned or even wanted. But she was with a group of Jenn’s friends, all of whom were much more enthusiastic skiers than she was, and it hadn’t been easy to extricate herself in order to go back to the lodge early. So she’d stuck it out until everyone else got tired too.

      Her cheeks were blazing now, chapped and raw from the wind. She was exhausted and a little sore and—after returning to the stifling warmth of the ski lodge—she felt like she might suffocate on the hot air.

      She walked across to throw open a window, leaning out to hang her head into the evening. She sucked in a few breaths, the cold air stinging her throat. After the unnatural heat of the past few weeks in the city, the winter temperature of the mountains felt cleansing and refreshing.

      Carrie would have liked to spend the whole evening in her room, preferring some alone time after socializing with mostly strangers for a day and a half. But Jenn would worry if she didn’t come down for dinner, so Carrie shut the window and sternly told herself to get ready.

      She took a quick shower and pulled her flyaway hair back with some vintage snowflake clips. Then she put on dark jeans and a clingy, mulberry-colored sweater. Her cheeks were still pink, and her eyes looked almost sparkling in the artificial light. It was nice to look pretty.

      For most of the year, she hadn’t even thought about looking pretty. She did now. Even if there was no one here she wanted to look pretty for.

      To Jenn’s disappointment, there were no hunky ski instructors available for the taking. Carrie wouldn’t have wanted one anyway.

      She missed Matt.

      She’d known it had been a mistake to have that long, romantic evening with him over the weekend. It had felt like a date, not a sleazy night in a cheap motel. Almost like they were in a real relationship and not a secret affair.

      She hadn’t heard from him since, and she was starting to wonder if it was over.

      She was here by herself now, and it was probably for the best. At least she seemed to have healed enough to entertain romantic fantasies again. That was definitely progress. So Carrie squared her shoulders and went downstairs to try to enjoy the evening.

      She waved at a couple of Jenn’s friends across the room but noticed that her sister hadn’t come down yet. So—instead of going over to make more small talk—Carrie sank down into a deep sofa near the roaring blaze in the stone fireplace. It was a little too warm, but the ambience was nice.

      The main lobby of the lodge was cheery and festive, with garland, bows, and twinkling lights hung around the room and a huge Christmas tree in the corner. There was even a Santa Claus wandering about, handing out wrapped trinkets to children and posing for pictures.

      Carrie absently noticed it must be a different Santa than the one from yesterday evening. This one seemed taller and was doing a better job of making the children laugh.

      She watched for a few minutes and then stared back into the fire. Wondered what Matt was doing right now.

      She was worried that he was all alone. Maybe he was lonely. Of course, he couldn’t have been as lonely as she was, or he would have made an effort to spend at least part of the holiday with her.

      She let out a long sigh. She was being stupid, but she still kind of hoped he would give her a call. She’d felt so close to him only a few nights ago.

      A mug of steaming cider materialized in front of her, and Carrie reached to take it automatically.

      She looked up to see Santa Claus blinking down on her. His red-and-white suit was well padded and his face almost entirely covered by a thick white beard, big Santa glasses, and a drooping red hat.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled.

      “Someone needs some Christmas cheer,” Santa said in the gruff voice he must use to go with his character.

      Carrie gave him a half-hearted smile. “Thanks,” she said again, mustering up a little enthusiasm. “I appreciate it.”

      “You can do better than that,” Santa insisted, hefting his bag of trinkets down off his shoulder.

      Out of general civility, Carrie tried to hide her impatience, but she really wished Santa would bless someone else in the room with his genial attention. She just wanted to be left alone to have a nice mope before Jenn came down.

      But she managed a wider smile to appease the pushy Santa.

      “Better,” Santa said, nodding his bushy head approvingly. “So have you been naughty or nice?”

      Without conscious thought, her mind flashed to images of hot, passionate nights spent with Matt over the past few months.

      She’d definitely been naughty this year.

      “Definitely naughty,” Santa said, a new note entering his gruff voice.

      Carrie gasped, both at his having read her mind and the incongruously provocative lilt to Santa’s tone.

      Just her luck, being hit on by a raunchy Santa Claus.

      “Don’t you have any kids to ho-ho-ho to?” she asked tartly, taking a sip of her cider. She almost choked as she swallowed.

      This cider had been spiked with something very strong.

      She took another sip.

      Santa leaned over closer, his long beard brushing against her shoulder. “I’d rather ho-ho-ho with you.”

      Carrie’s eyes nearly popped out of her head at the lewd implication of what should have been innocuous words.

      She took a gulp of the cider and felt the warmth of the alcohol flow through her body.

      So maybe Matt didn’t care enough about her to get in touch over Christmas. Maybe he hadn’t bought her a single Christmas present, unless she counted the dress. Maybe he hadn’t even called her after that intense evening they’d spent together.

      Maybe Matt didn’t want her, but Carrie wasn’t completely neglected.

      She’d clearly attracted this blue-eyed perv of a Santa Claus without even trying.

      She finished off her cider as Santa moved away from her couch. She felt warm and drowsy thanks to the alcohol and the blaze of the fireplace.

      She also felt mildly amused. Despite the incongruity, it was always nice to have affirmation that you were attractive—even if it was just to a random Santa Claus.

      Carrie watched as Santa paused when a little girl with pink earmuffs ran up to him, demanding a present. Santa reached into his sack and leaned down to say something to the girl.

      He slanted an ironic look back at Carrie as he presented the girl with one of his trinkets.

      Something about the slanted look made Carrie’s spine stiffen suddenly. She stared hard.

      Even through the big glasses, the thick white beard, the wig and hat, there was something she knew—she knew—about that look.

      Matt was Santa Claus.

      It was so unbelievable, so impossible, so contrary to everything she’d understood about him and the world that she couldn’t believe her recognition at first. But the eyes were his—she realized that now. And the amused irony evident in his expression was screaming Matthew Lynch.

      Now that she saw it, she couldn’t see anything else. Couldn’t believe she’d failed to see it immediately.

      What the hell was he doing here? And why was he dressed up like Santa?

      The only answer that came to her—like the embodiment of her most ridiculous, romantic fantasies—made her want to squeal. Or faint. Or cry.

      But she didn’t do any of those things. Not until she knew what was happening here. She stood up and was surprised to find herself swaying a bit on her feet.

      Evidently, she’d drunk too much spiked cider too quickly.

      When she was sure of her feet, she stepped over toward where Santa-Matt was leaning against a wall and talking to a newlywed couple.

      She wasn’t sure what she was going to say to him, but she had to say something.

      Before Carrie reached him, Jenn entered the room with a couple of her friends. After greeting her sister with an enthusiastic wave, Jenn saw Santa and—in characteristically high spirits—demanded a picture with him.

      Carrie smothered a smile when Jenn decided she would pose on Santa’s lap. With her new recognition of Santa’s identity, Carrie could now read Matt’s expression beneath the beard as Jenn snuggled up on his lap and wrapped her arms around him for the picture.

      Carrie had to turn away to hide her laughter when Matt tried to stand up when the picture was done—only to be returned to his seat rather abruptly when another young woman took Jenn’s place.

      When Jenn called Carrie over to join in a group picture, Carrie happily squeezed herself into a shot, and she managed to maneuver her hand into place to surreptitiously pinch Santa’s ass.

      Matt huffed in surprise—his reaction causing her to nearly lose control of her amusement.

      She was aware enough to realize her near hysteria wasn’t just humor. It was barely leashed joy.

      She was trying to control her expression but not nearly well enough to deceive Matt. His eyes landed on her face, and he knew. She knew he knew.

      Carrie still didn’t know how Matt had gotten himself into such a crazy situation, but she was planning to enjoy it while she could. Such a delightful turnaround wasn’t likely to happen again anytime soon—not with a man as utterly cool as Matt.

      He had to be here for her.

      The realization made Carrie want to melt, and the heat of the room—the heat from the cider—only intensified this feeling. She managed to restrain her giggles as the picture posing continued for a few more shots.

      Only when Santa-Matt finally got to his feet, nearly dislodging a brunette friend of Jenn’s in the process, did Carrie start to feel a twinge of nervousness.

      No reason for it, of course. But they were going to talk now. And she had no idea if she was ready for what this talk would reveal. About him. And her.

      “Santa needs a break,” Matt said gruffly, still doing the bare minimum to sustain his genial persona. He managed to extricate himself from the group of young women and clomped his way toward the back door of the lobby in his thick black boots.

      He slanted Carrie a look over his shoulder. It wasn’t a happy look.

      Covering her mouth to hide the giggles, she managed to slip away from Jenn without being noticed.

      She caught up to Matt in the back hall.

      “Santa?”

      Matt frowned beneath his beard. “You seem to be having an ungraciously good time with this.”

      His slightly peeved tone sent Carrie into an unrestrained fit of laughter. “Matt, Matt, what the hell…” She gasped, trying to catch her breath and finish the sentence. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Damn it, Carrie. I had a whole plan worked out here, and you ruined it.”

      Carrie was laughing so hard now she had to lean against him and bury her face against the fuzzy red suit to smother the sound.

      Matt cleared his throat. “Whenever you’d like to control yourself enough to have an actual conversation.”

      “Only you,” she gasped, straightening up. “Only you can sound so full of pomposity when wearing that big red hat!”

      He just glared at her—one of his best cold glares. But the beard and glasses spoiled the effect.

      “How did I ruin your plan?” she asked, managing to basically compose herself and genuinely wanting to know the answers to her questions.

      “You weren’t supposed to know I was here until later.”

      “Then why did you come over to talk to me? Surely you didn’t think I was so incredibly clueless as not to recognize you.”

      “You didn’t recognize me. Not at first. You thought I was some dirty old man.” Matt sounded less peeved—as if he were pleased by deceiving her at least temporarily.

      “But I wouldn’t have even noticed you if you hadn’t come to talk to me. It’s your own fault if your crazy plan fell apart.”

      Matt sighed. “I know. It was stupid. But you looked so… so…”

      Irrationally, Carrie’s shoulders stiffened defensively. “So what?” She could just imagine how she’d looked, moping on the couch by herself. Pitiful. Childish.

      “Sad.”

      She reached over to pull down the white beard so she could see his face better. His expression wasn’t condescending or pitying. In fact, he looked almost tender.

      A warm rush of feeling swelled up inside her, but she managed to keep an appropriately wry lilt to her voice. “So you ruined your big plans to come over to cheer me up?”

      Matt smiled and took off his Santa glasses. “Aren’t you glad I did?”

      She was glad he had. And even more glad that he’d evidently cared enough about her feelings to spoil his plans in order to win her out of her lonely, wistful mood.

      “So what was your plan?” she asked, feeling the sudden urge to touch him. She ran a hand up his chest and was uncomfortably aware that the Santa suit was padded. It wasn’t his smooth, hard chest she was feeling. It was something soft and cushy.

      Not exactly the kind of touch to match her slightly provocative tone.

      Matt reached over and cupped her face in one hand. His eyes were so soft she lost her breath. But instead of sweet words, he said, “I don’t think I’ll tell you.”

      Carrie gasped. “That’s not fair!”

      “Hey, I’m the one wearing this Santa suit.”

      Amusement vied with annoyance—and curiosity trumped them both. “So what are you doing here? And why are you in that ridiculous outfit?”

      Matt gave a half shrug. “I needed some holiday weather. It’s seventy degrees and humid in the city.”

      “Don’t be evasive. Why are you here?”

      “Carrie,” he said softly, shaking his head with a fond smile. “Why do you think I’m here?”

      Trapped by the expression in his eyes, Carrie leaned toward him unconsciously. “Well, I guess it’s because I’m here.”

      “Good guess.”

      “But why—”

      “Baby,” Matt murmured, cupping her face again. “You know why I’m here.”

      “To spend Christmas with me?” she said, her voice breaking slightly. It was too amazing. Too miraculous. She still couldn’t believe it was true.

      Matt’s face had moved so close to hers that she could feel his breath on her skin. All she saw were his blue eyes and his beautifully shaped lips. She’d forgotten all about his red-and-white outfit. “Among other things,” he breathed, before he kissed her.

      A rush of sensation and joy overwhelmed her, and she moaned against his mouth, her arms wrapping around his neck. She pressed the length of her body against his.

      Matt’s mouth moved against hers, and she opened to him instinctively, wanting to feel him in every way she could.

      She was just getting into the kiss when a familiar voice broke into the embrace. “Carrie? What the fuck?”

      Carrie and Matt pulled away at the same time. Knowing what was coming, her face blazed with embarrassment. She tried to get her brain to work so she could come up with a reasonable excuse.

      But she couldn’t think of anything as she turned to face Jenn, who was staring at them like they were aliens.

      Jenn blinked. “I know I said you should try to get into the Christmas spirit more, but I didn’t mean you should make out with the first Santa you saw.”

      Carrie’s cheeks burned as she opened her mouth to reply to her sister’s wry comment.

      No words came out. Her mouth was suddenly dry, and her brain was a blank.

      Matt had pulled away from the embrace, moving the Santa beard back up to cover the lower part of his face.

      “Carrie?” Jenn prompted, taking a step closer. Her expression was torn between surprise, amusement, and something else. “Everything all right?”

      Recognizing that the something else on Jenn’s face was concern, Carrie managed to find her voice. “Yeah. I’m good. Just felt a little… crazy.”

      “Evidently.” Jenn’s eyes scanned Matt from his black boots to red hat, lingering on the red suit and bushy, false beard. “Honestly, I don’t see the appeal—” She cut herself off with a noticeable start. “Wait, is this your older-man, hot fling?”

      Leave it to Jenn to make sense out of a senseless situation. “Uh, yeah,” Carrie admitted.

      Her face relaxing, Jenn said, “Oh. Very sorry I interrupted. I’ll let you, er, get back to it. I assume I won’t be seeing you for dinner?”

      “You won’t be seeing her for dinner,” Matt affirmed before Carrie could figure out an answer.

      Carrie shot him an indignant look for such high-handedness, mostly out of habit. She now had no plans but to spend the evening, night, and as much of the following day as possible with Matt.

      Jenn was obviously hiding a smile. “Very good. Carry on.”

      And she turned around and walked out.

      Carrie let out a whoosh of air. “Well, that was embarrassing.”

      “Yeah. At least she didn’t know who I am. Having one person in the world know I dressed up in this thing is more than enough.”

      She snickered. “You really should have thought twice before you gave me such good ammunition.”

      “Yeah. Not one of my best strategic moves.” Something changed on his expression, and he looked almost predatory.

      Carrie’s breath hitched in response.

      “But I’m sure it will have a few fringe benefits.”

      “Fringe?” Her tone was sharp, but it was more out of principle than anything else since she felt like she might melt into a puddle of sappy feelings. “I’ll have you know I’m nobody’s fringe. Don’t assume that just because you make this crazy, dramatic gesture everything will go your way.”

      “So you’re saying you don’t want to spend the evening with me?”

      “I’m thinking about it.”

      “Okay. You think.” He hid a smile. “I’ll do something constructive in the meantime.”

      Before she could figure out what he referred to, he’d grabbed her indecorously and folded her over his shoulder.

      She shrieked in surprise. While she’d read books where things like that happened, she’d never imagined it would happen to her. She felt like she wasn’t small enough to be carried, although Matt was strong and he seemed to be managing it well enough.

      Honestly, it wasn’t all that comfortable, with his shoulder pushing against her middle and her head hanging upside down.

      “Matt! Damn it, Matt, what the hell are you doing?”

      “Doing something constructive while you think.” He was slightly breathless, but she didn’t know if it was from laughter or effort.

      Evidently, his constructive use of time was carrying her down the back hall to a wing of the lodge she hadn’t yet seen.

      Carrie should have put up a struggle—merely to show she wouldn’t be bulldozed—but she didn’t feel much like it.

      She was dizzy from giddy excitement, surprised disorientation, and ironic amusement.

      And the weirdness of being carried this way.

      When Matt unlocked a room, she brilliantly deduced that he’d reserved a room here for himself.

      And she managed to come up with some sort of response. “Matt, this is ridiculous. It’s one thing to be carried into a room caveman-style by a sexy man. It’s another to be carried in by Santa Claus!”

      Matt chuckled as he walked into the room and eased her off his shoulder, but he didn’t set her back on her feet. Instead, he lowered her down to the bed, spreading her out beneath him on the cool coverlet. There was a fire blazing in the fireplace—a feature her little room didn’t possess. And there was champagne in a silver bucket with two crystal flutes on the table, along with a few plates under silver covers.

      But all Carrie could see was Matt’s face just above her. Although her body had shifted sharply from disorientation to excitement, her deepest excitement wasn’t physical.

      “I’d appreciate it if you don’t keep reminding me of the costume,” Matt said, his eyes glinting with familiar irony. “It might ruin the mood.”

      Carrie made an incoherent sound of half humor, half sentiment. “Don’t count on that. Your dressing up as Santa was the sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me, and I plan to remember it for a long time.”

      Matt closed his eyes and moaned softly. “You didn’t just call me sweet, did you?”

      For some reason his dry tone and insistence that he not be associated with softer emotions made Carrie feel quite melty, as did the heat of his body above her. “It was the right word.”

      He lowered his mouth to her neckline and teased the skin with his tongue and teeth. “Definitely not the right word.”

      “You are sweet.” Her voice cracked with feeling at the deprecation in his tone. “Not always, I admit. Sometimes you’re an ass. But you can be sweet.” She reached up when he lifted his head again to gaze down at her. She cupped his cheek with one hand. “You are now. You are with me.”

      Matt leaned down to kiss her, and his tongue dipped into her mouth, stroking the inside of her lips, her tongue, the roof of her mouth. When he pulled away at last, he said breathlessly, “What about my hard edge?”

      “It’s just softened by all the Santa padding.”

      “Well, let’s just keep that between us.”

      She exhaled with laughter but then met his eyes. And her mood suddenly transformed from what she saw there. “Oh God, Matt,” she breathed. “I want you so much.”

      She’d said the same thing to him before, but it meant something entirely different now.

      Matt pulled his chest away from hers and studied her face intently. “Do you? You want me?” he asked hoarsely. “You want me?”

      Carrie gulped. “Oh yeah. I do.” When she saw she hadn’t really answered his question, she added, “I want all of you. Hard edge and Santa padding both. Always.”

      Smiling, he murmured, “Good. Because I’m not going anywhere.”

      He kissed her then, and it was deep and intense and breathtaking—but it didn’t immediately turn into sex.

      Finally Carrie pulled away long enough to breathe. “Matt?”

      “Yeah, baby.” He gazed down at her with naked emotion. It was impossible not to read what was blazing in his eyes. So much more than lust.

      “Do you think you could maybe take off some of the Santa stuff? This is all amazing, but it would be nice to feel more of you.”

      He choked on a laugh and straightened up long enough to throw off his red jacket, padding, wig, hat, and boots so he was left in a white T-shirt, red pants, and his own dear, scarred face.

      Then he moved over her again. “How’s that?”

      She stroked the scar on the side of his head. “Much better.”

      They kissed again, her heart and her body flooded with feeling until he finally raised his head. “Carrie?” he asked thickly, his eyes holding hers in a deep look. “This isn’t just a sleazy affair, is it?”

      She shook her head mutely, feeling inordinately touched by the question. Then managed to say, “Not for me.”

      “Me either.”

      Then they were kissing again. She felt that he was growing hard, but he didn’t start to undress her, didn’t grow urgent in his touch.

      She pressed her pelvis up against his arousal. “I’m loving the kissing, but we can have sex if you want, Matt,” she said, stroking the strong planes of his back beneath his damp T-shirt.

      “Later. I want to say a few things first. I need you to know it’s not all about sex.” His expression was utterly sober as he gazed down on her.

      She was shaking from excitement at the implications of his hoarse words. She waited breathlessly for several long moments. Then finally demanded, “Well? What did you want to say?”

      He smiled at her tone, but then his expression grew serious again. “You promise I’m not going to scare you away?”

      She resisted the urge to hug herself. “Nothing you say is going to scare me away.”

      “What if I confess to being a serial killer? You might be a little scared then.”

      “Stop stalling!” She grabbed his shoulders and tried to shake him with playful impatience. They had a little wrestling match until she relaxed beneath him again.

      “Carrie, you know how I feel about you, don’t you?” he asked at last, meeting her eyes, the teasing glint entirely gone.

      “I think I do now. But aren’t you going to tell me?”

      His face twisted slightly as he leaned down to kiss her. She reveled in the kiss, but her heart was beating wildly when he finally pulled away. She felt so much—too much—that her eyes burned with the feeling.

      “I love you, Carrie,” he said thickly.

      To her horror, her face contorted as the threatened tears briefly overflowed. Matt looked even more horrified than she felt until she managed to compose herself. “Sorry about that,” she told him. “One of the consequences of being a girl. I’m okay now. So how long have you… have you felt this way?”

      “For a while.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He exhaled and glanced away. “It was too soon. I didn’t think you were ready to hear it. I would have scared you away.”

      That much was true. She would have run scared had she heard anything like this—not so long ago.

      “But even the other night? I kept thinking things were changing between us, but you never said anything, so I had to assume it was just me. Why didn’t you tell me then?”

      “I wanted to. I almost did—more than once. But I still didn’t know if it was too soon.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      He leaned down to kiss her again briefly. “I didn’t know. I’ve been crazy about you almost from the very beginning, but at first I had nothing to offer you except a broken shell.”

      She started to object to the sentiment, but he talked over her. “That’s how I felt. And it just wasn’t good enough for you. So then, as I started to get it together again, I figured I only had one chance with you, so I wasn’t going to blow it by moving too soon and scaring you away.”

      She felt a little like crying again but didn’t. “I’ve always thought you moved just right.”

      He almost laughed. “I do my best.”

      They gazed at each other for a minute until he cleared his throat.

      She suddenly realized what he was waiting for. “Well, while we’re sharing confessions, I guess I’ll admit that I love you too.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “Try to restrain the pomposity. Remember, I have a lifetime’s worth of ammunition in that Santa suit.”

      To her delight, he smiled at her—rather than the haughty glare she’d expected. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      The implications in his words made her want to melt, but she’d never thought of herself as a melty kind of girl before. It was probably the roaring fire and the weight of Matt’s warm body on top of her.

      That was all it was. She wasn’t really melty. It was just hot.
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      “Do you think you could put down the damn book?”

      Matt’s question was more of a demand than an inquiry, and he glared at her impatiently.

      Carrie glared back. “I have to study. I have to do well if I want to get into a good grad school.”

      “You’ve been studying for that exam for an entire month. You’re going to ace it.”

      “Maybe.” She was scheduled to take the GRE in early January, so the urgency of her studying had been intensifying as the date approached. “I don’t know.”

      When she glanced over at Matt’s face—half-fond and half-skeptical now—she couldn’t help but give him a self-deprecating smile. “All right. So maybe I’m obsessing. I just feel like I’m so far behind.”

      His expression changed, and he pulled her gently to her feet. “You took a year off from college. People do it all the time. You’re not behind in any real way.”

      “Yeah. I guess so.” She felt a little sappy at the deep expression in his eyes.

      He eased the book out of her hand and tossed it onto the bed. “Now hurry up, or we won’t make it to the party by midnight.”

      The sappiness vanished, and Carrie frowned. “We have plenty of time.” When she glanced at the clock and saw it was already almost ten, she decided Matt might have a small point. “All right, I’ll finished getting dressed.”

      She and Matt were going to a New Year’s Eve party at her aunt’s, and Carrie was actually a little nervous about it.

      Being careful not to show her tension, she took off her robe and picked up from the bed the black dress she was planning to wear.

      It was the same angle-hemmed dress she’d tried on in the dressing room—more than a year ago now. The dress was one of her favorites.

      Her absolute favorite was the red one Matt had picked out for her on that same shopping trip.

      He was already dressed in an urban-cut black suit, and he’d gone back to doodling on a sketch pad he carried with him everywhere.

      As Carrie checked her hair and added a couple of sparkly hairpins, she told herself she had no reason to be nervous.

      They were just going to a party at her aunt’s. It would be fun, festive, maybe a little boring, without a lot of people she knew. Except for Jenn and her boyfriend.

      And her parents. And Henry’s parents, who were spending the holiday in the city.

      “It’s fine if you’re nervous.”

      Carrie jerked, both at the interruption of her private flow of thoughts and the way Matt had evidently read her mind.

      “I’m not nerv—” she began, then saw Matt’s raised eyebrows. “Fine. I’m a little nervous. I know there’s no reason for it, but it’s like my two worlds are colliding. My old world, with Henry, and my new one.”

      She loved her life now, but moving on had sometimes been difficult for her.

      The year had been rough for Matt at times too. He’d started exhibiting some of his new paintings in the past six months, and not everyone liked the change in his work.

      “I know,” he said. “It makes sense that it would be unsettling. I would never try to minimize what you had with Henry. I’m glad he was part of your life for so many years. I just want to be part of both your worlds. I want to be part of all your worlds.” He cleared his throat. “I hope that’s all right.”

      “Of course it’s all right.” Grabbing the necklace she was planning to wear, she came over and slid her arms around Matt’s neck, letting him pull her into his lap.

      After she’d kissed him for a minute, stroking his lips with her tongue, she pulled away, one hand still caressing his head. “I’m glad you’re going to meet them. I’m a little nervous, yes, but I’m happy about it.”

      “I’m going to do my best to make sure you stay happy. In every way I can. I know things haven’t always been easy with us because of everything we’ve gone through.”

      “Whoever said easy was the way to go?” She gave Matt the necklace and adjusted so he could put it on for her.

      After he’d fastened the delicate mechanism, he murmured, almost indifferently, “Sometimes easy would be nice.”

      Carrie turned her head to meet his eyes. “Good trumps easy any day.”

      That made him smile. “Agreed.” He patted her on the ass. “Now hurry up and put your shoes on.”

      She scowled, but she was actually feeling very mushy inside. “Don’t be too bossy, or I’ll regale everyone at the party with detailed descriptions of you in a Santa suit. Don’t forget, Jenn actually saw—”

      She broke off with a squeal as Matt growled and lunged for her teasingly.

      As she went to pull on her shoes, she glanced back and saw him palm something he’d pulled out of his pocket.

      “What’s that?” she asked, her curiosity roused.

      He sneered with cool arrogance. “You would do better to focus on getting ready instead of prying into my affairs.”

      And Carrie suddenly knew—she knew—what he had in his pocket.

      She had to duck her head to hide the flash of joy on her face.

      But she managed to say, liltingly enough. “But I like your affairs.”

      “You’re the last affair I’ll ever have.”

      Carrie had to swallow over the lump of emotion and slowly walked over to the dresser to put on her earrings as a way to control her rush of trembling.

      She hadn’t quite managed to pull herself together when she met Matt’s gaze again. She knew he could see her reaction.

      In response to what she hadn’t said—what she hadn’t needed to say—Matt murmured, “Good definitely trumps easy.”

      Unable to contain her feelings and giving up on even trying, she went over to hug him again.

      The past year hadn’t been easy. But it had been good. So good.

      And tonight was New Year’s Eve.

      Next year would be even better.
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      Thank you for reading HOLIDAY HEAT!

      Get your trophy husband fix in PART TIME HUSBAND, available  now!

      On a Wednesday afternoon, I ask Trevor Bentley to marry me. He might be the most arrogant, obnoxious man I know, but I need him to be my husband for a year.

      There are reasons.

      He's not going to be a real husband. Just part-time. Yes, I have to live with him. And, okay, I also have to share his bed. And, sure, he's the sexiest and most exciting thing to ever happen to my controlled, organized life.

      But still... It's only a part-time marriage. I'm not going to give him my heart. I know what I'm doing, and I'm too smart to fall for my husband.

      I hope.

      ONE CLICK PART TIME HUSBAND >
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      People come into our lives. Some stay, and many go. Some build us up, while most tear us down. They become our friends, our enemies, our lovers, our tormentors. Christian Davison came into mine, and I knew I’d never be the same.

      

      To Elizabeth Ayers, New York City had always been a dream. She’s worked her entire young life to make it here.

      

      Groomed to one day take over his father’s law firm, attending Columbia University was Christian Davison’s only option.

      

      Neither wanted anything more until they sat across from each other at a café table after being paired as study partners. Christian wants her, but Elizabeth knows better than to give into their intense attraction. Yet there is little she can do to stay away.
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      She sat across from me, this beautiful girl who had to be both the cutest and sexiest thing I’d ever seen. A rich tenor rang in her words, this modest kind of confidence that sucked me in, while her cheeks seemed to continually light with a gentle flush when she said anything that embarrassed her in the slightest way.

      A sublime contradiction, self-assured and shy.

      How ironic it was her.

      But really, I shouldn’t have been all that surprised. I always knew what I wanted the moment it saw it.

      Shifting against the hard wood of the chair, I leaned forward and struggled to pay attention to the words she spoke as I stared, mesmerized by that perfect mouth.

      One elbow was propped on the table, her head tilted to the side as she supported it with her fingertips. Sun-streaked waves of dark blonde hair fell down around one side of her heart-shaped face as she thumbed through the thick textbook resting on the table between us.

      Concentration edged her brow, her pouty lips pulling into a thin line whenever she became engrossed in something she read.

      “Do you think you’re up for this?” she asked, sounding overwhelmed.

      “Definitely.”

      No question.

      I was up for all kinds of things.

      Last night, I’d shared two short emails with her, and we’d arranged to meet at this little café during the time we both had a break in our classes.

      Of course, at that time, I had no idea who my American Government study partner would turn out to be. The little description she had given, I’d scribbled on the note that was now crumpled in my front pocket.

      Elizabeth Ayers, long, blonde hair.

      At the bottom, I’d jotted down her cell phone number.

      Yeah, I’d be holding on to that.

      A groan of apparent dread slipped through her lips, and the sound almost caused me to release one of my own.

      “Are you sure? Because have you looked through this syllabus?”

      She glanced up, then back at the small stapled pack of papers laid out between us. “There’s going to be a ton of memorization. I’m pretty sure this is going to be a pretty difficult class,” she said seriously, completely focused on the information she was devouring as her eyes roved over the page.

      “You have no idea how happy I was to find that sign-up sheet for a study partner. I don’t know about you, but I can’t afford to get a bad grade in this class.” She scribbled something in her notebook, licked her lips, rambled mostly to herself.

      And I just stared.

      Fifteen minutes ago, before I’d walked through the door of the café and seen her, I’d been all wrapped up in this grade, too. I’d been just as worried about who my partner would be. I’d figured it’d be my luck to get paired with some loser who would take advantage of my time and my hard work. I’d have dealt with it, too, sucked it up and worked my ass off because I had no other choice.

      There was no way in hell I’d give my dad another reason to ride me because I had a grade slipping below his approval.

      But no, I’d walked through the door and it was her.

      Since then, I’d had a really hard time focusing on anything but the fluid lilt of her voice and the amber warmth of her soft brown eyes.

      Shock had frozen me in the doorway when I walked through the door of the café and was met with the face of the same girl I hadn’t been able to shake from my mind since the first day of our American Government class last week.

      When the class had been dismissed, I gathered my things and stood to leave. Looking up to make my way down the aisle of steps, I’d glimpsed just the side of her face when she’d cast a furtive glance behind her as she’d been heading out the door.

      My breath had caught.

      Since then that face had slipped in and out of my mind, creeping into my thoughts, making recurrent appearances in my dreams.

      My reaction to her had been just as strong when I walked through the door today.

      Girls didn’t do this me. And she’d managed it twice. Sitting across from her now, I knew I had to have her.

      Even if it was only once.

      Pausing, she looked up at me, her eyes narrowed in what appeared both humor and mild agitation. “Christian, did you hear anything I said?” she asked, her gaze wandering my face for an answer. “Please tell me you’re not going to make me do all this work myself.”

      I attempted to shake off the visceral reaction that had my body itching to take what I instinctively knew would be mine. “Of course, I heard you. Class is going to be a ton of work. I’m good with that.” I grinned at her. “And no, I’m not going to make you do all the work.”

      I nudged her foot under the table with mine, flashing the same smile I’d learned years ago was the surest way to get what I wanted. And what I wanted right then was her. “What kind of guy do you think I am?”

      Heat rose to her cheeks. I could almost feel her warmth radiating across my face in confused waves, this sweet shyness that seemed to be lacking from every other girl I’d run across since I came to this city. Lacking in every girl I’d come into contact with in the last four years, really.

      I could feel the attraction that mingled with it, though it was flanked by a strong current of self-preservation.

      “I haven’t figured that out yet,” she said as she straightened and pitched her head to the side. She slowly tapped the backside of her pen on her notepad, studying me for intent.

      Her steady gaze locked on me, as if she contemplated who or what I was, while mine was unruly, my eyes wandering on their own accord.

      They traveled the curved line of her jaw, down her neck, to the expanse of perfect skin exposed above the V of her T-shirt.

      Could anyone blame me that I wanted to bury my face there?

      I wondered how long it’d be before she let me.

      When I brought my attention back up, her expression had shifted and she sat back, a knowing smirk settling on her face, though it seemed to be hiding something deeper in the warmth of her honey eyes.

      It looked a whole lot like disappointment.

      An unfamiliar feeling curled in my stomach.

      Guilt.

      I looked away, down at my hands clenched together on the table in front of me.

      Everything about her swam with innocence, but her eyes were too sharp to speak of naivety. She knew exactly what I was thinking as my gaze caressed the soft slope of her neck. Most girls would be crawling all over me by now, but Elizabeth looked like maybe she’d just decided she didn’t want anything to do with me.

      Swallowing, I tried to reel myself in.

      I was fucking this all up, and I had no idea why I cared.

      But I did.

      I mean, I didn’t want a relationship or anything, but I wanted . . . something. The expression on Elizabeth’s face told me she’d already decided what that was.

      Yeah. Definitely fucking this up.  . . .

      She went back to flipping through the pages, meticulous as she mapped out our study plan for the semester. She asked me several questions about my strengths, my schedule, when and where I preferred to have our study sessions.

      Even though she was so obviously worried about her grade, there was no doubt in my mind she was going to ace this class.

      “Where are you from, Elizabeth?” The words were abrupt, and I shifted in my seat, leaning farther across the small table with my elbows digging into the wood, edging her direction.

      Honey kissed every inch of her—her hair, her eyes, her skin—and I knew she couldn’t be from around here.

      “Uh . . . San Diego,” she said almost absently, absorbed in the words she wrote, before she surprised me by stopping and looking up at me with a wistful smile. “I lived there my whole life. This is the first time I’ve been out of California. I still can’t believe I’m in New York City. It’s crazy.”

      With a small, contented shake of her head, she bit at her lip and picked up where she’d left off, the fluid sweep of her hand across the paper as she planned.

      “This is the first time you’ve been out of California?” Incredulity dropped from my mouth. How was that even possible?

      I’d traveled the world with my parents, forced to go on trip after boring trip. When I was young, I would get excited as I sat in a first-class seat on the plane, antsy to get into the air, to see new things—for my father to be there.

      But soon I realized it was always the same.

      Me stuck alone in a huge hotel room, playing my old Nintendo Game Boy with a nanny I didn’t even know, while my parents went off to do whatever they did.

      Vague memories of my mother’s promises lingered in my mind, but they were always an excuse, a lame apology that next time she would take me sightseeing or to a theme park or some other cool place I wanted to go.

      By the time I was fifteen, whenever they went out of town, I refused to go with them.

      “I guess that’s not normal for most people,” she said, “but my mom raised me and my sisters by herself, so there wasn’t a lot of money left for vacations.” She lifted her head and I could see her face. A gentle casualness framed her mouth, something that spoke of respect and grace.

      My mother would have rather died than admit she lacked the money for something. But here was this girl who couldn’t be more than eighteen, laying it all out, setting her private world on display.

      And without an agenda.

      A tiny laugh slipped through Elizabeth’s lips. “But we always had our beach.”

      For a second, sadness clouded her features, an almost indiscernible twitch of her muscles.

      “You miss it,” I blurted through a whisper. It wasn’t a question. I felt it as it suddenly saturated the air around us.

      Shrugging, she began to doodle on the margin of her notepad. “That obvious, huh?” She grimaced a smile. “It just kinda hit me a couple of days ago. I’ve never been away from home, and here I am, all the way across the country with no friends or family. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I worked my entire life to get here, and I’m beyond thankful for it.”

      She wet her lips, swallowed, and averted her gaze as she hunched her shoulders. “I just really miss my mom.”

      Something that resembled pain struck me deep in the chest. I was so far out of my element, a million miles from what I knew.

      What I knew were girls who wanted the exact thing I wanted.

      Ones who climbed in my bed without a second thought.

      Our intentions were never dishonest, and that was where it always ended. I never pretended I would give them any more. And they never pretended they wanted anything more from me, either.

      But right then, the only thing I knew was I really wanted to hug this girl.

      I didn’t even know her, though it didn’t take a lot for me to realize I wanted to.

      “Hey,” I said as I leaned in low to capture her gaze, sliding my palm across the table to rest next to her notebook. My fingers twitched, and I resisted the urge to take her hand that lay an inch away. “You’re not alone.”

      I raised a brow, lightening my tone in hope of lightening her mood. “Just think of all the time you’re going to have to spend studying with me.”

      Her head was still bowed when she laughed and looked up at me from under the hedge of hair that had fallen like a veil to the side of her face, though the sadness that had temporarily hazed her expression was gone.

      She smiled, and it was as if I could see everything inside of her.

      In that moment, I had this strange sense that I knew her better than I’d ever known anyone, even though I really didn’t know her at all.

      Elizabeth was strong and driven, incredibly intelligent, but what was most apparent was she was genuinely kind.

      She emitted a slight snort and raised her own brow. “I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not, Christian.”

      It was all tease and truth, playful words loaded with innuendo that confirmed she’d already made assumptions about me.

      “How about you?” she asked. “You’re from here?”

      “Nah, I’m from Virginia.”

      “Virginia.” She seemed to ponder it as if it were some foreign, exotic place. “So what brought you to New York?”

      I laughed low, but it lacked any humor. “I’ve known I would be going to Columbia since I was a little boy.”

      There was never any choice. Anything less and all my father’s careful grooming, priming me for the future he’d picked out for me, would have all been in vain.

      Frowning, she reached out to wrap her slender fingers around her coffee mug and sipped at it as she waited for me to continue.

      I answered her as simply as I could. “My dad went here.”

      “Ah.” She nodded as if she understood what I meant, as if she recognized she’d hit a nerve. She looked like she was tempted to ask me more.

      I quickly changed the subject. My parents were the last thing I wanted to talk about. “So what about you? Why New York?”

      She got that wistful smile again, her eyes soft and her words softer. “It’s kind of embarrassing, but have you ever had a place that just became a fairy tale to you?”

      I blinked, not really understanding, but wishing I could. I offered a little shrug. “No. Not really.”

      Definitely not.

      She reddened again, dipping her chin in the way she did every time she seemed to get self-conscious. “New York has always been like that for me, from the time I was a little girl. I always thought it had to be the most amazing place in the world. Then when I decided I wanted to be an attorney, I knew it had to be Columbia.”

      “Wait . . . what? You’re pre-law?”

      She nodded.

      Could she be any more perfect for me?

      And where the hell did that thought come from?

      “Me too,” I said.

      She sat up, both of us more excited than we probably needed to be. “Really?”

      “Yeah . . . you know, my dad’s headed a firm for years. Real estate. I’m going to take over for him when he retires.”

      “Oh God . . . that’s amazing.” She was grinning, maybe happy for me. Maybe happy to find out we had more in common than we’d initially thought.

      “What are you going into?” I asked.

      She was still smiling, her body vibrating in her seat. “I’m not sure yet. Some sort of family law . . . I want to work for the state or a non-profit.” Passion poured from her mouth, her heavy exhale thick with emotion. She hugged herself, as if she were imagining herself there, what her future would be like. “Something where I can help kids.” Her face glowed. “An advocate of some kind. I don’t know.”

      She shrugged, but clearly not because she didn’t care. It didn’t have to be perfect. It just had to be right.

      I was floored.

      I’d never met anyone like her.

      I knew what those jobs paid. Obviously, Elizabeth did too. She was after the worst position any attorney could ever have, what my father called scrounge work.

      For years, he pounded it into my psyche that it would be required before I made it to the top. He wouldn’t even consider allowing me into his firm until I’d spent at least two years scrubbing. I expected it to be the two worst years of my life.

      And it appeared to be Elizabeth’s ultimate goal.

      For my dad, it wasn’t about giving back. It was about paying dues. He wanted to see me scrape the bottom of the barrel so I’d understand what he was giving me when he ultimately handed me a job on a silver platter.

      “What?” she asked when she noticed my expression. Confusion dimmed the light that had glimmered from her face.

      I stared at her for too long, my mouth dry and my palms wet. How badly I wanted to climb inside her, to really understand her, to know what it’d feel like not to be driven by money and greed.

      But the last thing I wanted was her to see inside of me.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. That’s just . . . really cool, Elizabeth.”

      “Thanks, Christian.” A humble smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. She flipped the textbook shut and shoved the syllabus into a folder. “I need to get going. Are we good to meet here on Monday, then? Same time?” she asked.

      Monday was five days from now. Something inside me protested. I didn’t want to wait that long to see her again.

      “What are you doing Friday night?”

      “Me? Studying.” She emitted a low laugh and shook her head as if anticipating what I would say next.

      “How about you go out to dinner with me instead?” I asked her anyway. I smiled that smile again.

      “That’s not going to happen.” Red colored her cheeks, but she seemed to be fighting a smile. She gathered a few loose papers and tapped the bottom edge of the pile on the table to straighten them.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not the kind of girl you’re looking for.”

      “And how do you know what kind of girl I’m looking for?”

      She sat back in her chair, leveling her gaze on me.

      I fidgeted under it.

      All traces of that shyness were gone and set in its place was a steely determination as she lifted her chin high. “Okay then, Christian, answer me something.”

      I tilted my head. I was so going to regret agreeing to this, but I couldn’t help but bite. “All right.”

      A smile danced in her brown eyes. “How long have you been in New York?”

      I let out the breath I was holding. Okay, that was easy. Relieved, I inched a little closer. “My parents had me moved up here at the beginning of the summer. They said they wanted me to have a chance to get used to my surroundings. I figure they just wanted me out of their hair.”

      She nodded subtly, her brow cinched together as if she’d been struck with some unknown suspicion.

      “Are you happy here?” whispered from her mouth as if she were asking me to reveal my darkest secret.

      I blinked, caught off guard by the sudden intensity of her voice. “Anywhere is better than spending another minute in my parents’ house.”  I answered her honestly because I found I didn’t know how to lie to the girl sitting across from me.

      For a second, her expression softened, and she just nodded as she held my gaze. I was pretty sure I’d never felt more exposed than I did in that single moment.

      She cleared her throat and looked away, breaking the connection. When she looked back up, everything had shifted, the same challenge glinting in her eyes. “And how many girls have you slept with since you got here?”

      Oh shit. Of course, she had to ask the one question I didn’t want to answer, voicing the judgment she’d already cast.

      “Uh . . . um . . .” I stumbled, then bit down on my bottom lip, shaking my head as I released a self-conscious laugh.

      She crossed her arms over her chest, the smile at the edge of her mouth lifting. “What? You can’t count that high, or you don’t want to tell me?”

      Her tone was light, an easy mirth at my expense.

      But I could see it, set there in the perfect lines of her face that I wanted nothing more than to trace with the tips of my fingers. She really cared about my answer. She’d baited me, strung me up, and left me with nowhere to hide.

      Red-faced, I scratched the back of my neck, knowing no matter what answer I gave, it’d be the wrong one. If I lied, she’d know, and I knew there was no way she’d be okay with the truth.

      “Come on, Elizabeth . . . I just asked if you wanted to go to dinner with me.”

      “So, you’re saying you don’t want to sleep with me?”

      Frustration tumbled from my mouth in a strained groan. Still, I couldn’t lie to her.

      Like it wasn’t obvious how badly I wanted to take her back to my place and coax that blush from every inch of her body. “That’s not what I said.”

      She leaned down to her backpack that was sitting on the floor and slid her things into it. Her face was lifted to look up at me as she did. “Well, then, Christian, I think it’s safe to say I’m not the kind of girl you’re looking for.”

      The sharp peal of her zipper announced her departure.

      I really couldn’t remember ever being turned down before. I’m sure I had, but it’d made little impact on me, something forgotten as I’d immediately moved on to the next and better thing.

      This slammed me.

      I could do nothing but stare at Elizabeth as she stood and slung her backpack over her shoulders. It wasn’t a sensation I was familiar with, the bite of rejection, but now it had me pinned to my chair.

      Why the hell did this bother me so much?

      She reached up and pulled out her hair trapped by her backpack, gripping the bulk of it in a fist that she ran down the length. It spread out in a soft wave over one shoulder as she released it.

      I swallowed.

      God, looking at this girl and not being able to touch her was complete torture.

      “I’ll see you around,” she said, taking a step toward the door. She twisted to look at me, walking backward as she spoke. “If you don’t find anything better to do Friday, I’ll be studying. You have my number.”

      She grinned, and all I could do was laugh. I was definitely not expecting that.

      She spun back around, and for the first time, I was able to appreciate her perfect ass in those tight jeans.

      No, I definitely didn’t have anything better to do on Friday night.

      Shit.

      I was in so much trouble.

      “It’s a date,” I hurried to call after her.

      She swung the door open, shaking her head with a small laugh. “No, Christian, it’s not.”
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      Oh, he was so off limits. So unbelievably off limits.

      The door to the café shut behind me with an echo of his throaty laughter tickling my ears.

      I hit the sidewalk, hurrying to put some space between us. I had five more minutes I could have stayed before I needed to leave for my next class, but I was getting out of there before he talked me into something I would definitely regret.

      People swarmed around me as I cut a path against the flow of the approaching crowd. I muttered unheard apologies toward my feet, edging off to the right and blending in with the bodies heading back toward campus.

      I hiked my backpack higher and tried to rid my mind of him.

      There was no way I could allow myself to get lost in this guy, and by the thoughts that smile had left swirling through my head—that stomach-flipping, heart-lurching, earth-shattering smile—I knew just how easily I could.

      Oh God.

      Christian Davison had to be the most gorgeous guy I’d ever seen.

      The second I noticed him walking through the door, I’d been caught in the darkness concealing his face, the halo of light streaming in behind him partially casting his face in shadows.

      It was as if my body knew what hid behind them was worth waiting to discover.

      And damn, if it wasn’t right.

      The door had slipped shut when he inched forward, swallowing the shadows and revealing an unruly shock of the blackest hair I’d ever seen. Pair that with those blue eyes, and I was lost.

      They were so intense.

      So unsettling.

      His jaw was all sharp angles and hopelessly losing the battle with a coat of coarse stubble that was just as dark as the hair on his head.

      But his mouth was flirty and soft—full—something to smooth out the severity of everything else.

      It was the first time in my life I’d had the urge to reach out and touch a complete stranger, to run my fingertips over his jaw, maybe across his lips, wondering how his skin would feel under mine—wondering how I would feel doing it.

      For a moment, he’d searched the room, before recognition had dawned on his face when his eyes landed on me, his stride purposed as he’d walked my direction.

      Each step he’d taken had radiated confidence, those lips curving with an arrogance as he approached.

      It only took a couple of seconds for me to understand why his presence had seemed to fill up the entire room. Why he’d seemed to stop time when he walked through the door.

      The guy was completely full of himself.

      It’s not like I was all that experienced, but I wasn’t stupid, either. I knew exactly what Christian wanted. It had gleamed in his eyes and rippled through his muscles. I wasn’t opposed to guys—to having a boyfriend or someone who cared about me.

      What I was opposed to was giving myself to someone like him.

      The man would own me with one passing touch, and I was certain that’s exactly what it would be.

      Passing.

      The last thing I needed my first year in college was to get my heart broken by a boy who was undoubtedly after one thing. I didn’t work this hard to get here to get my heart trampled.

      After all the sacrifices I had made I wasn’t about to do something so foolish.

      Giving up on most activities my friends had reveled in—the parties, the shopping, the fun—in favor of studying and striving to win every scholarship I could earn.

      The extra hours my mother had worked to scrape together a few extra dollars, every grant I’d applied for, and every student loan I had to one day pay back.

      I’d worked too hard to waste my time here.

      A complication like Christian Davison was something I definitely didn’t need.

      But man, was he pretty.

      The really irresponsible side of me thought it’d be worth the risk.

      Something reckless and completely unlike me to add to the list of cherished college memories.

      A fling with a boy who would so obviously make me forget myself.

      One glimpse of his sure hands and strong body left no question that he would make me experience things I’d never experienced before.

      A shiver traveled down my spine and pooled somewhere in my stomach.

      Shaking myself out of it, I forced that dangerous train of thought aside.

      I knew myself better than that. It wouldn’t be a cherished memory, but something that would eat at me for years.

      I didn’t do flings.

      I fell in love, and falling in love with someone like Christian was a mistake I couldn’t afford.

      But if I could somehow put the unknown longing he created in me aside, I realized I liked him. I liked the way he seemed to get lost in thought, disappearing somewhere deeper beneath the façade I doubted few people ever penetrated. I could almost feel it, an undercurrent of vulnerability there beneath his perfect exterior.

      Maybe that’s what he needed, someone to look past that gorgeous face and his arrogant smile. Maybe he needed a friend in this city as much as I did.

      We’d see.
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      The rest of the week passed in a blur. Every time I stepped out my apartment door, I still found myself in awe, amazed by this city. As much time as I’d spent hoping for it—working for it—there was a part of me that never believed I’d make it.

      Even though living here was a lifelong dream, it had taken some getting used to. The mass of people at every turn. The buildings that towered on every side.

      There were times when I felt closed in, like the sky could crash down on me and I’d have nowhere to run. But for the most part, I loved it and reveled in this city that I had only known in pictures and movies.

      When my last class of the week let out on Friday, I wound my way through the crowds toward my apartment. I’m sure I appeared a tourist, my head raised as I soaked up the details of every building and landmark.

      My building was a drab block of gray brick, glued between two taller buildings on each side. I jogged up the stairs to the second floor. Turning the key in the lock, the door opened to my small studio apartment.

      Well, small didn’t really describe it.

      A twin bed was pushed lengthwise up against the far wall to the right, and a miniature kitchen lined the opposite wall to my left. Straight back was the only separate room—a bathroom so small I could fit it in my back pocket.

      But I loved it.

      It was mine, my own space, a reward for what I’d worked so hard to achieve.

      Crossing the five steps to the other end of the room, I sighed in satisfaction and dropped my backpack to the bed, shrugged out of my jeans, and pulled on some black yoga pants.

      If I had to spend my Friday night studying, I wanted to be comfortable.

      Flopping onto my unmade bed, I dug out the books I needed from my bag.

      Afternoon light filtered in through the window, wrapping the room in a cozy glow. I snuggled up and hunkered down. In order to stay in New York, I had to keep all my scholarships, so I couldn’t risk letting any of my grades slip.

      I dove into my first class, reading through the materials that were due the next class period.

      Late afternoon bled into evening, time passing quickly. The room had begun to darken, and I reached over to twist the switch to the small lamp that rested on the floor next to the bed.

      The light bulb flickered on.

      A dim light seeped up the back wall and illuminated my book. I figured I couldn’t put it off any longer, so I changed to my most dreaded subject—math. If there was one subject that would ruin me, math was it. I flipped to the correct chapter.

      My mouth moved slowly as I struggled to absorb the instructions and somehow make sense of the numbers.

      I looked to the ceiling and groaned.

      Completely hopeless.

      My phone rang from the front pocket of my backpack. It was a welcomed distraction.

      Mom called me almost every evening, and I was anxious to hear her voice, for her to tell me she missed me as much as I missed her.

      Unzipping the pocket, I rummaged around to pull the phone free and glanced at the screen.

      But no, it wasn’t her.

      I frowned as I stared at the number lit up on the screen. It was a number I really hadn’t anticipated seeing tonight.

      Actually, I was kind of shocked.

      It didn’t mean his face hadn’t fluttered in and out of my consciousness over the past week or that I had forgotten that smile. It just meant when I made the offer, I never really believed he’d take me up on it.

      A flicker of excitement sparked in my stomach. I chalked it up to being lonely.

      Accepting the call, I placed it against my ear.

      “Hello?” I realized I was smiling. No doubt, he could blatantly hear it coloring my voice.

      Ridiculous.

      “Hey, Elizabeth, it’s Christian.” His voice was easy, filled with the same confidence he’d approached me with at the beginning of the week. This time it didn’t throw me. I expected it. Welcomed it, even.

      “Hi, Christian. What are you up to?”

      “I just got out of my last class for the day. Wanted to find out where you’re studying.”

      “Um . . .” I glanced around my tiny apartment that I could only imagine was smaller than Christian’s closet.

      I tried to picture him here.

      Ridiculous.

      “I’m actually studying at my place.” I bit at my lip, and I couldn’t help but tease, “What, no hot date for the evening?”

      His voice dropped low, hinting at humor and something else I didn’t want to recognize. “What, you didn’t believe me when I said I was going to spend the evening studying with you? You’re going to learn to trust me, you know.”

      I shook my head, trying not to laugh. “Is that so?”

      “Yes, that’s so.” A current of suggestion slipped through his voice. This guy had to be the most dangerous predator walking the streets of New York City.

      So why did I seem to like him so much?

      I rattled off my address, then told him, “All right then. I’ll be waiting.”

      Ending the call, I hopped off my small bed and ran around to pick up the dirty clothes I’d left in random piles around the room.

      It wasn’t like the studio was dirty—it was just cluttered.

      My arms were full of clothes when there was a tap at my door.

      I tossed them into the hamper next to my bed before rushing over to unlatch it.

      And just like he promised to be, Christian, in all his perfect glory, stood at my door.

      Oh God.

      Men should not be that pretty.

      And of course, he had to unleash that smile on me. “Hey, Elizabeth.”

      Again, with the stomach flip.

      He shouldered his way into my apartment before I had time to step out of his way. He huffed out a weighted breath as he turned a slow circle to take in my apartment, a casual smile on his face when he turned back to me. “You don’t know how happy I am it’s Friday. How about you?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I’m ready for a little down time,” I admitted, closing the door behind us, stopping to admire him standing in the middle of my room.

      He didn’t look so out of place, after all.

      “I think I’m finally getting a handle on my schedule and routine.” I sidestepped around him and crossed the room, moved some papers around to make a place for him to sit down on my bed/couch. “I was pretty overwhelmed last week, but I’m getting used to it. Finding my way around the city isn’t as hard as I thought it would be.”

      I grinned and gestured to the spot I’d cleared. “Make yourself at home. I don’t exactly have a lot of space.”

      He looked around again. “Yeah . . . I kind of noticed that.”

      Without any hesitation, Christian plopped down on my bed like he belonged there. Shrugging his backpack from his shoulders, he scooted back to rest against the wall, his long body sprawled across the width of the bed with his feet hanging over the edge.

      Dull light glinted off the playful blue eyes looking back at me after they made a pass over my bed. “But I think we could make it work.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t you wish.”

      Christian just laughed.

      “And don’t go knocking my apartment,” I said as I curled back onto my spot on the bed. I grabbed my textbook and pulled it onto my lap. “This place is perfect for me, don’t you think?”

      He shook his head as if he didn’t understand me at all. A mild chuckle rumbled in his chest.

      We both knew there was no denying my place was kind of a dump.

      He sobered, his words not quite matching the confused expression on his face. “You really like it here?”

      It wasn’t mocking, just an honest question as he searched my face for the truth.

      “You don’t work so hard for something and not appreciate it, even if it isn’t the nicest place in the world.”

      His smile was soft. “Well, I guess it’s perfect, then, Elizabeth.”

      His expression shifted into something I couldn’t quite grasp, something that worked to unravel all the reservations I held twisted inside of me. The smile slipped from his mouth, his head angled as his gaze seemed to swallow me whole.

      I could almost taste him, the heavy breaths he panted filling the air, diminishing the space between us.

      He was a walking contradiction, flipping from this joking, easygoing guy who seemed to understand this was a study session, to this extreme intensity that threatened to set my skin on fire.

      I wondered if anyone else noticed it. Wondered if they could see what simmered and churned in the blue of his eyes.

      Something real and genuine and consuming. Something that left me more unnerved than I’d ever been in my life.

      I struggled to curb my reaction to him, fought the part of me that liked it.

      Craved it.

      The part of me that wished he’d give in and succumb to what I saw so vividly playing out in his eyes.

      But that would be a very bad idea.

      No way could I allow him to set me off kilter in my own home. I couldn’t allow him to detract from the reason I was here or the decision I’d made on Monday.

      If Christian wanted to hang out, if he wanted a friend, that was cool. I could handle that.

      The truth was, I wanted him here.

      But anything beyond a friendship wasn’t going to happen.

      I just wasn’t really sure Christian understood the difference.

      When I tore my eyes from his penetrating gaze, he dug into his backpack and pulled out its content. His casual indifference made a reappearance. “So what are we working on tonight?”

      I held up my Calculus I book. “Well, I was working on my calculus assignment. Math isn’t exactly my strong point.”

      This time when Christian laughed, it was all throaty and warm, comforting. “Well, you are in luck, Elizabeth, because it’s mine. Now if you can help me pass our American Government class, I think we’re going to be a pretty good team.”

      His head tilted as he raised a brow at me. Those blue eyes were both earnest and playful as they traveled my face.

      I fought back the blush that crept to my cheeks, the way those words sounded rolling off his tongue, the way he looked at me like I was the most interesting thing in the world.

      I was going to have to get used to it if I was going to be around him.

      “I think I can handle that,” I said.

      We settled into an easy rhythm, both of us absorbed in our work. Every once in a while, Christian would lift his head, smile in my direction, as if he needed that small connection.

      I’d smile back, welcoming the calm that slipped over my skin.

      It was a warmth I knew I could easily get used to.

      Yeah, I really liked him here.

      With that thought, I closed my calculus book with a loud smack. “Are you hungry? I don’t think my brain can process any more numbers tonight.”

      I hopped off the bed and headed to the kitchen.

      “Starving, actually. You ready to take me up on the offer for dinner I made Monday?”

      Cocky Christian was back, his movements fluid as he slinked up behind me while I bent down to rummage through the small selection of food I had in the kitchen.

      I could feel his presence behind me, larger than it should be, filling up the entire room.

      “Um, no.” I glanced over my shoulder at him, unable to hold in the smile. This Christian was just so over the top, but I found he was a whole lot easier for me to handle when he acted this way.

      Maybe because it wasn’t real. “I think I made that plenty clear then, didn’t I?”

      “A guy can try, can’t he?” He was all tease, moving over to lean back against the one foot of counter space I had in my kitchen with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “If he wants to hang out with me, then no, he can’t.” I nudged him aside.

      He laughed, this melodic sound that bounced off my walls and rumbled against my chest.

      I filled a saucepan with water and lit the old stovetop with a match. A ring of flames sprang to life. I set the pan over them, pulled out two packets of noodles, ripped them open, and dumped them in. The directions said to let the water boil first, but when it came to food, I was never that patient.

      Christian looked horror stricken as he watched the lump of hard noodles soften and separate as the water began to boil. “What are you making?”

      “It’s ramen. You know, what every poor college student in the country eats?”

      Clueless, he shook his head.

      Um . . . yeah . . . we were from two very different worlds.

      “Are you serious? You’ve never had ramen before?” Disbelief colored my tone.

      Shaking his head again, he grabbed a fork from the counter. He jabbed at the noodles that roiled in the boiling water as if they were alive, as if he were ready to protect himself if they lashed out to bite him.

      “That’s disgusting.”

      “Not disgusting. Delicious. Obviously, you have no idea what you’ve been missing. Just wait . . . you’re in for a treat tonight.”

      His expression assured me I’d lost my mind. “Whatever you say.”

      A couple minutes later, I ripped open the foil seasoning packets and mixed them in, and then poured the soup into two bowls.

      Shuffling around in the drawer, I dug out two spoons and two forks and dropped them into the bowls.

      I handed him one. “You’re going to love it.”

      I turned around, stopping just short of the bed. I slid my back down the wall as I balanced the steaming bowl in my hands.

      Settling onto the ground, I stretched my legs out in front of me.

      There was no resisting the smile that broke out on my face when I looked up at Christian.

      Clearly, standing there, he didn’t quite know what to do.

      I liked that he could be kind of awkward. That overbearing confidence stripped away.

      “Sit,” I said.

      He finally gave and moved toward me, settling on the ground beside me and mimicking my position.

      His eyes were intent as he watched me twirl some noodles onto my fork, as if he were eager to learn something new.

      I tried not to pay attention to how close his face was to mine. How his body felt warn and safe where he sat so close to me.

      I blew the lump of pasta before I brought it to my mouth.

      From the side, he studied me as is chewed the noodles as if he were learning some secret meaning of life.

      Warily, he copied me and tentatively brought a heaping bite to his mouth.

      “Oh . . . God . . . that’s hot . . . and so good.” He went in for a second bite, making these little appreciative noises that expanded my chest.

      “See.” This time I nudged his foot with mine. “You’re going to learn to trust me.”

      Blue eyes gleamed back at me, his shoulder brushing against mine. “Is that so?”

      “That’s so.” I couldn’t help but smirk.

      We sat like that on the floor, backs against the wall, our feet stretched out in front of us, eating dinner together.

      Comfortable.

      Relaxed.

      And it felt . . . good.

      I realized how thankful I was that he was there. He’d turned what would have been another solitary night into something I was truly enjoying.

      Christian released a contented groan and placed his empty bowl on the floor beside him. “Thank you for dinner, Liz.”

      I rolled my head his direction and murmured, “I’m glad you liked it.”

      He just nodded, turned back to face forward, and seemed to vanish somewhere inside his head.

      Dense silence filled the room.

      And I just waited.

      Somehow, I knew he needed this. He needed someone who didn’t want anything from him. He needed someone who would just listen to him, talk to him, someone who didn’t mind sitting beside him without saying a word.

      “What’s your family like?” Christian barely whispered, breaking through the silence that had taken hold.

      His feet rocked back and forth in a slow sway as he tugged at the hem of his shirt.

      I could feel the nerves ripple across his skin.

      As if he were wondering if he could trust me with the question.

      Or maybe he was questioning himself for asking it in the first place.

      He tilted his head to look back at me. He was wearing the same expression that had rocked my foundation earlier.

      Genuine and real and open.

      It stole my breath.

      I didn’t know if he’d used his question as a distraction from where ever he had been caught up in his mind or if he really wanted to know about them.

      Looking at him now, my gut told me they might be related.

      I swallowed, trying to prepare myself to stop into his hidden world, and found my voice. “They’re wonderful. It’s just me, my mom, and my two sisters. My mom . . . she’s strong. She taught us to be strong, to work hard for whatever we want in life.”

      Christian had drifted closer, the side of his thigh pressed against mine. Tonight, his eyes didn’t stray from my face, but remained steady, locked on mine, searching.

      I fought getting lost in the murky sea that was Christian Davison, in the places he didn’t allow people to invade, but seemed willing to show me now.

      When he didn’t look away, I continued, “My dad left when we were young. It was rough on my mom, but she never let it ruin her. She worked so hard to take care of us. Even though she worked long hours, she always made the time to make each of us feel special. Of course, my sisters and I had to take care of the house and each other while she was at work, but it just made us all closer.”

      I stuttered through a self-conscious laugh when I felt tears welling up. “We’re all really close, have always been.”

      I quickly wiped the moisture away. “I’m sorry . . . I didn’t mean to get all emotional on you. This is the longest I’ve gone without seeing any of them.”

      I forced a smile, wondering how this moment had gone from light to heavy in ten seconds flat.

      Christian seemed to have that way about him.

      “Don’t apologize. I wanted to know,” he said with a gentle curve of his mouth, and I realized he’d inched away, an almost indiscernible separation, but one I knew had been purposed.

      I shook myself off and turned back to look at him in the dimness of the room. “So what’s your family like?”

      He lifted one shoulder, dropped it just as quick. “You know the story . . . workaholic dad, self-absorbed mom, not much to tell.”

      “I’m sorry.” I resisted the urge to reach out and smooth the pained lines creasing his forehead.

      “Don’t be.” Christian sighed and ran his palms down the length of his thighs, breaking the tension in the air. “I should get going. This was really cool, Elizabeth. Thank you.”

      I didn’t know if I should admit it, if he would take it wrong or if he would misunderstand, but I decided to tell him anyway. “I’m really glad you were here.”

      Even if he did take it wrong, think I wanted something I couldn’t give him, I wanted him to know it was the truth.

      “I love being in New York, but tonight was the first night since I got here that I didn’t feel so alone.” My smile was soft.

      Christian had filled that place in me that needed someone.

      A friend.

      Someone to listen.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHRISTIAN

      

      

      

      From her doorway, Elizabeth watched me walking down her hallway. I kept glancing behind me, making sure she was still there. The way she had her head cocked, her blonde hair fell in sheets of gentle waves over one shoulder, and that same smile that had torn me up the entire night whispered at the edges of her mouth.

      All I wanted to do was turn around and bury my hands in those waves.

      Tilt her head up and press my lips to hers.

      She’d taste sweet.

      I’d put money on it.

      She’d have to rise to her toes to meet me, and I could almost feel the way the length of her body would mold against mine as she struggled to get closer.

      The need was strong, so close to being overpowering.

      Shit.

      I had to get away from her and put some distance between us.

      Right before I rounded the corner, I paused.

      Something inside me clenched with the thought of leaving her there. I just stared at her, having no idea how I felt or what I wanted to say.

      Knowing I was acting like a freak, I forced myself to say something. “Lock up behind me, okay, Elizabeth?”

      Maybe it was lame.

      But I just . . . wanted her to be safe.

      Needed to know she was safe.

      Confusion fluttered across her face. Then she smiled and gave a little wave of her hand. “Of course. Good night, Christian.”

      I nodded once in her direction and turned the corner.

      Elizabeth disappeared behind me, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was walking away from something that I shouldn’t.

      Hating the strange feeling, I flew down the stairwell and out into the heavy night air.

      Outside, it was still hot, the skin at the nape of my neck beading with sweat that I wasn’t positive had anything to do with the humidity hanging in the air.

      I just didn’t understand this.

      I couldn’t put a finger on what I was feeling.

      I didn’t know if I should embrace it or run from it.

      On Monday at the café, I couldn’t help but think Elizabeth was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen.

      I’d flirted.

      Messed with her.

      Coaxed the shyness from her because it was just so freaking cute.

      I knew I wanted something more than I normally did from a girl. That I wanted to know her and see that smile light her face.

      But tonight—tonight was entirely different. Tonight, she had made me feel different.

      I mean, yeah, I wanted her.

      Badly.

      I’d had a really hard time keeping the images at bay, ones of wrapping my hands around her thighs and tugging her away from the wall. I could almost hear her book hitting the floor when I shoved it aside and pressed her body into the bed with mine.

      It’s what came naturally, what I would normally do, the instinct I had to reach out and take what I wanted.

      The thing was, she’d made it abundantly clear we weren’t crossing that line.

      That didn’t mean I missed the way she reacted to me. The way she’d flush and shift beneath the attraction that made her uncomfortable.

      Part of her wanted me, too.

      But there was something that hung in that room that held me back. Something in the softness of her eyes and the in sweetness of her voice.

      Elizabeth had to be the most transparent good girl I’d ever met.

      I couldn’t—wouldn’t—take advantage of that. It made me sick to think of tainting her.

      Knowing me, I’d take what I wanted, get bored, and push her aside. I wouldn’t mean to, but I’d hurt her, and I couldn’t stand the thought of doing something so vile.

      She asked me to be her friend, and I wasn’t going to fuck that up by giving into the overwhelming urge I had to touch her.

      I could deal with it.

      Elizabeth could see through all my bullshit, anyway.

      A sarcastic huff escaped my mouth.

      I think I was sorely underestimating Elizabeth.

      The girl could probably see straight into my soul.

      Chances were, she wouldn’t let me touch her if I tried.

      With a mumbled groan, I rubbed the tension from my face and dug my cell from my front pocket. Tom was on speed dial, and he answered on the second ring after I’d dialed.

      “Hey, man, what’s up?” Tom yelled over the deafening background noise. Music thrummed above the roar of indistinct voices. It sounded like the perfect escape.

      “Just wondering what’s happening tonight.”

      “We’re all at Sam’s. You headin’ over?”

      “Count me in. I’ll be there in twenty.”

      At my building, I took the stairs two at a time and let myself into my apartment.

      Dropping my backpack to the floor, I shed my button-up for a fitted black tee and headed into the bathroom where I wet my hands under warm water, splashed some on my face, and ran two hands through my hair to tame the mess it’d become.

      I straightened and caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. A grin clung to my face, something I doubted I could dispel if I tried. I realized I felt good.

      Really good.

      Tonight had been . . . fun.

      Refreshing.

      Grabbing my keys, I headed out the door and jogged the two blocks to Sam’s place. I could hear the music pulsing as soon as I landed on his floor.

      With a single knock against the door, I let myself in.

      Bodies were cramped nearly wall to wall.

      It definitely wasn’t the smallest apartment I’d been in since I’d gotten to New York, especially considering I’d just left Elizabeth’s.

      I still couldn’t make sense of the way she’d looked at the place as if it were a palace.

      But here, it felt suffocating. People were packed into the tight space.

      Some were huddled in groups where they conversed along the walls. Others pressed and throbbed against each other as they moved in rhythm to the music on the makeshift dance floor in the middle of the room. More were piled on the two couches or sat on the floor.

      “You made it!” Tom yelled. He had a red cup lifted over his head as he shouldered through the crowd and cut a path to meet me. He pushed out a fist for me to bump.

      I returned it.

      “Hey, Tom, how’s it going?”

      “Great, man, great. Look at this place.”

      I met him when I first got into town. He was from here, had some connections and knew the area. He was cool, a decent guy, my passport to Friday night.

      He was the one who always knew where it was happening and where I wanted to be.

      Sam’s was often it.

      “I see what you mean,” I told him, letting my gaze move along a ton of girls wearing next to nothing.

      “I knew you would,” he said, setting a hand on my shoulder and beginning to lead me back through the crowd.

      “Christian, good to see you finally showed up.” Jon gestured with his chin, clapped me on the back as I passed. “Where have you been all night?”

      I lifted both hands with a shrug, could feel the smirk splitting my face. “Studying.”

      “Ah . . . sure you were.” He laughed and went back to his beer and the girl hanging on his arm.

      There were quite a few people I recognized.

      These kind of Friday nights had become my regular.

      The same faces.

      The same welcome.

      I shook hands with a couple guys and hugged a few girls.

      Tom continued to shout in my ear about who was where and what had been happening, the girls who’d asked for me.

      Asshole made a good wingman, that was for sure.

      “Christian, my man.” Sam smiled as I approached. He slung his arm around my shoulders and maneuvered us around a group of people I’d never seen before.

      At the kitchen entrance, he stopped and waved inside. “There’s a keg and lots of ladies. Make yourself at home.”

      “Sure thing.”

      I always did.

      I grabbed a red cup, filled it until foam overflowed at the sides, and downed it in one breath.

      The beer was a little too warm as it glided down my throat, but it wasn’t enough to keep me from refilling my cup.

      I chatted with a couple people in the kitchen, drank a couple more beers, and refilled my cup again before I wove back out into the main room.

      Music pumped through the room.

      It amplified the slight buzz I felt coming on.

      I sat down onto the floor with my back propped up on the couch, my knees drawn up with my feet flat on the ground and breathed out a sigh of relief.

      One night a week, I allowed myself to forget it all.

      All the pressures my parents piled on me.

      The push to be the best.

      The drive to always work harder.

      For these few hours, I didn’t allow the words my father had drilled into my brain my entire life affect me.

      I just . . . forgot.

      Joked around with a few of the guys I’d kind of gotten to know. And if I hooked up with some girl?

      Yeah, I wasn’t going to complain about that, either.

      I snorted at myself.

      Really, that was the goal. Hang out with the guys and then go home with someone.

      One single intention.

      Just feeling good for a few hours.

      Sam and Tom stood on the other side of the coffee table, provoking each other, little jabs and shoves, the two so blitzed out neither could stand up straight.

      I knew what was coming.

      The two couldn’t seem to keep from making fools of themselves. I was always glad I remained on this side of the show, there to make fun of them for the stupid things they did.

      I wondered how many brain cells I lost every weekend just being in their presence.

      The sad thing was, I actually enjoyed it. Especially when I’d gotten a few beers in my system, and I was feeling as loose as I was right then.

      A slight numbness weighted my arms and legs, and a dull thrum hummed in my ears.

      “I think shots are in order,” Sam announced. He disappeared into the kitchen and emerged a minute later with a bottle of tequila and plastic shot glasses.

      “Who’s up for a friendly wager? Last one standing gets the pot,” Sam said, offering up a challenge.

      Every weekend, it was the same.

      Tom and a couple other guys each tossed down twenties. As always, I passed, though I partook in the pouring and slammed three shots myself.

      The room spun a little, and I scrubbed both palms over my face and tried to focus. There was movement at my side, and I looked to the spot where the toe of a heeled boot tapped my thigh.

      My gaze traveled up the long body.

      Lisa stood there, her full lips pulled into a flirty smile, her tanned legs exposed below the mini skirt she wore. “Mind if I join you?”

      I grinned.

      This. This was what I needed. Something to undo the knot Elizabeth had tied so tight inside me. The alcohol barely disguised it, distorted an ache I didn’t entirely understand.

      All I knew was I had to satisfy it.

      I inched over to make Lisa room. “Not at all.”

      I’d hung out with her before, had actually had real conversations with her a time or two. She was nice enough, maybe a little out of place here, like she was testing herself, learning who she wanted to be.

      She’d been the one who’d come after me the first time, not that I minded. She seemed pretty laid back, easy in every sense of the word. We got along just fine.

      My blurred gaze fixated on her thighs as she awkwardly climbed down to settle beside me. She twisted her torso, just enough that when I looked her direction, we were face to face, nose to nose. I realized how hot I was right then, how my skin tingled and need coiled in the pit of my stomach.

      Fingers traveled up my shirt, fluttered across my chin, her mouth a breath from mine. “I was hoping you’d be here.”

      “You were, huh?” Cocking my head, I looked into the brown eyes staring back at me. They were completely the wrong kind of brown, dark chocolate and rimmed in black.

      Not light and tinged with honey. Not knowing and kind.

      I blinked the thought away.

      “I was hoping you would be here, too,” I mumbled at the side of her face, my nose brushing the length of her jaw.

      Of course, she hadn’t really crossed my mind since the last time I left her apartment more than four weeks ago.

      She ran her fingers through my hair, kissed across my face, and murmured at my ear, “I missed—”

      I didn’t give her time to finish. I just covered her mouth with mine to cut off whatever words she was going to say that would ruin the understanding we had. I kissed her for what felt like forever, my senses filled with the sting of heavy perfume and a thickness that had my pulse beating erratically.

      I fought whatever I was feeling.

      It was this ridiculous sensation that urged me to push her away.

      Ignoring it, I kissed her deeper, swept my tongue against hers, and dipped my hands into her brown hair.

      With a short gasp, she broke the kiss. “Wanna go back to my place?” she asked with her body pressed up against mine. Loud music pulsed against our skin, driving the need higher inside of me, something foreign and unpleasant.

      “Yeah, let’s get out of here.”

      That’s all I wanted, to get out of there, to remove myself from what was gnawing under the surface of my skin.

      I climbed to my feet and stretched my hand out to help her stand. With her hand in mine, I dragged her through the mass.

      Tom stood near the door, talking too loud and too close to some poor girl’s face. He glanced up as I approached, a knowing smirk overtaking his mouth. “See you next weekend, man.”

      I didn’t reply, just raised my hand over my head to announce my goodbye and got Lisa out of there as fast as humanly possible.

      The second we were in the hall, her mouth was on my chin and moving over my jaw. Her hand smoothed its way over my chest, up my neck, and into my hair.

      My hands dove back into her hair, and I was kissing her and stumbling back as we made our way down the hall.

      Seconds later, she had me in the elevator. The low bleep of the button indicated we’d made it to the seventh floor. I backed down her hall, my hands on her hips as I edged us toward her apartment. My back hit her door with a thud.

      “Christian,” she mumbled.

      I was pinned against the wood.

      It burned into my skin, hard and cold.

      I realized right then that I was sensing too much, the numbness I craved every weekend absent, my hands and mind frantic as I tore at Lisa to get her closer.

      But it was Elizabeth’s face in my head. Her soft skin under my hands. My fingers digging into her hips.

      I jerked my face back from Lisa, raised it to the ceiling, and sucked in a breath as I forced the image aside.

      Lisa’s mouth went to my exposed neck as she blindly fumbled through her purse. Metal clinked as she withdrew her keys. She reached around me to wiggle one into the lock and let us into her dark apartment.

      I already knew the way to her room. I had been there several times.

      I palmed Lisa’s slender hips and flattened my body against hers. And Elizabeth was still there, her hips curvier, her round ass fitting perfectly in my hands.

      I groaned, and Lisa giggled.

      Fuck.

      My hands snaked under her shirt, my palms gliding up her sides as I pushed it over her head.

      Oh God.

      My mouth came down aggressively against Lisa’s as I palmed her breast in my hand, anything to fill up and shut out whatever was resisting this from happening tonight.

      Lisa ripped my shirt over my head, went for the buttons on my jeans while I kicked off my shoes. Her skirt was on the floor, and I was pushing her to her bed.

      I climbed between her legs.

      The only thing I saw was Elizabeth. Could do nothing but imagine what she’d look like lying there, instead.

      How soft she would feel.

      How this would feel different.

      I could never have Elizabeth, but still, I knew I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t fuck some girl while I pictured Elizabeth’s face. It was wrong—disrespectful to Lisa—but what I really cared about was the overwhelming feeling that it was even more disrespectful to Elizabeth.

      Unwelcomed hands were at my waistband, pushing down my underwear. I struggled back, got to my knees, and pinned her arms at her sides.

      For a moment, confusion filled Lisa’s eyes, before a slow, sexy grin took her over, misunderstanding seeded in the manipulated compliance.

      I dropped my head, and a heavy, regretful breath forced from my lungs. “I can’t do this, Lisa.”

      The confusion was back, a mix of hurt and anger and embarrassment.

      “What did I do? I don’t understand.”

      I released her arms, and she reached for me, her fingertips just grazing across my bare chest as her eyes and mouth implored, “Please.”

      I understood it then.

      Saw it.

      All the times I’d done this, and then walked out the door, left some girl alone after I’d used her up, many times when I didn’t even know her name.

      Was I really blind enough to believe that they were just like me, that one night was all they ever wanted, and that they never gave me a second thought once I was gone?

      Because when I looked down at the blow I’d just inflicted on Lisa, I knew that was not the case. She’d thought of me, wanted me.

      “I’m sorry, Lisa.” Scooting off her bed, I fumbled to get back into my jeans. I grabbed my shirt from the floor and tugged it over my head. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      She looked away, to the wall, and covered her breasts with the drape of her arm. “You’re an asshole.”

      The statement came so quiet, yet its truth consumed the room.

      “I know.” I guess it was something I’d always known. It was just the first time I’d admitted it.

      I left her there, took the stairs because I needed to burn off some of this unspent energy.

      Elizabeth had gotten under my skin. Exposed who I really was just by reflecting her light onto me.

      She didn’t have to voice it. It was spoken in the way she resisted me the first day, in the assumptions she made that weren’t really assumptions at all because they were nothing but the truth. It was clear in the way her eyes clouded with a token of distrust, a barrier she had to place between us to protect herself from me.

      Because Elizabeth knew she could just as easily be like Lisa, left alone upstairs, instead of my friend who I couldn’t wait to see again.

      I ran back to my apartment and let myself into the darkness. I went straight into the bathroom and blasted the showerhead, turning it as hot as it would go.

      I shucked my clothes.

      Steam filled the room, and I stepped into the water and welcomed its relief. Hot sheets blanketed my back, and I raised my head, let the waves flow down my face, let it wash the night from my body.

      Stepping from the shower, I toweled myself off, slipped into a pair of boxers, and fell back against my bed.

      I lay, staring at the ceiling, not knowing what the hell I was supposed to do. I was completely mixed up, but in some strange way, I felt okay with it.

      Shaking my head at myself, I grabbed my phone. It was just before one in the morning. Earlier than I normally would come crawling back to my apartment, but late enough that Elizabeth would probably think I was complete freak if I gave in and called her just to check that she’d had a good night.

      Instead, I tapped out a message and pushed send.

      I was shocked when my phone buzzed a few seconds later. I couldn’t help but smile when I read the words.

      

      Elizabeth: Sleep well, Christian.
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      A tiny sigh escaped my lips as I clutched my phone to my chest. Darkness crawled along my ceiling, all except for a thin strip of light that slanted off to one side as it snuck through the top edge of the blind.

      It turned out I was right about Christian.

      There was no doubt the first impressions were true, too, the ones about the girls and how quickly he flew through them. I knew if I wasn’t careful, I could so easily end up one of them.

      But beyond that, he was kind.

      And he needed a friend.

      I reread the text I received a few minutes earlier.

      

      Christian: Wanted to tell you how much tonight meant to me. TY Elizabeth.

      

      It was late, though the city was still alive, horns and sirens echoing outside my door, magnifying how intensely quiet it was within the walls of my apartment.

      And I felt warm. Good. Thankful.

      Thankful Christian had become a part of my life.
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      The next Friday, Elizabeth and I were back at the café where we first met. Even though we’d just met here yesterday, we decided to meet again tonight so we could cram in a few extra hours of studying for our first American Government quiz next week.

      Elizabeth downed the last of her coffee. “So, I think I’ve finally got it,” she said, though her tone hinted that she was only trying to convince herself, her head nodding as if she were mentally calculating another problem.

      Of course, I’d spent most of the time trying to help her with her calculus homework, trying to ingrain these concepts that continued to try to slip right over the top of her head.

      Finally, it seemed to have snapped into place, this light flicking on and warming the honey of her eyes. I’d just sat there, staring as she came to understanding, wondering why I felt like some inflated hero when she looked at me like that.

      Now she chatted ceaselessly, as if I’d managed to toss the weight from her shoulders. “I really didn’t think I would. I mean, I studied it again and again and it just wouldn’t sink in.”

      She climbed to her feet and grabbed her backpack from the floor. She flopped it on the table and began stuffing her things inside. There was nothing ditsy in her words, just this thankfulness that oozed from her mouth. “Thank God I met you, Christian.”

      She glanced up at me with a gentle smile.

      I was so right on about her. She was the nicest girl, innocent and sweet.

      And sexy as all hell.

      That was the only problem with this whole friendship thing. How could I reconcile the respect I had for her and want to peel the clothes from her body every single time I saw her?

      I was pretty sure something in that equation didn’t add up.

      I smirked at her just because I liked the way she blushed every time I did. “Now you owe me.”

      She blushed deeper at the insinuation and dropped her head, and I couldn’t help but wonder just how innocent she was. I knew I had to watch myself, to keep everything that wanted to push its way out in check if I was going to successfully walk this fine line.

      I gathered my things. “You ready?”

      She looked up as the redness from her face slowly seeped away. “Yeah, let’s get out of here.”

      We turned and headed in the direction of her apartment.

      She glanced at me, smiling. “So, are you walking me home?”

      “It’s on my way.”

      She laughed because we both knew it really wasn’t, though it wasn’t completely out of the way, either. Just in the wrong direction by two short blocks.

      No big deal.

      We wandered casually through the evening crowd, neither of us in a hurry, just satisfied to be in the other’s company. I liked that it could be so easy with her.

      Elizabeth continued to talk as we approached her building, while my attention darted to the guy leaning against her wall as we passed.

      Elizabeth didn’t seem to even notice him, her consideration fully on me as she ambled toward her door. But there was just something that didn’t sit right.

      He tilted his chin up, enough for his eyes to take her in.

      This instinctual protectiveness rose up from somewhere inside me, an urge to wrap my arm around her waist and pull her to my side.

      Of course, Elizabeth had to live in the shittiest building she possibly could, and on top of it, lived by herself.

      I hated it.

      She paused at her door, rocked back on her heels, and hooked her thumbs in her backpack straps. “So maybe I’ll see you around this weekend?”

      My eyes went back to the guy against the wall. There were plenty of freaks in New York City. Most seemed harmless and didn’t garner a second thought.

      Not this guy.

      There was just something about him that nagged at my consciousness.

      I looked back at Elizabeth. Not a chance in hell would I leave her here by herself.

      I shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t have any plans tonight. Why don’t we order in and watch a movie, or something?”

      Her eyes narrowed in speculation, as if she was thrown off by my sudden suggestion.

      I looked back at the guy who was obviously watching us. I guessed I was thrown, too.

      “Two Fridays in a row?” She peeked back at me with her brow raised high, then pulled the door opened and held it wide for me as she passed, already expecting me to follow. “Are you sure you’re not trying to get into my panties?”

      I choked out a laugh as I followed her in.

      Did she have any idea how that sounded coming from her mouth? I shook my head and jogged up the stairs behind her.

      Apparently, Elizabeth was missing a really important distinction. I wasn’t trying to get into her panties. I was trying desperately not to.

      She let us into her apartment. It was messier than last week, a week’s worth of clothes strewn around on the floor.

      “Sorry. Let me pick up really quick. I wasn’t expecting company.”

      She dashed around the small room, plucking up shirts and underwear and random mismatched socks. She balled them up in a pile her arms before she heaved out a satisfied breath as she tossed them into the hamper against the wall. “All done.”

      God. Did she really have to be so fucking adorable?

      “So”—she swung her hands out to clap them in front of her—“are you hungry?”

      “I could eat.”

      She brushed past me as she wandered into the kitchen area. She opened a drawer where she’d stuffed a bunch of menus. “What are you in the mood for?”

      I wandered over and sat on the edge of her bed. “Chinese?”

      “Sounds good to me,” she agreed. Pulling her phone from her back pocket, she read over a menu as she walked across the room, then dropped down beside me without thought. “I think this is the best place.”

      I gestured with my chin toward the menu. “Whatever works for me.”

      Her face was all knit up in concentration as she studied, mumbled, “So what do you like?”

      “Anything beef.”

      She laughed and drew out a quiet, “Okay.”

      We settled on Mongolian beef, sesame chicken, and eggrolls. We chatted until the door rang, and I jumped up to pay.

      She tried to stop me, but I insisted. “Am I not allowed to buy dinner for my friend?”

      Finally, she conceded and grabbed a couple plates from the kitchen. We kicked off our shoes and sat cross-legged on her bed, using the middle as a table. We opened the containers and filled them as we talked.

      Again, we hit this rhythm. A tempo I’d never found with anyone else. One where I didn’t have to pretend I was someone I didn’t want to be. One where she wasn’t shy, and her genuine smile lit up the shadowy room.

      Elizabeth gave me all the little details of the city she’d grown up in, her favorite places, and the many ways it was different from here. I could feel her love for San Diego in the pitch of her voice. More obvious was her love for the people there.

      “Yeah, the water’s always a little cold, but you get used to it,” she said as she took another bite.

      I inclined my head so I could study her, watch her face as it lifted and fell, twisted in animation as she spoke.

      “I can’t believe in all the places you’ve traveled, you’ve never been to San Diego,” she said.

      “I’ve been to L.A. a bunch of times, but for some reason, San Diego was never on the agenda.” I shrugged and dipped an eggroll into sweet and sour sauce.

      Her eyes narrowed in thought. “You should go sometime. I think you’d like it there.”

      “Yeah . . . I think I’d like that.”

      She smiled.

      So beautiful. I was still trying to adjust to the decision I’d made, this commitment to our friendship and swearing off girls at the same time. I knew they didn’t quite match, and if I tried to explain it to someone, they would think I was completely insane.

      But somewhere deep inside of me, it made sense. I figured that was the only thing that mattered.

      “Do you think you’re going to move back there once you finish school? Is that where you want to practice?” I asked.

      Elizabeth kind of frowned, as if the suggestion of not returning was completely absurd.

      “Definitely.” She took a bite of chicken before she continued, “I mean, you know I love it here, and getting to move to New York has been the best experience of my life, but I can’t imagine not going back home. My family is too important to me.”

      “What happens if some guy comes along and sweeps you off your feet, and for some reason, he can’t move to San Diego?”

      So maybe I wanted to play Devil’s advocate.

      Her lips pressed together, and a narrow line dented between her brows. She paused like she were truly contemplating my question. “Then I guess somehow that guy would have to become just as important to me as my family. Maybe more important. I guess that’s what marriage is all about . . . sacrifice . . . giving up what you want for the other person.”

      Her eyes were sincere as she looked across at me.

      I was stunned. “You’d really give up what you wanted for some guy?”

      This time, she didn’t have to contemplate. Instead, her frown deepened, and she turned the question on me. “Wouldn’t you? If you really loved someone?”

      “I think marriage is more about compromise. Meeting in the middle. Being compatible.”

      She scoffed a little, kind of shook her head as she soaked up the last of her sweet and sour sauce with her eggroll. “I guess you could look at it that way.”

      I laughed. “Look at us, playing philosophers. I don’t think anyone has it figured out.”

      Her face softened. “Yeah, I think you’re probably right.”

      Elizabeth tossed her napkin to her plate. “That was really good. Are you finished?”

      I nodded. “Yeah,” then mumbled, “Thanks,” when she grabbed my plate.

      “Thank you for dinner,” she countered with a grin as she got to her feet.

      While Elizabeth rinsed our plates in the sink, I stuffed the empty containers and garbage in the plastic bag left discarded on the floor and tied the handles in a knot so it wouldn’t spill.

      Stuffed, I lay back with my feet flat on Elizabeth’s floor. A minute later, Elizabeth crawled to her bed, her sweet face passing above mine as she climbed up to lean against the wall. She drew her knees up to her chest.

      Releasing my satisfaction in a sigh, I patted my stomach, feeling relaxed after the long week of classes and studying.

      It was cool it was this way between us, without expectations, just quiet and ease.

      I glanced up to the left and caught Elizabeth staring down at me. Red flooded her cheeks, and she dropped her chin.

      Or maybe there were all kinds of expectations and Elizabeth was just fighting them, too.

      I turned away because I didn’t want her to be uncomfortable with me there. “What do you think of New York now that you’ve been here for a while? Living up to all those childhood fantasies?” I asked toward her ceiling.

      “Sure . . . more stressful than I thought, but fantasies are always that way, aren’t they? A little disappointing?”

      “I suppose.”

      “I just can’t wait for winter.” Excitement surfaced in her voice.

      “Why?”

      She released this little surprised sound, as if I should have already known exactly what she was talking about. “Christian . . . the tree and ice skating at Rockefeller Center.”

      If it wasn’t so out of character for her, I would have sworn she’d added a little duh at the end.

      I squinted up behind me, looking at her upside down. “Ice skating? Are you joking, Elizabeth? You come all the way to New York City, and the one thing you’re excited to do is go ice skating? You have to be the biggest nerd I’ve ever met,” I teased.

      Her face puckered in offense, before her mouth dropped open with it. It was cute. Really cute.

      “Nerd,” I mouthed, unable to stop myself from provoking her more.

      Her mouth dropped open farther, and I struggled to keep from laughing, but I couldn’t hold it in when Elizabeth suddenly lunged at me, her little fingers coming out to jab me in the sides.

      “Nerd, huh? Well you”—she did her best to tickle me, to dig her fingers in, while I did my best at shielding myself—“are . . . a . . . jerk.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, splayed my hands out to try to deflect her assault. Her hair fell all around my face, the weight of her tiny body pressed over mine.

      We were both convulsing with laughter and exertion.

      Her eyes were all soft and playful, and I was thinking how damned good it’d feel to kiss her right now.

      Would one kiss really make that much a difference? Change this dynamic? Steal her from me?

      As if those questions had just played across my face, Elizabeth jerked away, tucking her hair back behind both ears as she straightened herself.

      I kind of smiled at her as she slinked back. Then in a flash, she snuck up and slapped me on the stomach. “Jerk.”

      “Ow!” I clutched my stomach, searching for air since she’d knocked it from me, laughed some more. “Not cool, Elizabeth. That was a cheap shot.”

      “You deserved it,” she said, laughing as she scooted up the bed, grabbing the remote to flip on the television

      I sat up on the edge of the bed, turned around, and plucked the remote from her hand. She had one coming.

      “Hey.” She grappled for it, and I just shook my head.

      “Don’t even think about it. This is mine.” Smug, I turned back toward the television, leaned with my elbows on my knees and began flipping through the stations.

      “Just for that, you’re going ice skating with me,” she mumbled, almost so low I couldn’t hear her.

      But I did.

      “Not a chance, Elizabeth.”

      She toed me in the rib, this playful thing that took my breath away.

      I finally picked out a movie, some comedy I’d watched what seemed a thousand times in high school.

      Elizabeth raised a brow at my selection.

      “Just watch it . . . you’ll think it’s funny. Trust me.”

      “Where have I heard that before?”

      I chuckled, stood up, and stretched. “Mind if I use your restroom?”

      “Go ahead.”

      I took a piss, washed my hands, and scrubbed my palms over my face. Really, I should call it, get the hell out of there. Because I was almost too satisfied spending my Friday night there. Especially since I was supposed to meet up with Tom right about then.

      He’d have to get over it.

      I flipped off the bathroom light as I stepped back into the main room. The only light came from the frames on the TV. Colors flickered over Elizabeth’s face. I climbed to one knee on the bed, stretched so I could peer out the window.

      Elizabeth looked up, frowning. “What are you doing?”

      My gaze swept the sidewalk. Creepy lurker guy was gone.

      “Nothing.” I shook my head, settling back to the bed.  I could leave and know Elizabeth would be safe.

      Truth was, I didn’t want to.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine.”

      Her face kind of crinkled, like she really didn’t understand what was going through my head. I guess I didn’t really, either.

      We turned back to the television, and I sat through the movie I could quote verbatim and just listened to Elizabeth laugh.

      At first, she tried to contain it, to cover up her reaction, before she let loose. She laughed so hard she rolled to her side, so hard she was wiping her eyes.

      Her little bare feet were situated close to my side. I reached out, my fingertips brushing over her ankle. I looked up at her. “I’m really glad I met you, Elizabeth.”

      Her eyes smiled. “I’m really glad I met you, too.”
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      Faint light filtered into the room. I blinked, orienting myself to my surroundings. A surprised breath escaped my mouth when I realized my nose was pressed to Elizabeth’s belly, her stomach rising and falling in her sleep.

      I didn’t know when I’d fallen asleep, but at some point, she must have gotten up to flip off the television. Now she slept on her side, our bodies curled in an extended S, her head at the top of the bed and my feet hanging off the end.

      I lifted myself to my elbow, pitched my head to the side to pop my stiff neck.

      My eyes traveled the length of Elizabeth’s body. Her shirt had edged up in her sleep, her jeans stretched over her perfect ass.

      Black lace and satin pink bows peeked out at me just over the top.

      Damn.

      I really did want in those panties.

      Sighing, I forced myself to climb from her bed and maneuvered her around to cover her with a blanket.

      Elizabeth moaned from the depths of sleep and flopped to the other side.

      I reached out and brushed her hair back, ran the back of my hand down her face.

      Friends.

      I nodded as the word clattered through my brain. Then I peeked once more out her window to the vacant sidewalk below.

      Maybe I’d overreacted. But could it ever be counted an overreaction when the safety of someone you cared about was at stake?

      I glanced back down at her as she slept. No. That was impossible.

      I couldn’t imagine something happening to her. Someone hurting her. The thought of it made me sick.

      Shit.

      Raking my hands through my hair, I released a breath into the quiet of her apartment, gathered my things, and slipped out her door. On the other side, I paused, my hand on the knob. Finally, I jiggled it to make sure it was locked and forced myself down the hall.
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      Christian reached across the table and nabbed a fry from my plate. He’d already devoured his entire meal in what seemed less than two minutes.

      I tried to smack his hand as he crammed the entire thing into his mouth. “Hey, didn’t your mom teach you any manners?”

      He snorted. “Oh, she taught me all kinds of manners. And it’s not like you’re going to eat them.”

      I shook my head, unable to grasp how one person could eat so much food. “Seriously, Christian . . . that can’t be healthy.”

      “I’m a growing boy.”

      I laughed. I really hoped not.

      The guy was already too much, this force of energy that still stole my breath when he entered the room.

      Over the last four weeks, we’d been hanging out a lot. The friendship we both needed was blossoming, growing, emerging into something indefinable.

      I valued it more than I ever believed I could, though remained reserved, fortified behind the barriers I knew instinctively to put into place.

      It was an intuitive command to guard my heart and guard it well.

      Enforcing that rule had somehow begun to feel hypocritical, a deceitful mask that I hid behind because the thoughts swirling through my head about Christian could not be contained by the definition I’d set for us.

      I’d come to depend on his company, thirsted for it, wanted it.

      Wanted him.

      Days were spent doing my best to ignore the stirring that gripped me inside when I saw him, to ignore how much I wanted to glide my hands over the strength rippling beneath the denim and cloth covering his body.

      It was so screwed up, the direction my thoughts veered whenever the man was near, and he was never far because I couldn’t get him out of my head.

      Here I’d told him nothing could ever happen between us, while I allowed my mind to go there, to imagine what his back would feel like under my fingers as I clung to him, what my bare skin would feel like against his.

      I’d never desired before.

      I’d been curious but less than enraptured by the idea of sex, then was left wholeheartedly disillusioned by it in the wake of the pathetic experience I’d had.

      Until I met Christian.

      Now it throbbed in my consciousness and skimmed along my skin.

      I wanted to feel him.

      But I sensed it deep.

      He would break my heart.

      Just sitting here, I understood somehow that he already was.

      Slowly, surely, these little fault lines in my defenses were splintering.

      Fissuring.

      From across the table, I studied Christian, wondering how one person could shift something so dramatically inside of me, scare me and give me this joy I didn’t know what to do with at the same time. How did he make me feel the most insecure I’d ever felt in my entire life, yet manage to make me feel the safest in his presence?

      “So, how’s your math class going?” Christian wiped a napkin over his mouth, sat back in his chair with a satisfied sigh as he pushed his plate away. Completely casual, he appeared to be unaware of the chaos he created in me.

      “Okay, thanks to you.”

      A smirk pulled at his mouth. “What would you do without me, Elizabeth?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, find another cute boy to help me with math,” I said, anticipating his reaction if I teased him a little.

      For a flash, his eyes narrowed. Then a dangerous grin spread across his face. “I’m just dispensable, huh? Easily replaced?” He hunched and lowered, pressed his chest into the table to meet me at eye level, this slow playfulness coming across him. “How about I let you fail next time?”

      “Well, how about I feed you the wrong answers when we study for our next government test?” I countered.

      He faked a disbelieving laugh, a gentle ribbing that twisted its way straight to my heart. He was so cute like this, like a harmless boy and not the man who made me fearful, not the one who urged me to hold on to my affections, careful not to let them go.

      “You’re going to feed me the wrong answers, huh? You?” he challenged.

      The entire meal, I’d felt his leg stretched under the table, reaching, giving in to casual brushes, then receding as if they hadn’t happened.

      Now, Christian abruptly extended his leg, wove it between my legs, direct and bold.

      My breath caught.

      It was the closest we’d ever come to an embrace.

      I averted my gaze but couldn’t for long because I could feel him staring at me.

      His voice dropped. “You, sweet Elizabeth, the most innocent girl I know, are going to feed me the wrong answers? I bet you’ve never even told a lie.”

      Heat flooded my face.

      He was taunting me, prodding.

      Is that what he really thought of me? Innocent?

      But honestly, I guessed I was.

      Well, maybe not innocent. Just inexperienced.

      I had no idea how to play Christian’s games, no idea of what the girls he surrounded himself with were like, although I could only imagine. It had to be my greatest disadvantage. Vulnerability oozed from my consciousness, and I shifted in discomfort.

      Christian could devour me whole.

      His expression shifted as he edged even closer, his voice a whisper, “Just how innocent are you, Elizabeth?”

      It was clear what he was asking, though I couldn’t tell what he hoped the answer to be. Those blue eyes flamed as he waited, his leg burning against the inside of my calf, the air in the restaurant thick.

      I slowly shook my head.

      “Not that innocent, Christian,” I whispered.

      A long blink shielded his eyes, and something like disappointment flitted along the lines of his face before he swallowed and opened his eyes, searching. “How many guys have you been with?”

      Embarrassment flashed over my skin, spread over my chest and onto my face.

      I averted my gaze.

      Why was he doing this to me? We talked so much, most often casually, though at times those conversations turned serious, delving into deeper subjects as we learned more and more about the other. It had always felt like a comfort to have someone to confide in.

      But we’d never talked about this.

      “Hey,” he murmured, his tone shifting, the softness in his voice coaxing me to look back up at him. “You know all about me.”

      Christian lifted one hand, the grimaced smile on his face almost pained, and counted off with his fingers. “Six, twenty-two, or maybe seventy-four.”

      They were like little contemptuous checkmarks lifted in the air. “I can’t count that high, remember?” he said. “I’m bound to lose track.”

      He was clearly trying to make light of it, but the words held a distinct undertone of hurt. “Don’t you think it’s fair if I know a little bit about you?”

      I blew out a slow breath, remembering how I’d put him on the spot before. Friends would know this about each other, anyway, but he and I both knew this wasn’t about us being friends.

      “Just one,” I finally said, dipping my head down and to the side to hide the redness I knew would be there, though I couldn’t help but slant my eyes to watch his reaction. “He was my boyfriend for three years.”

      I hated the heaviness that crept over me when I thought of Ryan, hated more that Christian had more of an effect on me than Ryan ever had.

      “Of course, because I was fifteen and naïve when we started dating, I thought he was the one.”

      A bitterness I’d kept concealed for too long broke loose. “He bugged me our entire senior year until I finally gave in right before graduation. I had sex with him three times and all three times were awful. Then he broke up with me. That’s it.”

      I shrugged nonchalantly, playing it off as if I hadn’t just divulged the entirety of my pitiful experience with guys and that I hadn’t been a fool to fall for this obvious exploitation.

      I was pinned to the chair by Christian’s sudden severity. My chest squeezed as his head tilted just to the side, the depths of that place I was scared to tread exposed.

      “Do you still love him?”

      I fumbled through the emotions Christian had crashing around inside of me for an answer, unable to discern how I felt. I licked my lips to steady myself.

      When I spoke, my voice trembled. “No. I mean, it still hurts because of what he did. I was devastated for about a week, but it wasn’t hard to realize we didn’t have a future together. I just wish he would have broken up with me before he had sex with me. I can’t stop thinking about how stupid I was falling for it.”

      “And the asshole didn’t even know how to take care of you,” Christian murmured, the assertion rough and abraded.

      His eyes were a destructive force as he stared at me.

      There was no questioning what Christian was thinking right then.

      A lump grew in my throat, the air between us too thick to swallow.

      “You have no idea how badly I want to track down that guy and make him pay for what he did to you . . . for treating you that way.”

      His words knocked me back from the physical response flooding my body. I frowned at him. “How is that any different than what you do?”

      He blinked a couple times and hefted the air from his lungs. Our faces were so close, I felt it rush across my face. “Maybe there’s no difference . . . I don’t know . . .”

      He angled a hand through his hair and down the back of his neck. “But I’ve never told anyone I loved them or that I wanted to be with them so they’d have sex with me. I can’t tell you how angry it makes me that he did that to you.”

      A tremor rolled through him, something palpable, more than jealousy.

      I knew it then.

      He truly did care about me.

      This friendship was as real as I felt it was.

      Maybe there was more to it. Maybe there was something to this simmering attraction that I didn’t know how much longer we could ignore.

      But right then, this, him caring about me? It was what mattered.

      Christian abruptly withdrew his leg and edged back in his chair.

      Because we both understood it. The connection we shared was too important to ruin it by giving into the physical.

      I faked a smile. “It’s fine . . . really. I’m over it. It was for the best. Believe me.”
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      Time passed so quickly. Before I could make sense of it, November had come. Along with it, the approaching winter had ushered in a new feel in the air.

      Christian had become a mainstay in my life, my closest friend, the one who I felt securest with. He was a comfort that wrapped around my body and spread all the way to my bones whenever he was near.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched him from where I sat lengthwise on his couch. With my back propped up against the arm and my knees bent, I rested my bare feet on the soft suede of the cushions and balanced my calculus book on my thighs.

      Christian’s apartment was so much more comfortable than mine, and we’d taken to studying here.

      A decent-sized kitchen sat off to the left of the entrance, and the dining nook and living room took up the rest of the open space. Down a small hall to the back was his bedroom and bath.

      Where my apartment had one small window over my bed, Christian’s apartment was open, two windows in his living room and one in his bedroom, something that felt like a total luxury.

      During the day, it was brighter in here, a natural warmth flooding the room as rays of light slanted in from between the buildings on the opposite side of the street.

      And at night . . . I loved it here at night. Lights seeped in, boasting the city and everything it had to offer. Horns blared and voices rose from the sidewalk below.

      Christian’s couch had become my spot, and I relished in it now, snuggled against the plush fabric as I tried to maintain focused on my homework.

      He sat on the floor, his legs stretched out beneath the coffee table and his back against the sofa. That head of black hair teased me from where it rested just at the juncture of where I had my knees bent.

      Tonight, it was all over the place, sticking up in every direction. His hands continually came up to rush through it as if he were frustrated—probably because he was.

      If I wanted to, I could reach out and touch, run my fingers through the softness. I could only imagine how his head would tilt back in undeniable pleasure, could almost hear a low rumble emitted from deep within his chest, how the sound would vibrate up my arm and cover me whole.

      My hand twitched.

      Sometimes that desire was so great I almost gave in to it, but we both always pushed it aside because the friendship we shared was so much greater than any fleeting attraction could ever be.

      “I’m never going to get this,” he mumbled.

      “Yes, you will. You always do.”

      We studied together almost every night, but it wasn’t uncommon for us to get distracted, many times talking into the deep hours of the night about everything and anything.

      While we were so much the same, there was also so much between us that was different—the way we looked at life and our goals for the future. Streaks of selfishness were so blatantly obvious in some of Christian’s words, the things he would say that would take me aback, reminding me of how distinctly different we were.

      But here in this place, with Christian on the floor and me on his couch, those things couldn’t touch us. I settled into that safety, this place that was ours, where Christian was comfortable enough to put all those pretenses aside.

      Christian groaned again, and his head dropped back onto my leg. He cut his blue eyes my direction. “Seriously, this sucks ass.”

      “What sucks?” I trained my attention on my book in front of me and kept writing, pretending I didn’t love the way he felt against me.

      That I didn’t savor in the slight pressure that slipped through my jeans and caressed my skin, that I didn’t love the sound of his voice even when it projected the most ridiculous words.

      I already knew what was coming.

      “This class sucks, is what.” A mischievous grin lighted at the edge of his lips. “Seriously, when do they think we’re ever going to use any of this garbage? It’s a complete waste of time.”

      I laughed and nudged him with my leg.

      His body rocked a little then settled farther against mine.

      “Don’t you know that’s what college is about . . . students spending years gathering useless information they’ll never use again, going hopelessly into debt, just so they feel smarter than the rest of their family? I mean, that’s why I worked so hard to get here, anyway.”

      Sarcasm rolled off my tongue. He was such a whiner. For being one of the smartest guys I knew, he sure found a way to complain about every subject, every night.

      I subtly rolled my eyes.

      Clearly, he liked the sound of his voice as much as I did.

      One side of his mouth tipped up with the cutest smile. It perfectly matched the tilt of his head.

      “Fine, it’s not useless.” He reached up and pinched my thigh. “But right now, I can’t think of a single time in my life when I’m going to use it.”

      A vain attempt was made at ignoring the heat spreading up my leg. “Quit complaining. You’re going to kick ass at Trivial Pursuit.”

      This time he really laughed. It vibrated through the cushions and crawled across my skin. I tried to hold in the smile, tried to memorize the way it made me feel.

      From the top of the coffee table, the sharp ring of Christian’s phone sliced into the room.

      Of course, Christian’s phone rang constantly. I was never so blunt to ask who was calling.

      I found I’d rather not know if it was some girl on the line.

      The truth was, I didn’t want to know anywhere he went or what he did once he walked me back to my apartment each night. He had no obligation to me, but that didn’t mean I could stomach knowing who he was running off to jump in bed with the second I was out of his sight.

      Glancing at the screen, he lifted his face to the ceiling and exhaled heavily. “Great,” he mumbled.

      He reluctantly accepted the call. “Hello.”

      These were the only times when I paid attention, when I turned my ear to the conversation happening beside me.

      I couldn’t help but listen when the calls he received caused Christian’s shoulders to sag and sucked his light from the room.

      I was disgusted by it.

      His parents’ pressures were so ingrained in him, they held him hostage in a place I was sure Christian didn’t even know he was a prisoner.

      Every time they called, it was the same.

      They never took the time to ask how he was, but rather questioned what he had done, what he had achieved, and pushed him some more.

      I’d slowly begun to hate them, resenting them for forcing their son toward something that was so obviously holding him back. Christian insisted this was what he wanted for his life, and I knew part of him truly did want to be an attorney. But I could clearly see striving toward his father’s goals for him was more of a burden for Christian than a blessing.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      Through the phone, I could hear his father start right into him. The words might have been muffled, by they were a clear hostile coercion.

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      “No, Dad . . . I already did.”

      Christian dropped his head, his fingers tugging at the ends of his hair. “I’m doing the best job I can,” he said, strained.

      “What else do you expect me to do?”

      Knots formed in my belly as I listened to the one-sided conversation. As I caught bits of the unfounded criticism and the unjustified berating.

      “Fine,” Christian mumbled.

      “You are?” Surprise increased the volume on those two words, followed by a frustrated sigh.

      “Just let me know when and where.”

      His father ended the call before Christian was given a chance to say goodbye.

      It made my heart hurt. I reached out and touched him, my fingers light on his shoulder. This was not giving in. This was being there for my friend.

      “Hey.”

      He didn’t respond, just drew his knees up from under the table and wrapped his arms around them. Christian was always larger than life, but right then, he reminded me of a little boy.

      “Please don’t let them do this to you, Christian. You’re amazing, and if they can’t see it, then they’re completely blind.”

      The shake of his head was short and buried in his arms.

      “Fuck,” he groaned on a gravelly breath, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. He cut his gaze over to me with his cheek pressed against his forearm. “I’m going to prove him wrong, Elizabeth. I’m going to be the best damned attorney, and he’ll never be able to say another word to me about it.”

      Worry cinched my lips into a thin line. This was the Christian who scared me the most, the one who couldn’t see what his parents were doing to him.

      The one who, instead of fighting against it and living for what he wanted, ran head first into it.

      Part of me had to understand the desire to please the ones who cared about us, but I didn’t believe Christian’s parents had his best interest at heart.

      “It doesn’t have to be that way, Christian. What about what you want? Is this really it? Killing yourself to be the absolute best in everything you do?”

      Lines creased between his eyes, his mouth twisting up in set determination. “I’ll do whatever it takes, Elizabeth. Nothing is going to stand in my way.”

      I closed my eyes to block myself from the hardened expression on his face.

      He forced a large breath of air from his lungs. “I don’t feel like dealing with this shit tonight. You want to get out of here?”

      I looked up to find Christian maneuvering around to stand. It was almost ten, an hour or so earlier than when I usually left his place. Christian would always walk me home, then go and do whatever he did after he left me at my door.

      Frowning, I attempted to decipher his intent, because it’d sounded like an invitation. “Where do you want to go?”

      “There’s a party at my friend Sam’s. I have to stop by. His birthday was yesterday, and we’re celebrating it tonight.”

      Oh, no way, no thank you.

      I sat up and began gathering my things.

      “I’ll just go home so you can head over,” I said with feigned indifference. This was my safe place, the place where it was just Christian and me. I didn’t venture into his other world, the one that lit up his phone every weekend. “I’m pretty tired, anyway.”

      Christian reached out as if he wanted to touch me and then thought better of it.

      “I’d . . . would you just come?” The hard lines were gone, sincere blue eyes in their place. “I don’t feel like going over there by myself tonight.”

      Dropping my chin, I bit at my lip as he waited for an answer. Truly, I didn’t want to go, didn’t want to stray from the comfort zone we’d erected around us, but I didn’t know how to resist him when he looked at me like that.

      I glanced down at my old T-shirt and faded jeans. “I’m not really dressed to go out.”

      “We’ll stop by your place on the way so you can change and leave your stuff there.” He grinned. “And it’s not like you could ever look bad, Elizabeth.”

      I rolled my eyes at him, hating the little flutter that palpitated my heart whenever he said things like that. We both knew flattery was really unnecessary since it was obvious he had already talked me into it.

      “Fine.”

      I gathered my stuff, slipped into my jacket, and hefted my backpack onto my shoulders. I followed Christian out and down his hall.

      He pulled open the stairwell door and extended his arm to hold it open, though he remained in front of me, as if he might need to catch me if I were to trip and fall.

      The stairwell always seemed much too tight, the walls like a barrier that held in all the energy that radiated between us.

      Outside the air was crisp, the night alive. I breathed it in, hoping to quell my racing nerves.

      I could do this.

      Christian was my friend, and it wasn’t fair for me to avoid every other aspect of his life that didn’t involve me. I’d made it clear before that I wanted to know him, really know him, and how could I if the only time I spent with him was behind his apartment door?

      His hands were shoved in his pockets, his stride strong but slowed to sync with mine as he walked alongside me.

      “So . . .” He breathed out, puffing out his cheeks as he did. “Turns out my parents are coming here for Thanksgiving after all.”

      “Really? Is that what your dad called about?” I lifted a brow. Originally, his parents were supposed to be out of the country for the holiday. “You sound thrilled about it.”

      Sarcasm arched my brow.

      An incredulous sound slipped from his mouth. “A perfect night in Hell . . . Thanksgiving dinner at some stuffy restaurant with my dad harassing me the entire time. Can’t wait.”

      We walked a couple steps in silence before Christian fixed his gaze on me. “Why don’t you come with me?”

      Laughter bubbled up at the absurdity, but I held it in when I realized he remained silent, waiting.

      Oh.

      He was serious.

      I frowned.

      This sounded like a really bad idea. I couldn’t stand his parents, and I hadn’t even met them yet. “Don’t you think that’s a little bit weird? I mean, won’t they get the wrong idea or something?”

      “Maybe.” A small shrug of his shoulders discounted it. “But I don’t really care. Let them think whatever the hell they want. I just don’t want to go by myself, and I don’t want you sitting at home by yourself on Thanksgiving, either. At least if you’re there, my dad will lay off me a little. He wouldn’t want to look like the asshole he is in front of someone he doesn’t know.”

      “So what you’re saying is you want me to protect you from your parents?” I teased.

      “Exactly.” He knocked into me, jostling my body slightly to the side, the weight gone from his face as he laughed. “No, Elizabeth, you’re my best friend. Who else would I want to spend Thanksgiving with?”

      His words struck me, and I warmed from head to toe. That was really all I needed. I slowed to the point of barely walking, and I turned completely to face Christian at my side. “You’re my best friend, too, Christian. You know that, right?”

      He didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to. The expression on his face said it all.

      He was all sweet and adoring, that soft look that always warned how easily we could slip.

      Fall.

      I drew in a deep breath and turned ahead.

      “So? You’re coming?” he prodded as I stepped in front of him to open my building door.

      “Of course, I’ll come.”

      He followed me inside and up the stairs. “Guess I managed to talk you into two things you didn’t want to do tonight.”

      He was so close behind me, his breath rustled through my hair.

      “Um, yeah . . . I guess you did.”

      “Must be my lucky night.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at the smirk I already knew would be waiting there. The lightness in his tone warned me he’d made the flip to that cocky boy I’d met the first time in the café. I figured I’d be dealing with him all night since we were heading over to his friends’, although I wasn’t entirely sure what to expect.

      I played along, smirked back. “Yeah, I’m sure it will be. Let’s see what little tramp you end up ditching me for tonight. Do you prefer blondes or brunettes?”

      Laughter rang out and ricocheted on the brick walls, a thunder that pounded in my chest.

      He reached out and tugged on a strand of my hair. “Blondes, Elizabeth. Blondes. And did you just say tramp?”

      “Yep, sure did.”

      “Oh, you’re going to make all kinds of new friends tonight.”

      

      Fifteen minutes later, we were walking side-by-side toward Sam’s apartment, a guy I’d never met, but was legendary in the stories Christian told.

      Knowing them only managed to make me more nervous than before. I’d changed into my best jeans, a cute, wide-necked sweatshirt, and boots, hoping not to embarrass Christian since he was dragging me along.

      I was never one for parties. Maybe because to me it symbolized what I’d given up to make it here.

      If I were being honest? It just wasn’t my scene. The few I’d been to had been uncomfortable. The predatory feel in the air. Guys assessing whether a girl was as easy as she looked, and girls competing to win that attention.

      No thanks.

      I glanced back down at what I’d changed into, pretty sure I was going to be completely out of place. With longing, I glanced behind me. Maybe I could come up with an excuse, turn around, and go home so I could crawl in my little bed and hide.

      “I’m really glad you decided to come with me.”

      I jerked my head back to Christian. He flashed me an all-knowing grin, as if he knew exactly what I’d been thinking.

      “Yeah, me, too,” I blatantly lied.

      Christian chuckled, lifted his face to the night sky with a satisfied breath pushed out into the air. He appeared so relaxed, so casual as he ambled along.

      I followed as if there was nowhere else for me to go.

      We turned right at the intersection, and Christian grabbed my hand. I sucked in a sharp breath and tried to hide the way the simple gesture made me feel.

      His hand was warm, perfect, felt too right.

      He tugged me to his side. “This is it.”

      My eyes traveled the height of the building. It was much nicer than mine, but not nearly as nice as Christian’s.

      Ten stories of lit windows lined the building. Energy radiated from its walls. Nerves hit me again as Christian swung the door open, and they eased just as quickly when he squeezed my hand.

      What was he doing to me tonight?

      He had my emotions all over the place. I’d come to feel so comfortable in his presence, the want inside had subdued to a peaceful glow. It had come into something that felt like a stronger connection, something I could control.

      Tonight . . . I wasn’t sure. Something had shifted, tilted the axis where I thought I’d found a perfect balance.

      He led me down a narrow hall and pressed the button to the elevator. An encouraging smile lifted his mouth when he looked down at me. “Don’t be nervous. Everyone’s really nice.”

      A slight chuckle echoed in the confines of the old elevator when we stepped inside, and still he held my hand, a gentle encouragement, maybe a thank you for coming. “I mean, they’re idiots, but nice.”

      I nodded subtly.

      Great.

      The elevator door slid open on the fifth floor. Music pumped into the hall from behind what seemed like every door.

      Several doors down the hall, Christian rapped twice and swung it open without an invitation.

      He towed me in behind him. My feet faltered, and I shrank back when I met the scene inside. People littered the room, packed together, the space so full and overbearing that my throat tightened, and I found it hard to breathe.

      “Christian!” a guy shouted from across the din of the room. He wore his hat backward and a wrinkled button-up, his tongued slurred.

      “Hey, man.”

      Christian inclined his head my direction, whisper-shouted in my ear. “That’s Tom.”

      I nodded. Christian had mentioned him before, always in a you won’t believe what my dumbass friend did sort of way.

      “And who do we have here?”

      “This is my friend, Elizabeth.”

      “Elizabeth.” The tilt of Tom’s head told me he’d heard my name before. He extended his hand. Dark brown eyes shifted down the length of my body as he shook my hand.

      I had the urge to hide behind Christian or maybe run.

      I looked back around the room again.

      Yes. Yes. Running seemed like a really good idea.

      “Come on.” Christian tugged me into the crowd.

      A crush of bodies and music and the overpowering smell of alcohol washed over me in a heady wave.

      His mouth was close to my ear. “You want a beer?”

      Not really, but what else was I supposed to do in this atmosphere? “Sure,” I shouted over the music.

      Christian wound us through the room. He paused to talk to a few people, introducing me to faces and names I would never remember. To the right, a small kitchen overflowed with students surrounding a keg. The music played from the other room.

      In here, people yelled as they drank. Guys were clearly scoping out who they wanted to take home tonight, the girls laughing too loud and wearing too little.

      Self-consciously, I peeked down at my jeans and sweatshirt. No question, I was out of place. It was affirmed by the stares I received, the quick glances and hushed whispers.

      I edged closer to Christian’s side.

      What in the world was he thinking bringing me here?

      Strangest was, in it, Christian emanated ease, brash as he bantered with his friends.

      It was hard to reconcile the two, the Christian I’d come to know in our quiet evenings at his place and the one I’d first recognized when he walked through the door to the café more than three months before.

      Worst was, they were here. I could feel them, the eyes that caressed Christian with familiarity, those who’d known his body the way I’d never allow myself to.

      Their eyes would ultimately slide to study my face with barely constrained sneers, then drop to the place where Christian had his hand wrapped around mine.

      What they didn’t know was that this was the first time Christian had ever held my hand, that I didn’t belong to him, and that I never would.

      Jealousy struck me like a slap to the face.

      Because for the most fleeting moment, I wished for once to trade them places. For just once to slip into the role of the casual girl who could handle this.

      Christian broke from me, filled a red cup, and passed it my direction, cutting into my thoughts. His smile was so infectious, directed only at me. Blue eyes embraced my face, searching, silently asking if I was okay.

      I’d once thought him too pretty.

      Now I knew better.

      He was beautiful.

      I’d spent countless days and hours with him, and the effect was still the same.

      I’d just learned to disguise it, to lump it in with the affection I felt for him as a friend. And it was strong, the part of me that begged for Christian’s touch. But the affection I held for him was so much greater than the hunger these girls were watching him with, so much greater than the obscured lust that swirled and pulsed in my veins.

      That was why I could never give into one night. Not even a short-lived affair. It just wasn’t worth it. I’d never survive without Christian in my life.

      Sipping at the bitter liquid in my cup, I fidgeted uncomfortably as my attention flitted around the room at the faces of the people Christian called friends.

      Halfheartedly, I listened to the conversations happening around me, pretending to act as if I was interested and enjoying myself since Christian seemed to be having fun.

      I forced myself to finish one beer in the span of time it took Christian to down five.

      He attempted to include me, but I just couldn’t settle. Couldn’t find comfort in this place.

      Yanking at the hem of his shirt to get his attention, I tried to keep the discomfort out of my expression when he turned back to me.

      “Is there a restroom I can use?” I asked.

      No doubt, he was a little buzzed, his pupils wider and slowed. Squinting, he focused on me. Then he tipped me that earth-shattering smile. “Yeah, sure . . . it’s right down the hall. You want me to come with you?”

      I forced myself to smile back. “No, I’m fine. I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay.” He turned back to the guy he was talking to.

      Keeping my head down, I made my way through the crowd, twisting and turning as I did my best to avoid both eye and skin contact.

      I fumbled my way through as if I were lost in a jungle and searching for escape.

      Thank God the bathroom was empty.

      I shut the door behind me and leaned against it. Raising my face to the ceiling, I expelled a weighted sigh into the reprieve of the bathroom. Music vibrated through the walls, though it was dimmed and dulled.

      What the hell am I doing?

      It was ridiculous to feel this much discomfort. It wasn’t like I wasn’t surrounded by these same kinds of people in my classes, that I didn’t sit by them every day, or that I really thought bad about any of them.

      The most unsettling part was that I wasn’t normally this insecure girl who cared about prying eyes or what anyone thought of me.

      Awareness pressed into my senses.

      I refuted it.

      Internally denied it.

      But its truth screamed in my ear.

      An unfound possessiveness rapid fired from my nerves, spun and wove a web around my heart, and the jealousy I’d felt earlier beat a steady song within the confines of my chest.

      I forced myself to move to the sink and splashed cool water on my face. It struck me again, and I gripped my hands in my hair.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I was never supposed to allow myself to feel this way.

      Straightening, I looked up at the misery that awaited me in the mirror.

      What the hell was I supposed to do now?

      Someone banged at the door. “Come on . . . you’re not the only person here.”

      Sighing, I steeled myself and headed out, ducking my head when I was met with the scowl on the face of the girl waiting on the other side of the door.

      “About time.”

      I didn’t acknowledge her, just brushed by with my attention trained on the ground. The hall was dark as I hauled myself forward and worked my way back through the throng.

      All I wanted was to find Christian and ask him to get me out of here.

      A foreign hand pulled at my arm as I passed, and I spun around to one of the guys Christian had introduced me to when we first got here.

      Max?

      Yes, that was it.

      Max.

      “Where you goin’ so fast?”

      Panic stretched tight across my chest, and I yanked my arm away, hating his obvious perusal and my reaction to it. “I’m looking for Christian.”

      “Of course, you are. Just like everyone else.” The guy laughed in his stupor. “Well, if you can’t find him, you know where to find me.”

      Ugh.

      Why was Christian so into this?

      Pushing forward, I came to a stumbling standstill on the outskirts of the living room.

      Because I knew why. I always had.

      Christian had moved into the living room. Even from here, he crowded my space.

      His presence slipped over my skin, penetrating, invading everything. He held me in a way no one ever had, in a way I knew was impossible for anyone else to.

      He leaned with one shoulder on the wall while some girl with long brown hair nearly climbed his body, inching up to whisper something in his ear. His head tilted back, and I caught a flash of his gorgeous face before he leaned back into her.

      This.

      This was why he was here.

      An ache unlike anything I’d ever felt pierced me.

      All the way to the core.

      I wasn’t angry with Christian. He’d never tried to hide this from me. Had never lied and had never promised me anything. And the little he’d asked me for, I’d immediately shot down.

      It didn’t mean seeing him here, like this, didn’t hurt like I’d been thrown into the deepest, most excruciating pit in Hell.

      I couldn’t be here.

      Couldn’t witness this.

      Not when it hurt so much.

      Turning, I fled, shoving through the throbbing crowd. Mumbles and annoyed stares met me on all sides.

      I couldn’t find it in myself to care.

      Not with the knot of agony that had found its way inside of me.

      Forcing them out of the way, I tore out the door, wanting so desperately to look back but knowing I couldn’t handle what I would see.

      I had to get out there. Erase this night and the images it had created.

      The feelings it had summoned.

      I didn’t bother to wait for the elevator.

      Instead, I grappled with the metal latch and flung the stairwell door open wide. My footsteps pounded on the cement stairs and echoed in my ears.

      Labored breaths panted from my mouth.

      With burdened feet, I stumbled outside. Cool air clashed with my flaming skin, and I bent over and tried to catch my breath.

      Gasping.

      Stupid, stupid girl.

      I’d been a fool for allowing this to happen.

      I pulled out my phone, typed out the easiest excuse I could find, and pressed send.

      Then I ran from the one thing in my life I wanted most.
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      I tried to ignore the way I felt when Elizabeth left my side to find the restroom, but it was impossible. I downed the rest of my beer, hoping it’d cover the sudden void inside that told me I was missing something.

      “Dude, you wouldn’t believe how fucking funny it was. You should have been there.”

      Kenny leaned in close to my ear so I could hear him tell the story about a girl he’d seen crash into three different cars in a parking lot when he’d ventured into New Jersey the weekend before. “She had to be the dumbest bitch I’ve ever seen in my life.”

      I struggled to pay attention. To smile and laugh along.

      But my only focus was this strange sensation.

      How my hand burned from the first true contact I’d ever had with Elizabeth.

      I’d taken her hand to give her reassurance because she was all jerky with nervous energy, as if we were getting ready to enter the place where her worst nightmares were bred.

      It was just to give her a little comfort. A simple gesture to remind her I was there.

      Then it turned out, I was the one who couldn’t let go. I was only holding her hand, for fuck’s sake, and now it was all I could think about.

      I felt singed from the inside out, or maybe the outside in, I couldn’t really tell.

      It was all encompassing.

      I was beginning to think the resolution I’d made months before was a mistake, because I was hard just from holding a girl’s hand.

      I really needed to get laid.

      Truth was, Elizabeth was slowly driving me insane.

      Physically.

      Emotionally.

      Completely.

      The urge to reach out and touch her again was killing me. To run my fingers across her face and over her lips. To push it further.

      To push her further.

      To end this madness that had me spun up, teetering at the cusp, so close to spinning me out of control.

      Everything had been great for the last couple of months.

      Perfect, really.

      We spent so much time together, I’d almost become accustomed to the physical ache she left burning inside me. The hardest part was pretending that it didn’t build, that each time I opened the door to find Elizabeth’s face smiling up at me in my doorway, I didn’t come one step closer to snapping.

      That my heart didn’t want to burst at the sight of her and my body didn’t scream for her to run her delicate hands all over me.

      So many times, I’d had to stop myself from reaching out.

      Touching her.

      Taking her.

      Living out every single one of the fantasies that played through my mind at night.

      In them, I’d had her everywhere, in my bed, the shower, the floor, time and time again on my couch where she sat and unwittingly teased and taunted me night after night.

      Tonight was proof of just how close I was coming to the edge.

      “They finally got her out of the car, and this girl was standing there, stumbling all over the place in these slutty heels,” Kenny continued on.

      Why was I here again? Listening to this? Usually, I liked to be here, to unwind, to listen to trivial stories that meant nothing.

      But with Elizabeth here, it felt like a weakness.

      A fool’s waste of time.

      Glancing back out the entryway, my eyes traveled the crowd.

      Elizabeth had only been gone a couple seconds, but I couldn’t shake this nagging feeling that I shouldn’t have let her out of my sight.

      It was stupid to bring her here, but there was no way I could sit in the confines of my apartment after listening to my father’s bullshit.

      I was sick of it.

      I’d thought that once I moved out and started college—started my own life—my father would let up and let go. But he was just as overbearing as he’d been since I was a little boy.

      A tyrant who expected only the best, something he made quite clear I didn’t ever have a chance of living up to.

      Besides for that, I’d already committed to coming here tonight. I didn’t want to the asshole who bailed last minute. But there’d been no chance I could stomach the idea of leaving Elizabeth alone in front of her building tonight.

      Somehow when she was around, I felt . . . better.

      I needed her.

      Tom appeared at my side and clapped me on the shoulder. The guy was trashed, which was no surprise. I smirked at him. “What’s up?”

      “So you finally let Elizabeth out to play.” He cocked his head to the side in the direction where Elizabeth had disappeared, suggestion written all over his face. “Now I get why you’ve been hiding from us the last couple of months . . . or where you’ve been hiding. That shit is hot.”

      A swell of protectiveness broke over me. My fists curled, but I forced the reaction down. “It’s not like that.”

      “So you wouldn’t mind if I went for her?”

      “Yeah, I’d fucking mind. She’s my best friend. Do you think I’m going to let some asshole like you touch her?”

      Tom laughed, not for a second offended.

      “Your best friend, huh? Thought that was my title.” His eyes gleamed as he razzed me, a clear insinuation he’d been hinting at for months, one I’d continually denied.

      “Quit being a dick.” I shrugged it off. “We’re just friends.”

      As I said it, I lifted up on my toes, straining to see over the heads littering the room.

      Anxiety knocked at my ribs.

      Where the hell was she?

      If one of these losers even thought about messing with her, I was going to lose it. I wasn’t typically a violent guy, but I was pretty sure bones would get broken.

      I rushed an uneasy hand through my hair, hoping for calm.

      Stupid.

      Reckless to bring her here.

      I looked back at Tom who was staring at me with straight-out disbelief.

      Then he cracked up, loud and raucous. “You, my friend, are completely fucked. You might as well give it up because I don’t believe a word you’re saying. Pretty sure you don’t, either.”

      He was still laughing when he walked away.

      I made the conscious decision to ignore him and the implications of his words. I moved into the main room and leaned against the wall so I could watch for Elizabeth.

      Dimness hung to the room, the faces cast in shadows.

      Sam’s apartment was always primed for the perfect party.

      Loud music pounded in my ears, the feel chaotic as bodies moved. Fuzziness eddied around my vision, and with both palms, I scrubbed my face to clear it, wishing I’d have thought better than to have drank so much with Elizabeth being here tonight.

      Disquiet gripped me tight.

      I couldn’t help it.

      She was here with me.

      My responsibility.

      It was more than that, though.

      The thought of anyone looking at her, let alone touching her, sent a swirl of nausea thrashing through my already raw stomach. But how could I claim her when I didn’t even trust myself with her?

      I cared about her.

      A lot.

      The problem was, I knew myself too well, the fleeting interest that passed just as quickly as it came. I refused to lose my best friend to my own stupidity and selfishness.

      But God, this was getting unbearable.

      A hand wrapped around my wrist before a hot body flattened against my side.

      “There you are.”

      Locks of dark brown hair obstructed my view, pushed into my space. Every weekend, it was the same.

      Irritation had me shaking my head. “What do you want, Rachel?”

      She pouted before she stretched up on her toes to whisper in my ear. “You.”

      Jerking my head back, I glared at her, unable to fathom how one girl could be so clueless. “Haven’t I turned you down enough?”

      She ran a single fingertip down the length of my face.

      I recoiled.

      “One of these days, you’ll be begging me.”

      That wasn’t going to happen. She had to be the most disgusting slut I knew.

      A few months ago, I might not have minded.

      Maybe.

      Even then, I had some discretion. But now? Not a chance. Just the thought of her touching me had my skin crawling.

      “The only thing I’m begging you for is to leave me alone.”

      “Whatever. Your loss.”

      Rachel walked away, still looking at me over her shoulder, like somehow the exaggerated sway of her hips would send me chasing after her. She blended in with the mob, lost in the jumble.

      With her out of the way, my attention jumped from one person to the next, searching for the only face I wanted to see.

      A tremor of agitation rolled through my muscles. I flexed my fists and shook it off.

      Shouldn’t she be out by now?

      I couldn’t tell how much time had passed, and again, I wished I’d been wiser and not drank so much. Really, I wished I wouldn’t have brought her with me at all.

      Elizabeth didn’t belong here.

      She was too good. Too pure.

      Unable to wait any longer, I weaved through the room, ignoring everyone who tried to talk to me as I headed down the hallway. The bathroom door was closed. I jingled the knob. When I found it locked, I pounded on the bathroom door.

      “Elizabeth? Are you in there?” I shouted against the wood, listening for movement inside.

      A female voice yelled back, “Not Elizabeth. It’s Kim.”

      “Shit,” I mumbled under my breath.

      Pulling back, I looked to the opposite end of the hall to the single bedroom I knew would be locked. That was the one place in Sam’s apartment that was off limits.

      She had to have slipped by me, probably had some guy salivating all over her when she got back and didn’t find me there.

      Panic ratcheted up inside of me as I rushed back toward the main room.

      I found Sam standing at the end of the hall, talking with Max. I tapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, have you seen Elizabeth?”

      He spun around to look at me. The frantic way the question fell from my mouth did nothing to counter the earlier assertion he’d made.

      He drew his brow together and shrugged. “Nah, man, I haven’t seen her since before I talked to you.”

      My frenzied gaze probed the room again, my hands shaking as I dragged them both through my hair.

      Max laughed beside me. “You shouldn’t have let that one out of your sight.”

      I speared him to the floor with my eyes. He visibly shrank back without moving an inch, his tone shifting. “She was looking for you about five minutes ago.”

      Shoving through the bodies, I searched, something akin to fear pulsing through my veins. I didn’t understand it—the tightness in my chest, this gripping worry tangling with the desire Elizabeth had left me with when she walked away.

      The room felt too confined, and I forced my way through the crowd, pushing and shoving and basically being a total dick.

      But every second spurred something higher in me.

      Faces glared at me in irritation. I didn’t even stop to apologize.

      Elizabeth was nowhere in the living room. The kitchen was jammed with people, all except the one I was so desperate to find.

      Frustration bubbled up. I wanted to scream.

      Fuck.

      I dug into my pocket to find my phone to call her. The little red light flashed.

      I opened it to a message from Elizabeth. Relief slammed me. Thank God.

      That was until I read what she’d texted.

      

      Elizabeth: Sorry. Tired. Will CU later.

      

      The worry I felt transformed and lifted. A throb of anger formed a lump in my throat.

      What the hell?

      She just left. Without saying a word.

      Why would she do this to me? Did she have any idea how fucking worried I was about her?

      I dialed, but it went straight to voicemail, her phone deadened. That only managed to piss me off more.

      Pushing through the crowd and out the door, I stumbled into the empty hallway. I glanced at the illuminated lights on the elevator. The car was higher in the building.

      Unwilling to wait, I took stairs, propelled by anger and confusion, all wrapped up in a cloak of anxiety that something might happen to Elizabeth as she walked home by herself.

      What was she thinking?

      In all the months Elizabeth and I had hung out, she’d never once pulled anything like this.

      Reliable.

      Thoughtful.

      That was Elizabeth.

      But what? She was fucking tired so she walked home by herself in the middle of the night? Without telling me first?

      Cold air jolted my senses as I stepped outside. Crowds still coursed the sidewalk. Couples roamed, and groups headed to wherever they were going that night.

      My head whipped to the left in the direction of her apartment.

      She was already gone.

      I started out a flat-out run. Dodging people and barely pausing before I raced across the intersections.

      I was panting by the time I stood outside her building. Pausing for a split second, I glanced up to the second floor and saw her light blazing through her window.

      She was there.

      Anger and relief. They cut a path through my insides.

      Flinging open the building door, I barreled up the stairs. Frustration and something that felt a whole lot like hurt ebbed out the worry. Five seconds later, I was pounding on her door. I shuffled my feet impatiently, knocked again when she didn’t answer after a couple of seconds.

      Finally, movement stirred on the other side of the door, and I could feel her peering out at me from the peephole.

      Metal slid as she released the lock, and Elizabeth cracked open the door.

      Confusion and sadness saturated the visible half of her face.

      I bit back the urge to yell at her and forced down the anger when I saw the affliction twisting up the corner of her mouth.

      I blinked, trying to make sense of what had happened in the span of ten minutes.

      “Elizabeth.” It was a plea. What did I do?

      Because I knew she wouldn’t have left without saying goodbye simply because she was tired.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, averting her timid gaze to the ground.

      “What do you mean, what am I doing here? I was worried about you.”

      I nudged open the door.

      Elizabeth staggered back a couple of feet. Everything about her was beaten down. Blonde waves fell around her saddened face.

      My fingers twitched, wishing to push it back, to force her to look at me.

      “What happened?”

      “I just . . .” She shook her head as she slowly lifted her eyes to find mine. Sadness pooled in the depths. “I don’t know anymore, Christian.”

      That feeling washed over me again, something that resembled pain, something foreign that made it hard to breathe.

      I stepped forward and dipped my head to capture her attention. I couldn’t stand for her to look away from me. “Did I do something wrong?”

      Cold, quiet laughter rumbled from her throat. “No, Christian.”

      She raised both shoulders before she dropped them in defeat. “I felt out of place there, okay? I’m sorry I just took off, but I don’t fit into that world, and I guess I didn’t really feel comfortable seeing you in it, either.”

      I pushed a strained breath from my lungs. The sound hung in the air between us. “I’m sorry, Elizabeth. I shouldn’t have taken you there.”

      Her discomfort had been obvious, the way she continually fidgeted, her shy eyes downcast as she stood beside me.

      Maybe it’d been selfish of me because I’d only been concerned about how good it felt having her standing by my side, that having her there had given me a valid excuse to relish in her soft skin against mine. Maybe I liked the way all the girls looked on her with envy. Maybe for a few minutes, I liked pretending we were more than what we really were.

      Pretending was safe.

      “I just wanted to hang out with you.”

      Elizabeth shrugged like it didn’t matter and turned back to whatever she was cooking on the stove. She’d taken off her boots and jeans and had changed into these tight little gray leggings that showed off every perfect curve of her body.

      Barefoot, she stirred the pot, stirring something inside of me. I probably should have tried to stop them, but my thoughts went straight back to earlier.

      To how good her simple touch had felt.

      The burn.

      I suppressed a groan.

      God, why did she have this effect on me? She was my best friend, and all I wanted to do right then was bury myself inside her.

      For hours.

      Again and again.

      I pushed down the unwelcomed lust. Now was not the time for it. Instead, I waited for the response I could feel Elizabeth working up to.

      Slowly, she rocked while I watched her from behind. One hand gripped the pot handle while she gentled the spoon through the soup with the other, her head tilted to one side.

      My gaze traveled the flawless span of her body.

      Swallowing, she straightened, her hair swishing across her back. She released an audible sound of distress, and she seemed to have to force her voice through it. “Didn’t you want to stay there?”

      Honesty flowed from my mouth in a soft whisper. “No . . . not if you’re not there.”

      It was true. There wasn’t anyone I’d rather be with.

      “But . . .” Elizabeth trailed off, a heavy implication seeded in the word.

      My steps were slow as I crept up behind her. I stopped an inch of my chest brushing her back. Everything closed in around us, as if the small space separating us no longer existed. “But what?”

      If I wasn’t paying such close attention, I would have missed the way her muscles tensed, the subtle flinch as she dropped her head.

      “I saw you with that girl.” Her admission flooded from her mouth as a trembled whisper, and swells of resentment emanated from her body, rushed in waves across mine, her shallow breaths distinct in the otherwise silent room.

      Elizabeth was jealous.

      A selfish satisfaction permeated my being, and something overpowering rose up in the pit of my stomach.

      It was wrong, but unstoppable.

      Over the last few months, she’d done her best to hide her attraction. But I’d seen it, found it in the way she looked at me when she thought I wasn’t paying attention.

      How her eyes would roam and skim, spurring a tension between us that slowed our movements.

      Every time, it would feel like the air in the room had been compressed.

      In those moments, I’d glimpsed in her what I’d been trying to hold back in myself since the second I’d seen her.

      But this . . .  I wondered if she felt anything close to what I felt when she’d admitted to me a month ago that she’d slept with some guy. That someone had touched her.

      Possessive envy had roiled through my veins, and I couldn’t tell what I wanted more—to kill this guy for what he’d done to her or show her how good I could make her feel.

      “Elizabeth . . .” I leaned in close to one side of her shoulder, my mouth near her ear. “Did you really think I would ditch you for Rachel?”

      How could she possibly think that?

      “She’s all over me every weekend, and I’ve never even touched her. You can’t just take off because you assume something is going on when you have no idea what’s really happening. Do you think I’m such a jerk that I’d take you to that party and then leave with Rachel?”

      My voice softened. “You scared me.”

      The last came with the residual of my fear. Yeah. I wanted her. But she had to know it went so much deeper than that.

      I cared about her so damned much and wouldn’t know what I’d do if anything ever happened to her.

      I saw the remorse in the sag of her shoulders.

      “Elizabeth—”

      “No. I don’t think that. I just . . .” she mumbled. “I’m sorry.”

      Waves fell to one side, a gentle sway of her body that I matched. Her wide-collared shirt had slipped off the cap of her delicate shoulder, teasing me with the honey-kissed skin. Her movements were all innocent and sad.

      I had the sudden, overwhelming need to mark her.

      Claim her.

      I descended on her before I could stop myself, my mouth gentle as I kissed her below the slope where her neck and shoulder met, my hands firm on her hips.

      She tasted like heaven.

      My entire body hardened as I pressed myself along the length of her back.

      For a moment, Elizabeth melted, a supple yielding as her head lolled to the side in a second’s submission before she froze and spun to untangle herself from my hold.

      Lines forged a path of betrayal across her face, and tears gathered in her eyes. “What are you doing?”

      I stumbled back, my body still reeling from its first taste of Elizabeth. And all I could think was I wanted more.

      Our chests heaving, we just stared, lost in desire and indecision.

      “Elizabeth,” I breathed across the space.

      Her eyes flashed with the sound of her name.

      I couldn’t stop this, whatever insanity she had brought over me. I inched back toward her, raised my hand, and caressed my fingers down her cheek.

      Her eyes fell closed and her lips parted.

      My hand slid around to palm her neck, while I wove the other arm around her waist. I tipped her head up at the same time as I pulled her flush against me. The fire I’d kept inside for so many months licked at my insides, seeking a way out.

      Elizabeth gasped and her eyes flew open. The honeyed amber liquefied, her expression so soft and unsure. Shaky hands came up to rest on my chest.

      She wanted me as badly as I wanted her.

      I knew it, could feel it as a tremor rolled down her spine and spread out beneath my palms. I didn’t know how to handle this, had no idea what I felt other than how fucking amazing she felt wrapped up in my arms.

      I searched for hesitation, but all I found was her willing me to do it.

      To cross the line she’d put in place.

      I dipped down and pressed my mouth to hers. With just the slightest touch, desire ripped through me, spiked in a place I’d never felt before.

      The hands on my chest fisted in my shirt, and Elizabeth lifted up on her toes.

      Needing to get closer.

      My head spun as I intensified the kiss. My mouth became desperate as I moved against the sweetness of her lips, coaxing, begging.

      A tiny moan vibrated up her throat, and Elizabeth surrendered. Her mouth opened, and our tongues met in an eruption that had been building for too many months.

      I could almost taste her inexperience.

      She explored my mouth so tentatively, as if she were seeking something without knowing what she was looking for, telling me something when she didn’t have the words.

      Indistinct murmurings melted as they met my lips. I swallowed them down, kissed her deeper. Fingers threaded through my hair, and she gently tugged to bring me closer.

      A thrill shot through my body.

      “Elizabeth,” I murmured at her mouth, pulling away for the smallest second to anchor my fingers in her hair, to look at this girl I still couldn’t understand—one who scared me yet made me so insanely happy all at the same time.

      My fingers spread out, and I held her head in both hands.

      She lifted her face to me.

      Nothing had ever felt like this, this need that coiled and pooled and pulsed.

      I needed her. Needed her in a way I’d never needed anything in my life.

      I captured her mouth again, and I dropped one hand and smoothed it over her shoulder and down her side.

      Chills shot through Elizabeth, and she shook as I snaked my hand just under the hem of her sweatshirt. My thumb teased across the bare flesh at her hip, testing how far she wanted this go.

      Elizabeth only nipped at my lip and tugged it between her teeth.

      I almost lost it. The ache I’d been dealing with for months multiplied and transformed.

      “Oh shit, Elizabeth.”

      Her bare skin scorched me as I glided my palm up her back. I was met with no barriers, her skin smooth as I explored the soft expanse along the length of her back.

      “Christian,” she whispered, clutching me just as tightly as I clutched her.

      Her fingers dug in deeper, her body imploring. “Christian, I need you.”

      This girl, my best friend. My best friend. And I knew I was a fool, so stupid to push her. I couldn’t stand the thought of losing her, but I couldn’t stand the thought of not having her, either.

      I didn’t want it to end, so I pushed it further and slid my palm around her slim waist. A tiny shudder escaped Elizabeth, and she flexed her stomach as she sucked in a shocked breath.

      But she never let go.

      The soft ridges of her flat belly enticed me further. My hand jerked as I inched it up. The hand in her hair tightened, and the force of my kiss bowed her back.

      Her weight rested on my forearm as I supported her head, my body nearly hovering over hers.

      How many times had I imagined this, what it’d be like to touch her?

      I skimmed over her small, round breast, my thumb flicking across her nipple.

      Elizabeth whimpered and pushed herself further into my hand, emitted this sound that tickled my ears and spurred me forward.

      “Shit . . . Elizabeth,” I mumbled, quick to edge her back. Desperate, I pushed her up against the small counter and ground myself into her. Maybe I’d have thought to Elizabeth it’d be the most obscene gesture. Instead, it evoked the most seductive sound to roll from her tongue.

      I pulled away for a breath, and Elizabeth searched for air as she lifted her face toward the ceiling. She held onto my shoulders, her chest heaving and her heart thundering.

      “Christian . . . I don’t . . . please.” It was all throaty and warm, discordant, her thoughts as jumbled as mine.

      I buried my face in her neck, kissed her down to her collar bone, then up to the hollow behind her ear. Her skin was so sweet and her pants were so thin, and I was consumed by this feeling, too much confusion and disorder and need.

      Fuck.

      I wanted her, and I felt like I was going crazy because there was no possible way I could get enough of Elizabeth.

      A haze surrounded us, desire and lust.

      Would she let me? My mouth was at her ear as I bit at her skin, whispered, “Please, Elizabeth, I want to fuck you so bad . . . do you have any idea how badly I want you? Let me inside this sweet body.”

      My hands traveled to her hips, and my fingertips burrowed into her flesh as I shamelessly pressed myself into her again so she’d make no mistake of what she did to me.

      She had to know she was the only one who’d ever done this to me, this void she’d created that somehow only she could fill.

      Beneath me, Elizabeth froze. Every muscle in her body stiffened before her hands slid from my shoulders to my chest.

      She shoved me off her.

      Hard.

      I was caught off guard, and I floundered back.

      Her expression doused me in cold. Extinguished the fire.

      Lines of hurt and disgust twisted her face. Silent tears streamed down her cheeks, and she blinked for the longest moment, before stunned eyes turned up to stare at me.

      Shit.

      Had that really just come out of my mouth?

      My heart pounded too fast, and I tried to catch my breath, to calm my screaming body. I tugged a frustrated hand through my hair. A storm of emotions tore through my consciousness.

      “Do you know nothing about me, Christian?” I could see her struggling to hold it in, but more tears fell. “Do you really think that’s what I want? To be fucked?”

      Just like I knew I would, I hurt her, without even knowing it.

      “Is that what this was?” she wheezed, wrapping her arms around her stomach. She took a pained step back. “You came here to fuck me?”

      “Elizabeth . . .” I lifted my hand, wishing to reach out and touch her, knowing I couldn’t. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Then what did you mean?” It was an accusation.

      I searched for an explanation, how to describe what I felt. I couldn’t find the words because I didn’t know myself.

      A wounded cry worked its way free from Elizabeth, and she squeezed her eyes shut and turned her face down and to the side, hugging herself tighter.

      My chest constricted with the need to comfort her, to take her in my arms and just hug her, and tell her we’d work it out, but touching her was what had caused all of this to begin with.

      “Elizabeth . . . I—” I didn’t know exactly what to say. Wasn’t it obvious?

      I was dying to have her.

      Didn’t she get that?

      I always had wanted her. But it had grown into something else.

      But when she looked back up, I understood it all.

      The world dropped from beneath me, and I stumbled back the last few steps until my back was plastered against her door.

      My best friend.

      Elizabeth’s chin quivered, and one side of her mouth was drawn in as if she were chewing on the inside of her lip. But her eyes . . . it was there.

      What had I done?

      I met her gaze, searching for a mistake, for some way to take it all back to the place where it was just me and Elizabeth. Where we were friends and we laughed and we dealt with all the rest of this shit on the inside.

      But I’d crossed the line, and Elizabeth could no longer hold it back.

      “Christian,” she pled, chancing a tortured step forward. “Tell me what that was.”

      I shook my head and swallowed, wishing for an easy escape. I had no idea how to handle this.

      Because Elizabeth wanted a promise, and I couldn’t give her that. “I don’t know . . . I’m sorry, Elizabeth, but I don’t know.”

      She slowly shook her head. “I’m not sure I can do this anymore.”

      “Don’t let this mess up our friendship . . .  I can’t lose that, Elizabeth.”

      Disbelief drew her brows together, wove with the sadness in her eyes.

      “You don’t want to mess up our friendship?” She shook her head. “Just go, Christian.”

      “Elizabeth . . .”

      “Please. It’s really late.” Deliberating, she twisted her fingers together. “I think I need some time.”

      Swallowing, I stepped away from the door so I could pull it open. I hesitated but could find nothing to say that would make this any better. All I could think was how much I hated myself for ruining the one truly good thing I had in my life.

      With my back to her, I paused, the murmur from my mouth rough. “I really am sorry, Elizabeth.”

      Then I walked out before I did something else I regretted, quietly clicking the door shut behind me.
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      The sharp click of the door behind me nearly brought me to my knees. I clutched my stomach and struggled to hold in the pain.

      But it was too intense.

      “Oh, God,” I whimpered, holding my palm over my mouth.

      There was no stopping the sob from breaking free. It came as an offensive echo around the room.

      I wanted to stop it, go back and change it, but it was too late. The damage already done.

      I’d stumbled.

      Fallen.

      Considering how I felt, I should have known better than to let Christian through my door.

      At the party, I’d been hit with the magnitude of how deep my affections ran. Wrapped up in how bad that realization stung, it’d left me vulnerable.

      The knock on my door had jarred my hopes, flamed the fear, and stoked my need.

      I’d hesitated, quieted my breaths, self-preservation kicking in. I’d silently willed him to walk away while my heart begged him to stay.

      My rational side had little chance. The second knock beckoned me forward, and I’d peered through the peephole at the man who held me in the palm of his hand.

      Fingers shaking, I’d unlocked the door, insecurity slowing my movements as I cracked the door to stare out at Christian.

      Lines of anger had twisted his face, and I’d stopped short, confused and sad and relieved. It left me unable to comprehend the conflict he incited in me.

      He’d pushed through, and the room had filled with his presence, the air so heavy that I should have seen it as a warning and not as the comfort that came plundering through my senses.

      When his warm lips had caressed my neck, it’d almost been too much, and I’d been seconds from surrendering. A panicked voice inside me cried out to stop, to defend my heart, because I was already in far too deep, and I managed to rip myself from the grip I was falling victim to.

      I’d spun around with an accusation perched on my lips and stopped dead.

      There had been no surfacing from the flood that was Christian Davison because he’d been looking at me as if he felt the same.

      Now my body shook and tingled with his residual, this consuming desire coursing through my blood, mingling with this vast depth of misery.

      I would have given myself to him.

      Offered what I guarded and protected.

      Because to me, it was never a game. It was never supposed to be the fumble of a good time.

      It was devotion—an act of adoration—something I’d been so foolish to waste before.

      It wouldn’t have been wasted on Christian. Yet it still would have destroyed me.

      I shook my head as I made my way back to the stove, my movements jerky as I flipped off the burner. I shoved the burning pot back to an empty burner.

      Anger burned my insides.

      God, I felt so angry.

      His words had slashed me straight to the core, crushed and cut. They were all the confirmation I needed to know how easily he could devastate me.

      Low, mocking laughter tumbled from my mouth.

      He already had . . . because I’d let him.

      And I had no idea what I was supposed to do now.
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      Sleep came in sporadic bouts. I tossed through the daze that tormented the night.

      Never had I felt so alone.

      New York had once been my fairy tale. Now it felt like a place to escape. Lazy light seeped through the small window, and I rolled to my stomach, trying to press the memories of the night before from my mind.

      I didn’t want to remember.

      I didn’t want to feel.

      I’d been ignoring my phone all morning. It’d rung at least five times, then bleeped with voicemails that just seemed to break my heart a little more.

      When it rang again, I gave up and stretched out to retrieve it from the floor.

      It wasn’t the number I was expecting, though. Not another apology from Christian that I knew was truly sincere, but still could do nothing to make up for the fact that he didn’t feel what I wanted him to.

      No.

      Instead, it was my older sister.

      Still lying in bed, I accepted the call. I tried to clear the roughness from my voice. “Hey, Sarah.”

      “Are you okay?” she immediately asked.

      Apparently, I hadn’t done a very good job.

      “Yeah, I just woke up.”

      “Oh . . . sorry for waking you . . . but . . .” Excitement bled through her concern for me. I pictured her bouncing as she stood next to the phone in the small kitchen of the home she’d purchased with her new husband just the year before. “I have some really good news.”

      I sat up a bit and drew my knees to my chest. Resting one elbow on a knee, I propped my head up in my hand. I forced what I was feeling aside.

      Sarah was always so direct, a good listener filled with even better advice, but her mood rarely fluctuated from her mild manner. I knew whatever she’d called to tell me was important.

      “What is it?”

      “You’re going to be an aunt.”

      Her news shifted through me, wound with the sadness, affixed as a plaintive smile on my lips.

      A dense weight welled up inside, filled with both light and heavy.

      Distinct happiness laced with what Christian had left me with.

      “Oh my gosh, Sarah, I can’t believe you’re going to be a mom. Are you excited?”

      She laughed. “Can’t you tell?”

      “Um, yeah, I think it’s pretty obvious,” I said, warmth and joy for her filling my tone.

      “So . . .” I hedged, not sure how to phrase it. They’d planned on waiting, establishing their lives and their home before they had children.

      I think she expected my unvoiced question. “It was totally an accident, but after the shock wore off, I don’t think I’ve ever been happier.”

      Her happy sigh was tangible in the distance. Again, I pictured her in her kitchen, but this time with a tender hand resting on her belly.

      “I’m so happy for you.” I was doing my best at hiding my own turmoil. I didn’t want to taint this moment.

      Compared to this news, my issues were so trivial.

      Still, it was hard to hide it.

      “What’s going on, Liz?”

      “Nothing,” I rushed out the obvious lie.

      “Don’t give me that. You think I can’t tell when you’re upset?”

      My entire family was close, Sarah and I especially so.

      Five years older than me, she’d always been my confidant, my defender. She was the one to softly assert she was concerned I might be making a mistake, encouraging me to slow down and think it through, and my biggest supporter whenever I hesitated to try, afraid I would fail.

      A strangled groan rose up from my mouth. I flopped with my back to the bed, rubbing my eye with the heel of my hand.

      “This has to be about a boy . . .  Only a man can make that sound come from a woman.”

      I knew this was Sarah’s attempt at lightening the mood while broaching the subject, but it felt too heavy, too much.

      “Is it that Christian guy who always seems to be invading your space every time I talk to you?”

      I bit my lip as unwelcomed tears filled my eyes.

      “Liz?”

      I tried to hold it back, but a choked sob rumbled up and tore from my throat.

      Uncontainable.

      Unstoppable.

      It hurt as it scraped through.

      Silence stretched across the line before Sarah finally spoke. “Oh, God, Liz . . . you’re in love with him.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      It was a statement.

      She had this intuition about her. She’d been the one who’d seen through my feelings for Ryan, that as much as I’d illusioned myself with being in love with him, I never had been. I wasn’t surprised she could easily tell when I really was.

      Hearing those words voiced aloud ripped and tugged, taunted me for being such a fool.

      I couldn’t blame Christian. This was all on me.

      From the start, I’d known what he was like, yet I’d pushed it, invited him into my life. As if that smile wouldn’t worm its way into my heart. As if the kindness I saw in the depths of those blue eyes wasn’t going to turn me inside out.

      Change everything—who I was and what I wanted.

      And what I wanted was him.

      She remained silent for a few minutes and just let me cry.

      “Liz.” Sympathy rolled from my sister’s tongue, quiet understanding. “I hate that you’re all the way over there and I can’t hug you right now.”

      A small jolt of laughter made its way through my tears. “I wish you were here, too. I miss you so much.”

      Sniffling, I wiped my eyes with the sleeve of my sweatshirt. I rolled to my side and hugged my knees to my chest, held the phone closer to my ear.

      “So you want to tell me about it?”

      “I don’t even know, Sarah. We were just supposed to be friends, and then it was like one day passed, and all of a sudden, I couldn’t live without him. Everything was fine until he asked me to go to this party with him last night. I should have known better than to go.”

      I sucked in a breath. “I hated it there, Sarah. I mean, I can’t tell you how it felt to stand in that room and know he’s been with half the girls there. I went to the restroom, and when I came out, some girl was rubbing all over him. I couldn’t stand it, so I took off without telling him.”

      “Liz.” Disapproval clouded her voice.

      “I know, I know. It wasn’t cool, but I just couldn’t, Sarah. Then he showed up here at my place. The next thing I knew we were kissing, and then everything escalated out of control so fast.”

      My head spun as I remembered the fear on Christian’s face when I’d asked him what it was he wanted, the way he’d stepped back to put distance between us because he no longer wanted to be in my space.

      Because he didn’t know.

      Who would have thought that word could be sharper than a knife?

      “I don’t know how I was strong enough to stop, but I was. Those words came so close to leaving my mouth.”

      The pain amplified, squeezing my chest as the word spun around me.

      Love. Love. Love.

      “I think he knew it . . . somehow saw it in me.”

      “And what does he feel?”

      “I don’t think he knows beyond the fact that he wants to have sex with me. He made that much clear.” Anger slipped into my voice. I couldn’t tell if it was directed at Christian or myself. Like I didn’t already know that the first time I met him.

      “Elizabeth, he’s eighteen. Of course, he wants to have sex with you. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t care about you.”

      “But that’s the thing, Sarah, I tried to force it out of him, to make him tell me what he feels. He said he didn’t know.”

      I blew out a strained breath. “He said he was sorry then left. And that was it. He keeps calling and saying he’s sorry about what happened last night, asking if we can just go back to the way we were before. He has to know that’s not going to happen.”

      It would be impossible.

      There’s no way I could ever look at him without remembering the way his mouth felt on mine. The way my body had lit on fire.

      “I’m sorry, Liz. But you are both so young.”

      I grunted.

      This coming from my sister who’d been with the guy she ended up marrying since she was seventeen. I knew she was just being rational, that we were young.

      It was true.

      But she knew me better than that.

      Age had nothing to do with it, although I could only assume it did for Christian. Selfishness like that wasn’t easily shed, maturity hard to come by when everything had always been placed at his feet.

      “Do you think I wanted to fall in love with him?”

      Sarah’s voice was soft. “No, and I wasn’t minimizing what you feel, Liz. You just worked so hard to make it to New York, and I hate to see you waste it being hung up on a guy like that. He’s obviously kind of a jerk.”

      I sighed and rolled to my back, staring at the ceiling. I’d calmed, the fog in my mind cleared.

      Talking with my sister, getting it out, had worked as some kind of soothing balm. “I’m not even mad at him. I’m just mad at myself. It’s my fault for trying to make him into something he’s not.”

      The hardest part was I saw the kind of man who could love me buried inside him, waiting to be discovered.

      For a fleeting moment last night, I’d seen it staring back at me.

      I sensed her shaking her head. “You’re kind of amazing, Liz.” Her words were filled with sincerity and comfort. “Most girls would be putting all the blame on the guy.”

      “I am kind of amazing, right?” I forced the tease.

      “Now, don’t get carried away,” she said through a laugh.

      I sighed. “Thanks for listening, Sarah. I’m sorry I made this about me. I really am so very happy for you and Greg. I can’t wait to be an aunt.”

      “Hey, I’m here for you whenever you need me. I know it has to be hard for you over there by yourself. And it’s Thanksgiving next week. It sucks you’re going to miss it. You’re still coming home for Christmas, aren’t you?”

      I couldn’t afford to make the trip back twice, and there was no way I’d miss Christmas. “Yeah, I’m coming home.”

      “Okay, good. Hang in there, Liz. It’ll all work out the way it’s supposed to.”

      I had to believe that. “Thanks, Sarah.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      When I ended the call with my sister, I felt a little better.

      Settled.

      Resolved.

      It was easy to admit it now, what I’d been feeling the last couple of months. The way my stomach would twist when I looked at Christian, the way it hurt when he was away, and how much I couldn’t wait until I saw him again.

      It was patent in the devastation I’d felt seeing him with another girl last night at the party. Palpable in the way I’d succumbed to his touch when he kissed me.

      I was in love with Christian.

      Completely.

      There was nothing I could do about it. No way to take it back. It was there. Strong. Interwoven and beating with my heart.

      I had to end this. The only thing I could do was guard the last part of myself I had, because it would be so easy for me to give it to him now.

      Last night, I’d come so close. I would have laid everything else aside while I let him consume me. Let him take it all.

      He’d use me. Destroy me. Not because he wanted to, but just because that’s who he was.

      Flopping onto my stomach, I buried my face in my pillow as if it could block out the depression this realization caused. Last night had cost me my best friend.

      But I had to be wise enough to know he wasn’t just my friend. He never had been. This had always been there, lying in wait, an ambush set to take us over. Being around him was no longer an option.

      My heart broke for myself because I’d fallen for someone like him. It broke for Christian because I knew there was a huge part of him who was truly kind.

      The part of him who really needed a friend.

      But I couldn’t be her anymore.
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      I lay alone in my bed while morning threatened at my window.

      Four days had passed since I talked to her.

      Each one seemed to add a new element to the sadness that had taken me over.

      I was miserable.

      There was no other way to describe it.

      Empty, vacant, that void I’d tried to fill with Elizabeth’s body now a hollow pang.

      It was as if Elizabeth had punched me deep in the recesses of my chest, her hands as frantic as mine had been as she searched and struggled. Ultimately, when she found nothing that I could give her except disappointment, she’d ripped her life from me and left this gaping hole.

      And I was the one who’d challenged her to do it.

      I tugged my pillow over my face as if it could block out everything I didn’t want to see.

      “Fuck,” I groaned. I tore it from my face and tossed it to the floor. There was nothing that could cover it up or blot it out.

      In the cloudy dimness of the room, I sat up and rubbed the pain pressing at my bare chest.

      I knew this would happen. I’d take the one pure thing in my life crush it.

      The expression Elizabeth had borne Friday night flooded my mind.

      In a futile defense, I squeezed my eyes closed against the memory, against the truth of it, but there was nothing I could do to elude it.

      The image was like a parasite that had glommed on, dug in, feasting on the ignorance of its host.

      It was slowly killing me.

      It didn’t take long for me to realize something inside me had shattered when I shattered her.

      Fear wasn’t an emotion I knew well, but I’d never felt it stronger than in that moment when Elizabeth had backed me into a corner with that expression on her face.

      Floundering, my body had sought retreat as she’d silently begged, and I was hit with a fear that had nailed me to her door—fear that she had the capacity to look at me that way, fear that I wanted to touch her so badly, fear that she’d never let me again.

      Fear screaming at me to run.

      I’d given into the last.

      I’d shut her out because I didn’t have the strength to handle what was happening between us. I was eighteen. I didn’t want this. Wasn’t ready for it.

      But now . . .  I raised my face and released a remorseful breath into the stuffy apartment air.

      I missed her.

      Nothing else seemed to matter but that single truth.

      She held so much control over me, and I never even realized it. I mean, yeah, she was my best friend, but losing her shouldn’t have hurt this much.

      Saturday morning, I left a bunch of messages, trying to make amends, hoping to convince her we could somehow go back to the way we’d been. But each time, I was forced to listen to the sweetness of her voice through her recorded message.

      That afternoon, she’d finally called me back. Relief tore through me like a welcomed tempest when my phone had lit up with her number, until her tone seeped through the line, despondent and withdrawn.

      “I can’t see you anymore, Christian,” she’d said through a barely audible whisper. I’d opened my mouth to argue, to convince her that night was just a mistake, to promise I’d find some way to make it right.

      Her voice had cracked, and she’d cut me off with a quiet, “Please. I need you to do this for me.”

      Yeah, I was a fool, but I wasn’t stupid.

      Even if I tried to convince her otherwise, we both knew that night wasn’t a simple misstep. We weren’t just two friends messing around, hands and tongue and skin that never should have been. Because I’d never felt anything close to what I’d felt when I kissed her.

      She’d hung up the phone without a parting word.

      Out of respect, I left her alone. Because I did care about her, even if I was too much a coward to tell her.

      The last thing I wanted was to harm her more than I already had, and Elizabeth wanted more from me than I knew how to give.

      The night I left, I shut the door between us with a deafening click, but I hadn’t gone far. From the other side of her door, I stopped to listen to her weep, felt the magnitude of what I’d done to her.

      After that, how could I argue with her when she asked me to leave her alone?

      The only hint of her over the last four days had been the back of her head from where she sat far down and across from me in the lecture hall in our American Government class.

      The entire class had been spent with me staring down at her, desperate for her to acknowledge me, though she never did. Her hair was piled in a sloppy bun on top of her head, the blonde in complete disarray. In the few fleeting glimpses I’d managed to catch of the side of her face, she’d appeared to be as much of a mess as I was.

      That’s what this was . . .

      A fucking unbearable mess.

      When did she become everything without me knowing it?

      And was it real or some skewed perception induced by the loss of her presence?

      The alarm blared from my nightstand. I reached over and slammed my fist down to silence the shrill sound. Sleep had been scarce, an unfamiliar agitation rising up in my nerves, memories of Elizabeth bleeding together morning and night.

      Rolling from bed, I stood and stretched my arms overhead. Everything was sore, inside and out.

      Wrong.

      Because Elizabeth was gone.

      I plodded to the bathroom and switched on the light. The mirror reflected everything I felt.

      Sighing, I ran my hand down my cheeks and under my chin. Dark hair shadowed my face because apathy had rid me of the energy to shave since Friday, and my hair was sticking up in every direction.

      But it was my eyes that scared me.

      They were so . . . lost.

      Shit.

      With both hands, I held myself up on the sink, dropped my head, and tried to pull it together. Still, I couldn’t find anything inside myself that mattered anymore.

      I forced myself into the shower and went through the routine. In my dim room, I tossed my dampened towel to the bed and dressed in the quiet.

      I just wanted to fix this. To take it back.

      But I didn’t know how when the memory of how she’d fit so perfectly in my arms reigned supreme.

      I’d been seared by her kiss.

      Marked by her hands.

      My best friend.

      I shook my head and slung my backpack onto my shoulders, willing myself into the right frame of mind for my last day of classes before the short Thanksgiving break.

      How the hell would I survive through dinner with my parents tomorrow?

      Locking my apartment door behind me, I made my way downstairs. I sucked in a sharp breath when a shock of cold air blasted my face.

      I headed toward campus, my face down as I forced myself to move. My hands sought warmth in my jeans pockets, my shoulders rigid as I joined the flock of students heading to morning classes.

      Sounds filtered in all around me, but none were really heard. I trudged forward, the loss of Elizabeth a thousand pounds added to my feet.

      All I wanted to do was turn around, crawl back in bed, and sleep the day away.

      Outside my class, students filed inside. I stopped and stared in indecision at the dark hole they disappeared into. People jostled past me, grunted their annoyance as I stood stock still in the middle of the steps.

      I couldn’t make myself go inside.

      Blindly, I wandered the campus, not surprised I ended up in front of the building where Elizabeth’s math class was held.

      How many times had I sat with her on those steps while she crammed for an extra couple seconds, hurried to ask me a few more questions, stressed that she was going to fail her exam while I promised her she would to do great?

      Right now, she’d be inside, sitting at her desk. I could see her there, her head tilted to the side, doodling at the corner of her notebook the way she always did, lost in thought.

      Was she thinking of me?

      I raked a hand through my hair. Visible breaths filled the ice-cold air as I huffed and began to pace.

      What the fuck was I doing?

      She’d asked me to leave her alone, and now I was stalking her outside her class.

      But I couldn’t leave.

      I just wanted . . . something. I’d always wanted something. From the moment I saw her, I knew it was different, knew it was more.

      Hovering in the distance of her building door, I willed myself to get it together and honor Elizabeth’s wishes.

      Randomly, the double doors would open, a few people casually walking in or out, then every ten minutes or so, droves would come or go as a class began or was released.

      An hour later, the doors opened again.

      A loud flow of students came down the steps as they left for wherever they were going for the holiday.

      And I just stood there. Waiting. Waiting for her.

      Her head was down when she surfaced behind the crowd at the door. Her feet appeared as heavy as my heart as she made her way down the steps.

      My eyes bore into the top of her head, willing her to look up.

      I could see it when she felt me, the way she slowed and her hand reached for the railing to give her support.

      Cautiously, she raised her face to mine. She was halfway down the flight of brick steps when she stopped. She stood twenty feet from me, this wistful expression on her face that knocked the air from my lungs.

      She no longer appeared angry or hurt. In its place was the same loneliness I’d been swimming in for days, her playful eyes now somber and unsure. Her hair was still a mess, though now it blew free in the short gusts of wind.

      My heart thudded. There was no one in the world that could compare to this girl.

      She stood frozen, her knuckles white as she gripped the railing, staring at me as I slowly approached.

      I stopped at the bottom of the steps. The difference in height brought us face to face.

      “What are you doing here?” she whispered, the sound almost lost in the wind.

      Regret knotted inside me when she spoke the same words that had spurred our downfall five nights before.

      I repeated mine. “I don’t know, Elizabeth. I don’t know anything, except that I miss you.”

      Elizabeth seemed to search for air, struggled to pull in a breath. “Christian—”

      I cut her off. “I don’t know how to get past what happened the other night, but I can’t go on pretending that I’m okay without you in my life. I haven’t slept in days because all I think about is you. I mean . . .”

      My tongue darted out to wet my lips, my eyes frantic as they took in every inch of her face.

      Agony, the partner to mine, was written there, clear and concise.

      “Look at you, Elizabeth.” I took a chance and reached out and touched her face.

      A bolt of need struck me deep.

      Through an open mouth, I released a tremulous breath and took a step away as I softened my voice. “Don’t tell me you don’t miss me as much as I miss you.”

      Close enough to be swallowed by her presence, an apprehensive energy vibrated between us. She fidgeted and fisted the hand at her side.

      “I miss you, too . . . so much.” The last part rasped from her mouth. “But I don’t know how to be around you anymore. Don’t you see it, Christian?”

      She frowned and her head drifted to one side. “Didn’t you feel that when you touched me? Do you think either of us can ignore that anymore? Because I can’t.”

      I rushed a nervous hand over my face, trying to clear my thoughts, to offer her something other than the promise she wanted me to make.

      “At least come with me tomorrow night. It’s Thanksgiving, and I can’t stand the thought of you spending it alone. I know I messed up and the last people you probably want to be around are my parents, but I want you there.”

      I gripped a handful of hair and let the truth bleed out. “I need you there, okay? You’re my best friend. I meant that, Elizabeth. Even with everything else, you’re still my best friend. That’s all that matters to me.”

      Softly, her lids fell closed. I could see her wavering, hesitating over every concealed unknown we both wished we could see. She finally opened her eyes, the smallest movement of her head as she timidly nodded. “Okay.”

      Okay.

      My pounding heart steadied, the torment of the last five days silenced.

      Okay.

      She blinked a thousand questions, the uncertainty in her frame mimicking everything I felt.

      Neither of us knew where we were headed or how we’d handle these unanswered questions. The only thing I could do was hang onto her okay.

      Somehow, I knew we would be.

      “We’re supposed to meet my parents at the restaurant at 6:00, so I’ll meet you at your apartment at 5:30. We’ll have to take a cab.”

      “I’m guessing I need to dress up?”

      I offered a compensating laugh and scratched at the nape of my neck. “Uh . . . yeah.”

      Elizabeth frowned in the cutest way. “Of course, you’d have to make me dress up.” That tease was inflected in her tone, the casual ease I loved about Elizabeth.

      Maybe we could make it back to that place.

      Cocking my chin up and to the side, a playful grin spread my lips. “Oh, you can blame that all on my parents. And I probably don’t need to warn you about them. Just plan on a dinner filled with awkward silences interjected with the occasional bouts of my dad criticizing me for being a total failure. Don’t worry. Chances are, they won’t find you worth looking twice in your direction.”

      I injected as much humor as I could dish into the words, though they still came with a bite.

      An early apology for what I was about to put her through.

      I felt obligated to warn her how absolutely terrible dinner would be. How callus my parents truly were. Honestly, I hated to subject her to them, but I wasn’t lying when I told her I needed her there.

      That tenderness I could never deserve surfaced on her face again, a sympathy only offered in the kindness of my friend.

      “I get it, Christian.” Her arm swung out, her fingers grazing just the side of my hand. “I’m going for you. Not for them.”

      I tensed my shoulders and rocked up onto my toes, then back onto my heels. “I promise I’ll take you out for ice cream afterward to make up for it.”

      One side of her mouth lifted, and a small laugh fluttered from her perfect mouth. “It’s a deal.”

      I struggled with the urge to kiss her, tried to remember the lines that had been drawn that now were blurred and smeared, tried to trace back to that moment months before when I’d come to the resolution of who we were and what she meant to me.

      I stepped back, minutely shaking my head, realizing Elizabeth could never be contained by that definition.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I whispered.

      “I’ll be ready.”

      Elizabeth brushed past me and ambled down the corridor with her head held low again.

      I watched her go.

      When she glanced at me over her shoulder, my chest tightened. The movement was pensive, searching.

      A small, thankful smile tugged at one side of my mouth, and my hand fluttered up in a hesitant wave.

      She smiled back. And I saw it again, the way she looked at me that night.

      It singed my skin, warmed my face, expanded and pushed at my ribs.

      I rubbed at my chest, shaken by the impact of her parting glance.

      Pushing it off, I instead savored the respite I found in her okay.

      When she disappeared into the milling crowd, I turned around and ran to catch the last couple minutes of my class.
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      I took my time getting ready for Thanksgiving dinner. It’s not like I could sit around alone in my apartment any longer. All I wanted was to be back in Elizabeth’s presence, to see her face and again be reminded that we would be okay.

      I dressed in black dress pants, a dark maroon button-up, and a matching tie, then ran some product through my hair to maintain some semblance of style.

      The last thing I needed was to give my father another reason to tear into me.

      I’d called my mom yesterday to tell her to make reservations for four because I was bringing a friend.

      She’d hesitated, before she scolded me for doing something like this when I knew it would upset my father.

      I flat out told her I didn’t give a shit what my father thought. They were the last two people I wanted to spend Thanksgiving with, anyway.

      How sad was that?

      I dreaded seeing them.

      My own parents.

      Sometimes I thought maybe my mother tried, but most of the time, she was like some mindless robot next to my father, as if she didn’t have her own feelings or something.

      The only thing that would make it halfway bearable was Elizabeth being there.

      I glanced at the clock as I tied my too-shiny black shoes, anxious to get to her. I knew Elizabeth was stepping out, throwing herself into a world where she would feel completely uncomfortable, and I knew she was only doing it for me.

      Selfless.

      Exactly the opposite of me.

      This girl was like none other.

      At 5:15, I pulled on my jacket and left my apartment. It was freezing outside. I paused to look up.

      Heavy, dark clouds hung low, the tops of the skyscrapers disappearing into the winter sky. Night pressed in, and a chill rolled down my spine.

      I blew into my hands and rubbed them together before I buried them deep in my coat pockets for warmth. Turning, I headed in Elizabeth’s direction.

      Outside her building, I looked up to the second floor where her light glowed from behind her drapes. Blood rushed to my ears, and my pulse bolted ahead of me.

      Get it together.

      Drawing in a steadying breath, I bounded up the steps. My hand shook when I lifted it to her door. I rapped at the wood.

      “One second,” echoed from the other side.

      Impatience shuffled my feet, and I jerked my head up when the door suddenly flew open.

      Warmth blasted across my face, and Elizabeth stood there, framed in her doorway.

      For a flash, we both froze.

      Trapped.

      Contemplating the other.

      I smiled lightly as my gaze traveled her face, making sure she was there, that she wanted to be beside me as much as I wanted to be beside her.

      Tonight, she wore more makeup than I’d ever seen her wear, her brown eyes kissed with gold and browns and shimmer, rimmed in black. Her hair was twisted up with pieces tumbling down in all the right places.

      Every time she blinked, I was struck, mesmerized, the perfection of this girl something that had undone me.

      My gaze traveled down.

      There were a rare few in this world who could stop me in my tracks, but it was only Elizabeth who could bring me to my knees. Her white collared blouse was fitted, the buttons starting just at the top of the cleft of her breasts. Her black skirt was flowy and swished just above her knees. She wore nylons and heels, something I’d never witnessed her in before.

      My mouth was dry by the time I looked back at her face, and her cheeks had reddened with my obvious perusal.

      I cleared my throat, my voice low. “You look amazing, Elizabeth.”

      Stunning. Breathtaking.

      One of her hands fluttered up to her neck, and she self-consciously toyed with a piece of hair that had fallen from the twist. “Thank you.”

      Finally, unease seemed to cause her to tear herself away. She turned her back to me, leaving the door open.

      “Come on in. Let me grab my purse and coat.”

      The words rushed from her mouth in a tumble, an awkwardness rising in the air, tension that neither of us knew how to deal with. The click of her heels on her hardwood floor punctuated the nerves firing between us.

      And I should have known it would be this way, that like Elizabeth had said, whatever this was could no longer be ignored.

      The second I stepped through her apartment door, it all crashed over me—the way she had smelled, the way she had tasted, the way she had felt.

      My body reacted, and I was picturing her up against the counter, could hear the sounds that had whispered from her mouth.

      I squeezed my eyes and attempted to will it away. Maybe Elizabeth was right. Maybe I couldn’t be around her, because I could do nothing to control the desire from belting me now.

      When she looked back at me, I knew she felt it, too.

      Regret twitched her face as her eyes flitted to the same spot where my mind had just been, but then she turned away and pulled on a long, heavy gray coat.

      She grabbed a small purse she clutched in her hand. “Are you ready to go?”

      Forcing the reaction down, I smiled, and this time I made it a promise. I would do anything to ensure we were okay. “Yup. Let’s get out of here.”

      I swung the door open and stood aside so she could go ahead of me before I followed her out the door. I jiggled her knob to be sure it was locked.

      Our footsteps echoed as we carefully made our way down the stairwell. Elizabeth walked slower than normal, traversing the stairs in heels, her breaths short and rasped and filling up the enclosed space.

      “Are you nervous?” I asked.

      Slowing, she glanced over her shoulder, that same expression on her face. “Yes.”

      My feet couldn’t move when she looked at me that way, and I gripped the railing and sucked in a breath when that feeling struck me again.

      Elizabeth continued on, and cold air gusted into the stairwell when Elizabeth opened the door.

      Ahead of me, she held open the door, fighting a shudder and dipping her head in an attempt to protect herself from the surge of winter blanketing the city that blasted into the stairwell.

      Fumbling to a stop, she pressed her hand over her mouth to stifle a gasp.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered. She pushed the door wide and rushed out into the night.

      What was she doing?

      The door swung closed behind her, and I found my footing and ran down the last few steps to follow her out.

      I froze just outside the door.

      Elizabeth was there, in the middle of the sidewalk, her arms and face raised to the sky as she slowly spun in a circle.

      I stuffed my hands in my pockets to block out some of the chill and stood there watching as little flecks of snow flitted down and melted on the soft skin of Elizabeth’s face.

      It was one of the most meager shows of snowfall I’d ever seen, but to Elizabeth, it appeared to be the most magical thing she’d ever witnessed.

      The smile on her face was enough to light up the whole town.

      Enough to light up my life.

      She spun around, looked back at me as if I hadn’t been the culprit of our downfall five days earlier.

      Flashes of joy sparked in her eyes. “Christian . . . can you believe it? It’s snowing.”

      She shook her head in awe and lifted her face back to the lights reflected in the stormy night sky.

      Wrapped up in this momentous event, Elizabeth seemed to be more thankful than I had the capacity to make sense of because it was something I’d taken for granted my entire life.

      Beauty.

      It slammed into me so hard it nearly knocked me from my feet. At the same time, it felt completely natural.

      Inevitable.

      Simple.

      I loved her.

      My eyes dropped closed, savoring the truth soaking my body, my nerves thrilling in excitement while my heart beat with a steady content.

      I loved her.

      I opened my eyes to find her staring over at me, her arms held up just at her sides, as if she’d caught sight of me and had been trapped in that very spot. “What’s wrong?”

      A breath escaped through my nose, manifested in the cold air, the space between us too great. “Nothing’s wrong, Elizabeth. Everything is perfect.”

      Her nose curled up a little, and her head barely tipped to the side. I thought maybe she didn’t quite believe me and was searching for something.

      A question piqued her gentle smile, before she turned her attention back to the fleeting white dotting the sky.

      I wondered if she could she see it in me the same way I’d seen it in her. If she knew in that moment she’d unlocked something in me, and I’d never be the same.

      She stole one last glance at the fluttering sky. “We’d better grab a cab or we’re going to be late.”

      I shook myself off. “Yeah. You ready for this?”

      Light laughter tipped from Elizabeth’s mouth, the sound echoing in the stiff winter air. “No, not at all.”

      I came in close to her side, smiled down at the girl I loved. “Me neither.”
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        ELIZABETH

      

      

      

      The hushed winter pressed down from above. Flurries danced as they fell.

      Expanding my lungs with a breath of freezing cold air, I struggled to quell the hammer knocking against my ribs, sought the peace found in the beauty of this night sky.

      Christian’s fingers brushed down the inside of my arm before he wound them at the crook of my elbow. His fingertips pulsed twice at the sensitive spot, as if tapping out a message, before they settled and found a secure hold burrowed in my skin.

      A flit of uncontained nerves rose as goose bumps along my flesh, and I bit at my lip to cover my reaction.

      I didn’t know if I could ever feel better than I did right then.

      A sense of awe sank down deep into my bones, softening the reservations I had about agreeing to attend this dinner with Christian.

      Never before had I seen snow. The spots where it had fallen and melted against my skin still stung and burned, but the memory covered me like an embrace.

      But it was Christian’s touch that had my head spinning.

      I guessed when I’d agreed to this dinner, I thought we’d fight to get back to the place where we were just friends. I thought we’d shove our feelings down like we’d been doing for so long, and that those feelings would fester and grow until we found ourselves in a situation so much like the one we’d been in last Friday night.

      I peeked up at him just as he looked down to catch my wondering gaze.

      One side of his mouth lifted, his eyes soft as they traced my face, and he squeezed my arm a little tighter.

      Going back didn’t seem to be a part of Christian’s intentions.

      Something had changed from the moment Christian had shown up at my apartment door until he held onto me now, as if the beauty falling around us had the power to chase away all our unanswered questions.

      He leaned in close to my face, his head tilted to the side. “I’m so glad you’re coming.”

      He’d broken me down so easily.

      Relief had come like the blaring horn of a freight train when I’d seen him standing outside my class, his beautiful face marred with the same affliction I’d drowned in for the last week.

      I’d tried to resist him, to tell him why I had to be true to the decision I’d made.

      But in the end, I’d missed him too much. The hole he left behind was too great. There was nothing I could do but concede.

      Being around him had become a risk I was willing to take.

      “I’m glad I am, too.”

      He pulled back a bit, and his smile widened before he turned to raise his free hand to hail an approaching cab.

      Our breaths rose up and mixed in the crisp night air. The fingers loosened at my arm and glided down to take my hand as the cab pulled to the curb. Christian opened the door and stood aside.

      “Scoot in first.” He pressed his palm lightly to the small of my back.

      Energy sparked with the light contact. My heart leapt to my throat.

      Being around Christian had thrown my nerves into overdrive.

      I scooted all the way across the back seat. Adjusting my skirt, I pulled the seat belt across my chest and snapped it in place.

      Christian plopped down beside me with a heavy exhale. “I can’t believe how cold it is out there.”

      He puffed hot air from his lungs into the cup of his hands before he rubbed them together, then turned his face my direction.

      Dim light from the streetlamps bled through the windows, illuminating the confined space. Chunks of black hair had come loose from the style he’d tried to tame it into, pieces sticking up in every direction they shouldn’t be.

      His chin was held strong in an emotion I didn’t understand, his mouth twisted in a timid smile.

      But his eyes . . .  Was I wrong, what I saw there? The same thing I thought I’d glimpsed on the sidewalk when we left my apartment five minutes earlier?

      I got lost there, in the expression of his face that conveyed everything I wanted him to feel.

      Internally, I cautioned myself.

      Images from last weekend sped in blips across my vision.

      I thought of how I’d begged him with my body before I’d begged him with my mouth to feel the same way I did, and I was haunted by his expression when he’d walked out my door.

      I had to remember the devastation that had made it hard to get out of bed in the days he’d been gone.

      The truth was, I was so desperate for him that I would delude myself into believing this was something it was not. The cliff was so close, my knees weak and my feet fumbling as I struggled to balance, my heart on the line. I was one slip from complete destruction. Christian would own me with a flick of his fingers.

      He leaned forward and grasped the headrest in his hands, giving the driver directions to the restaurant. His long body filled the small space, his knees pressed up against the back of the seat.

      The driver nodded, and Christian sat back and adjusted himself into a comfortable position, pulling the seatbelt across his chest.

      The car merged into traffic, the silence thick as the simmering darkness within the cab surrounded us.

      I stole a glance to my left. Well, it wasn’t exactly stolen since Christian was already looking at me.

      He rested one side against the door, his elbow on the windowsill and his head propped in his hand as he unabashedly stared. Streetlamps flashed through the windows in quick succession as the cab traveled down the road, illuminating flickers of the stark intensity of his blue eyes.

      Heat rose to my cheeks and a gradual tingle diffused across my skin. If I could have, I would have turned away, but I was trapped, locked in whatever was happening deep in the recesses of Christian’s mind.

      It was smothering, surged out in waves, a tide that seemed to break against us both.

      I squirmed in my seat, and Christian wet his lips, the lump in his throat bobbing as he swallowed.

      “Are you missing your mom today?”

      His question jarred me from the turmoil tumbling through my mind, reminding me that, no matter what, Christian was my best friend. He cared about me.

      “Yeah.” Although really, half the day had been spent worrying that I’d made a mistake when I gave in to him yesterday. Of course, the other half had been watching the clock because I couldn’t wait to see him again.

      I cleared the surprise from my throat. “I talked to my mom earlier. My older sister, Sarah, and her husband are going over to my mom’s, and of course my little sister is there. I didn’t get to tell you . . . Sarah is having a baby. I get to be an aunt.”

      With the thought, a big smile pulled up at one corner of my mouth. I felt bad that I hadn’t taken enough time to think of my sister, how amazing her news was, that she was bringing a child into this world.

      I couldn’t wait to see that baby’s precious face.

      Christian’s face murmured a smile. “Yeah? That’s awesome, Elizabeth. I bet you wish you were there right now.”

      My shoulders rose in an uncertain shrug. Did I? I knew I should. But right then, I felt like this was exactly where I was supposed to be.

      One side of his mouth quivered. “Does it make me selfish that what I’m giving thanks for today is you being here with me?” He shifted and fidgeted with a button on his coat. “I don’t know where I’d be right now if it hadn’t been you in that café at the beginning of the year.”

      “Christian.” Unrecognizable questions wove into my tone, so much contained in just his name.

      My pulse spiked when Christian slid his hand slowly across the seat, the movement calculated. His chin tipped to the side and he flipped his hand so his palm was up. This time, he didn’t just take my hand or guide me into what he wanted.

      He waited.

      It was an invitation, one subject to a decision from me.

      My eyes flicked from his hand to his face. I wavered, a gush of air suffusing into the cab as I deliberated.

      I wanted to ask him, what does this mean?

      I wanted reassurance. For him to ease the ache that had bound itself to the beat of my heart, for him to say he wanted me in the same way I wanted him, and that I wasn’t making the biggest mistake of my young life.

      Instead, I wove my fingers through his.

      As if he found as much relief in the contact as I did, a sigh fluttered from Christian’s mouth, and he squeezed my hand.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” he said again, shaking me up more.

      The cab came to a stop, bringing an end to whatever Christian and I had just shared.

      Even if that was it, if we shared nothing more, I’d cherish it, because I would swear, for a few seconds, Christian knew he felt more, even if he didn’t know how to admit it.

      Venting a sound of frustration, Christian wrenched a hand through his hair when the valet opened my door. He seemed as opposed to leaving the safety of the cab as I was.

      “Looks like we’re here,” he said, stating the obvious as he pulled his hand from mine.

      Inclining his head for me to go on, I accepted the help of the doorman and stood from the cab. For a moment, I was alone, fidgeting as a new dread came to settle in the pit of my stomach.

      My nerves rocketed as I absorbed my surroundings. Christian was right. The last people I wanted to spend Thanksgiving with were his parents, and the last place I wanted to spend it was somewhere like this. No question the building was beautiful, but pretention poured from its walls, an excessive display of glass and marble and brass.

      What the hell was I doing here? I normally wasn’t one of those girls who felt ill at ease in their own skin. I liked who I was. But here, I had no place.

      Christian sidled up to me. Like it belonged there, his hand went straight to the small of my back. “Let’s get you out of the cold,” he encouraged, turning us up the runner.

      The attendant opened the door and stood aside with a clipped nod of his head.

      I lifted my gaze to Christian to find a slight grimace when he turned his chin down to me, an apology, as if he knew how nervous this all made me. I didn’t even know what we were anymore, and now I had to face his parents with all those dizzying questions mucking up my mind.

      We checked our coats, and Christian led us to the podium where the maître de stood. “Reservation for Richard Davison.”

      The man scanned his book. “The rest of your party has already arrived. Right this way.”

      Subdued conversations created a dull hum in the overly elegant space. Waiters in tuxes balanced silver trays, flitting silently around the room. Light clatters of silverware seemed the most distinct sound.

      I tensed amidst it all.

      No.

      Definitely not a place I wanted to spend Thanksgiving. It wasn’t as if I’d never been to a nice restaurant before, but this place was over the top.

      Christian leaned in close to my shoulder and mumbled, “I told you this would be miserable.”

      I faked a smile. “It’s fine. It’ll be great.”

      He laughed under his breath. “You’re the worst liar I’ve ever met.”

      His hand dropped from my back and found my hand, weaving our fingers together. Part of me wanted to jerk away, to stop the flow of confusion I felt from the overt gesture, to hide whatever this was from his parents, to cut off the longing it ignited within me, but I couldn’t let go.

      Christian’s hand constricted on mine when the maître de stopped in front of his parents’ table.

      The man dipped his head. “Your party.”

      Christian said, “Thank you,” but I found I could give no response as I fixated on the couple in front of me.

      Oh God. What had Christian dragged me into?

      Two of the most beautiful people I’d ever seen sat looking up at us. My gaze waffled between the two of them, shocked by the striking resemblance Christian bore to his mother and stricken by the coldness in his father.

      There was something about his hard stare that made it difficult to look away, although the man’s contemplation easily jumped between Christian and me.

      There was little semblance between father and son other than the thatch of black hair perfectly tailored on Mr. Davison’s head.

      His mother was waif thin and wore a silk two-piece skirt suit. Jewels dripped from every exposed surface of her body. I could only guess the long hair she had in a stylish coif had been dyed blonde, and she wore her chin permanently lifted in an elevated air of self-righteousness.

      Unease had me shifting my feet as I shrank back from the severity of their presence.

      “Mom, Dad, this is my friend, Elizabeth Ayers. Elizabeth, this is my father, Richard Davison, and my mother, Claire Davison.”

      Christian released the death grip he had on me and gestured in my direction, although thankfully, he chose not to move far from my side.

      Richard Davison slowly rose from his seat and extended a brusque hand across the table. “So nice to meet you, Elizabeth.”

      Wrapping his hand around mine, Christian’s father shook my hand. It was firm, hard, unwelcoming.

      There was nothing nice about it.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Davison,” I forced around the lump in my throat.

      When I turned and accepted Christian’s mother’s hand, it was cool to the touch, clammy. “Very nice to meet you, Elizabeth.” It was all form and pomp, insincere.

      I struggled to keep my hand from trembling in hers and searched for confidence, reminding myself I was doing this for Christian. “Very nice to meet you, too, Mrs. Davison. Thank you for having me.”

      In return, she offered a tight nod of her head and folded herself back under the table.

      Christian pulled the chair out for me and helped me settle. Almost inconspicuously, he brushed his fingers under my elbow, a silent buoy to my spirit. I would suffer through this for him.

      “Thank you,” I murmured under my breath as I adjusted in my seat. We were handed our menus, and I crossed my feet at my ankles as I sat up straight in the chair. Rigid. Impressing people had never been something I was interested in, but something about these two told me I would fare better pretending to fit into a place where I so obviously did not.

      This was going to be a long night.

      I glanced above my menu to find Christian’s father watching me with the concentration of a hawk about to swoop in on its prey.

      My attention dropped back to the words, but I could still feel his eyes penetrating through the thickness of parchment and leather.

      In silence, we studied the menus. When the waiter arrived, I ordered a water and the Thanksgiving special, hoping to make the least impact with my presence as possible.

      After our orders were taken, Christian’s father sat back in his seat, still studying me. “So, Elizabeth, how did you and Christian meet?”

      I swallowed and swiped my napkin across my mouth. I stole a glance at Christian, and he just smiled at me in encouragement. I turned my attention back to his father. “We both signed up to be paired with a study partner in our American Government class, and Christian turned out to be mine.”

      Richard Davison nodded, and I thought maybe it was an acceptable answer.

      I sucked in a little breath of relief. Maybe I could handle this.

      “And where are you from?”

      “San Diego.”

      “A long way from home.” It wasn’t a question, just an observation I was sure was tied to another thought.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “So why New York?”

      “I’ve always dreamed of moving here. Columbia University was my first choice.”

      “Hmm. It’s a hard school to get into.” Another observation.

      “Yes,” I agreed.

      God, I wasn’t prepared for this, to be set on display, subject to Richard Davison’s scrutiny. I’d counted on Christian’s promise that his parents would find me so inconsequential that they wouldn’t look twice in my direction.

      Mr. Davison sat back while his salad plate was removed and a soup bowl was set in its place. “And what do your parents do?”

      My nerves flared, and I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I’d always been proud of my family, but everything about his demeanor put me on the defensive. “Um . . . just my mom. My dad left when I was young, and my mother has always worked in manufacturing.”

      He lifted his brow. “Design?”

      I minimally shook my head. “No. She works on the floor.”

      Whatever interest Richard Davison had in me was silenced in my response, as if my answer had given him all the information he needed.

      I was sure I could hear the silent judgement rippling from him.

      That I was below them. Not good enough to be sitting beside their son.

      Tension fell over the table, and Christian brushed his fingers down my leg, another apology, one I couldn’t even acknowledge.

      Instead I stared at his father, contending with the powerful urge I had to defend my mother, to tell him how hard she worked to feed us and keep a decent roof over our heads.

      I remained silent because it was clear in Richard Davison’s eyes nothing I said would matter, anyway.

      My assumptions made about Christian’s parents were right. They were as hollow as I suspected, bred too high, their heads filled with too much.

      Christian had never had a chance.

      Is this what he would become? Would he succumb to the mold of his father?

      To the distance in his mother?

      Be shaped into this machine that cared for nothing?

      The thought soured and caused nausea to roll in my stomach. God. I couldn’t stand the thought of this happening to him, for the light in his eyes to dim and the playfulness in his smile to fade.

      Finally, the main course was served.

      Christian’s mother sipped at her wine, and in between bites filled Christian in on the elite. “Did you hear Stephen Bell and Emily Cann are engaged?” She tittered a laugh. “Who would have thought those two families would come together? That will be quite the fortune for their children. Oh, and the Graham’s have sold their house and bought a historical downtown . . .”

      I had to squash the urge to roll my eyes. Christian’s mother hadn’t seen him in months, and this was all she could offer him? Gossip? She never even asked him how he was, if he was happy or troubled or was struggling in any way.

      Longing inflamed my already homesick heart. The idea that I didn’t want to be home for Thanksgiving all but evaporated.

      What I would give to be in the midst of the shuffle of my mother’s kitchen now, the scents rising up from the oven as the turkey cooked to perfection. What I would give to feel the tender hand of my mother while she pushed my hair back from my face as I peeled potatoes, how she’d be so thankful that all of her daughters were there.

      The only difference was I wanted Christian there with me.

      I peeked over at him. He ate in outright discomfort, though with an obvious sense of normalcy.

      A pang struck me at my core.

      He’d never had that—love without expectations, someone there to cherish him despite his faults, someone to praise him for his strengths.

      The love I’d been too scared to acknowledge before glowed and burned, whipped and stirred as it grew. From the outside, it was nearly impossible to see the damage his parents had created on the inside of that gorgeous exterior.

      As he sat there now, it was obvious, these bold marks of ruin that scored his spirit.

      Casting a furtive glance in his parents’ direction, I cut another piece of turkey and brought it to my mouth. Could they really not see him the way I did?

      “So, Christian, tell me how your classes are going,” his father said between bites.

      Christian stiffened.

      Here we go.

      I wondered how his father had restrained himself this long.

      Clearing his throat before he spoke, Christian seemed to measure his words to evoke the least reaction from his father. “They’re going really, really well. My grades are good. Just have to make it through finals and I should have all As.”

      “Mmm . . .” his father mused, sliding a forkful of mashed potatoes into his arrogant mouth. “You know you need to focus these next couple of weeks. Don’t for a minute get confident. It just takes one slip and you’ll lose all the footing you have.”

      “I know that, Dad. We study constantly.”

      It was clear in the way Christian’s eyes darted in my direction that his assertion included me.

      We.

      Richard Davison’s brow arched in speculation, his appraisal clear and unjust. “And you think it’s wise to distract yourself this way?” he asked Christian, though his gaze remained unwavering, locked on me in decided disgust.

      The man had no right to look at me like that.

      I struggled to maintain a straight face, reminded myself I was here because I’d been invited, remembered my mom had always taught me to be respectful, even when someone so obviously didn’t deserve it.

      “Dad, you have no idea how much Elizabeth has helped me this semester. She studies just as hard, if not harder, than I do. She’s going to be an attorney, too.”

      I could feel Christian almost pleading with his father to like me, the way his body drifted forward and his head tipped to the side in supplication.

      A condescending smile cracked Richard Davison’s face. “Oh, really? Don’t you two make the perfect little couple.”

      “Dad,” Christian begged beneath his breath, his body jerking in embarrassment.

      “We’re just friends.” The sudden denial flew from my mouth. Saying it felt like a lie.

      Christian blanched, and the dislike on his father’s face grew. Neither of them believed it either.

      I blinked hard, as if I could deflect whatever blow was coming. I could feel it, this quiet hostility that had built throughout the night, this agitation that had his father sitting on edge.

      Richard Davison leaned in across the table with his voice quieted. “Do you even understand the amount of work this is going to take, Christian? The devotion required if you plan to take over for me one day?”

      “Of course, I do.”

      “Do you? Really? Do you have any idea the foundation I’ve set to ensure my son has the best opportunities? The best chance at succeeding in life?”

      “God, Dad, would you just lay off me for once? I get it. It’s fine.”

      His father’s voice dropped lower, though it hardened. “Goddamn it, Christian, it is not fine. Have you not learned one single thing I’ve tried to teach you? You can’t waste this time. It is more important now than ever to stay focused on your goals.”

      Christian straightened in his chair, his voice just as low and tight as his father’s. “Not everything is about what you want.”

      His father just laughed below his breath, though there was no hint of humor. It was mocking.

      “You have no idea what strings I had to pull to get you here, do you?”

      My attention darted to Christian to watch his face fall as understanding dawned.

      How could his father be so cruel? To do this now, in front of an audience?

      I wanted to speak, to touch Christian’s arm and tell him that his father was wrong. I’d never met anyone as intelligent as him or who worked as hard.

      But I could say nothing before his father spoke again. “You’re so ignorant you don’t even notice when a gold digger is trying to sink her claws into you.”

      In shock, I froze, then humiliation unfurled over me in a hot sheet of disgrace. With what he was insinuating, he may as well have slapped me across the face.

      I jerked my chin to the side to block the blow, felt tears welling under the surface. I would not let this guy see me cry.

      Fumbling out of my chair and onto my feet, I steadied myself on the table as I wobbled on the heels I was so unaccustomed to wearing.

      Mortified, Christian looked up at me. He wrapped a gentle hand my wrist. “Elizabeth, please, don’t go.”

      How could he ask me to stay?

      I shook my head and twisted from his grasp. “I’m sorry, Christian, but I can’t do this.”

      Sorrow tore me straight through as I finally let that flicker of hope I’d clung to all night slip away.

      I didn’t belong in his world, could never fit into it. I was strong enough to know I didn’t want to.

      I’d never strive for money or position, had no intention of spending my life sitting like some mindless bimbo next to a man just because I wanted something from him. I couldn’t stand the thought that Richard Davison had even planted the idea in Christian’s mind.

      As much as I loved Christian, I refused to subject myself to this. I felt violated.

      Wronged.

      Remorseful blue eyes stared up at me. My heart hurt so much for him. This was his life, the way he’d been raised.

      “I’m so sorry, Christian,” I said again. This time, my words were a goodbye.

      Heat burned my ears and tears stung my eyes as I turned to flee. Wearing my embarrassment like a coat, I twisted through the tables to make an escape. I forced myself forward, praying I’d get outside before the tears began to fall.

      I didn’t take the time to get my jacket from the front. I fled out the door.

      The sharp bite of cold slammed me. I sucked in a ragged breath and pushed myself forward. My heels clattered as I clamored toward the street.

      Relief slipped between my lips as a small cry when I saw the two cabs waiting at the curb.

      “A cab, please,” I nearly begged as I ran, struggling to keep myself upright as I approached the cab.

      A hand grabbed my upper arm before I could make it inside. I knew it was him. The hold was firm but gentle, filled with as much confusion as I felt. I needed to get away from him as much as I wanted to stay. I struggled to break free.

      He spun me around and cupped my cheeks, forcing me to look at him. “Fuck . . . Elizabeth . . . would you just stop for a second?”

      With the sound of his voice, the tears broke free. I tried to hide them, to tug away from the hold Christian had on me, heart and soul.

      His tongue darted out to wet his lips, his eyes searching as they took in every emotion firing across my face.

      “I can’t believe he pulled that shit in front of you.” His hold tightened in emphasis. “Tell me you know I would never think that about you. It doesn’t matter who I brought, they would never be good enough, Elizabeth. I will never be good enough. Don’t you see that?”

      Tender fingers came up to brush the hair from my face, to wipe my tears.

      “I hate him, Elizabeth . . . hate that he would make you feel this way.”

      I wrestled to discern what I felt, who I was angry with and who I was running from.

      All I came up with was another question, another miserable why.

      Why did I have to love someone like him so much? The moment he walked through the café door, my instincts had told me to run. Why had I been such a fool to put myself in the position to be standing here now?

      But none of this was really Christian’s fault. We were separated by a gap neither of us had created, each a product of our heritage, a distant span of cultures that made us completely incompatible.

      “Just go back inside with your family, Christian.”

      Shaking his head, his grip increased, the slight sting of his fingertips digging into my cheeks. “No. It’s Thanksgiving and I want to spend it with you.”

      “They’re your family, and I don’t mean anything to you.” My assertion rang with deceit.

      “How can you say that? You mean everything to me.” Christian pressed his lips to my forehead, this gentle show of affection that weakened my knees and left me gripping his wrists, desperate to believe every one of his words.

      And I felt it again, a glimmer of what I’d seen in his eyes earlier.

      I longed for it.

      His father’s mocking voice found us from somewhere behind Christian. “Just friends, huh? Looks that way to me. She’s a waste of your time, Christian. Put her in a cab and come back inside where you belong.”

      A tortured cry erupted from my throat.

      “Just go inside, where you belong,” I rasped, mimicking his father’s words, tripping over the heartbreak that had lodged in my throat.

      “Elizabeth . . .” Christian wavered, looking back to where his father stood confronting us.

      The gap.

      Christian held no true conviction. He didn’t know whether to stand up for me or give in to his father. He still didn’t know.

      I ripped myself from his hold and jumped into the cab. Christian just stood there, staring at me.

      My spirit splintered a little more.

      I slammed the door shut behind me to shut Christian out. The cab driver looked up in the mirror, and I cried out, “Go . . . please . . . just go.”

      I slumped back in the seat as the cab jerked into traffic. My head sagged back on the headrest and I lifted my face to the ceiling. Tears streaked down the sides of my face and ran into my hair. Reaching up to scrub them away, I released a bitter bark into the air.

      I already knew this. When did I forget?

      Christian Davison was so off limits.
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      Motherfucker.

      I wanted to scream.

      Instead, I just stood there staring in shock as Elizabeth’s cab drove away.

      The day I finally got it—accepted it—had to be the same day I laid her at my parents’ feet.

      Slowly, I turned around to face my father.

      He stood near the restaurant door. Smugness clung to his posture, his jaw tight and shoulders squared as he stared me down.

      Embarrassment and anger seethed in my veins, curling my hands into fists. So many years I’d strived to be just like him, and now I was ashamed to even know him.

      A taunting snort slipped through his nose and he just barely shook his head. It was full of condescension, as if daring me to contend with him. “Come back inside and finish your dinner.”

      He spun on his heel, like what had just happened mattered none.

      “What is wrong with you?” I called out just before he disappeared through the door. “I invited her here and you insult her? She’s my friend.”

      Pausing, he craned his neck around to look at me. Then he laughed, this incredulous sound that punched me in the gut. “She’s trash, Christian.”

      The words knocked around in my head.

      Elizabeth . . . this girl . . . the one.

      The strongest surge of protectiveness welled up inside me, and I took two steps toward him.

      “I love her.” I felt pride saying it aloud, the kind of pride I’d put money down that my father had never experienced.

      His face slowly twisted and he shook his head as if he didn’t know me at all. “Then you’re more of fool than I pegged you for. Now get inside. Your mother and I flew all the way here to spend Thanksgiving with you. You’re ruining our evening.”

      He shook his arms out and looked down to adjust the cuffs of his sleeves.

      For so long, he’d controlled every aspect of my life. My goals, my beliefs, what I wanted, and where I was going. Was I really going to allow him to dictate who I cared about?

      “Fuck this,” I muttered under my breath.

      His head jerked up. “What did you just say?”

      “I said, fuck this. I’m out of here.”

      He clenched his jaw. I could almost hear him grinding his teeth. “Don’t you even think about it, Christian.”

      I scoffed. “What are you going to do, Dad,” I spat out his name. “Cut me out of your life? Keep me out of the firm?”

      I laughed. There was no way. That would be a direct reflection on him, his own failure at conforming me into what he wanted me to be.

      Walking backward, I lifted both hands in the air as I retreated. Not in surrender, but in opposition. This was one area of my life I wouldn’t allow him to control.

      Then I turned around and leapt into the backseat of a waiting cab. Elizabeth’s address was already passing through my urgent lips as I slammed the door shut. “Hurry, please.”

      The driver kind of smiled. He had probably been there to witness what had gone down with Elizabeth a couple minutes earlier. “Sure.”

      The ride felt like the longest ten minutes of my life.

      When he stopped outside her building, Elizabeth was pulling open the door to her building. I threw some money on the front seat. “Thanks, man.”

      “No problem.”

      I jumped from the car and back into the winter cold, yelling her name. “Elizabeth!”

      Slowly, she spun around, her hand still on the door handle, as if she had every intention of leaving me standing there.

      “Christian.” Frustration spun through her tone, though I could hear the tears in her words, could see them marking her face. I’d hurt her again. And I hated it.

      “Just leave me alone,” she said.

      But this time, I knew walking out wasn’t an option. “I can’t.”

      It was snowing again, harder this time, a steady grazing of white that dusted the city. My heavy breaths turned to vapor as I stood in front of her, panting, trying to gather my thoughts, to rein everything in.

      I couldn’t.

      One side of Elizabeth’s mouth trembled, and she looked at me in both wariness and exhaustion. She dropped her hold on the door to completely face me.

      “I don’t understand what you want from me, Christian. You drag me to this dinner with your parents, and then when your father attacks me, you can’t even stand up for me?”

      “You didn’t give me a chance to.”

      Wisps of blonde kissed along her jaw, pieces sticking to the contours of her perfect face.

      God, she was beautiful.

      Love and fear vacillated across her features, uncertainty and want.

      Something throbbed inside me, so deep it swallowed me whole.

      When Elizabeth had changed me, I didn’t know. But she did. She’d unhinged something that had been locked inside, something I’d never believed I wanted or even knew existed. But with her standing there, it was all I could see.

      Approaching her slowly, I stopped close and lifted her chin with my finger so she’d look at me.

      I searched her face.

      Her eyes dropped away, even though I held her firm.

      “I’m here now. You think I wouldn’t stand up to my father for you? That I’d just stand there and let him talk about you like that? This week has been the worst of my life, Elizabeth, every single minute that you weren’t a part of it. And then yesterday when you agreed to go with me tonight, I can’t describe the relief I felt.”

      Her warm brown gaze finally fluttered up to meet with mine. I slid my fingers from her chin and cupped one side of her face. Touching her was perfection.

      Exhaling heavily, I inclined my face closer and caressed my thumb over her cheek. “And tonight . . . I can’t even begin to apologize for what happened tonight. I can only tell you I don’t care what my dad thinks about us.”

      I brought my other hand to her face and squeezed in emphasis. “Elizabeth, I can’t lose you.”

      She wet her lips and shivered. She hugged herself, her crossed arms a barrier between us. “I don’t even know what that means, Christian. One minute, you’re telling me you want to get past what happened last Friday so we can be friends again, and the next minute, you’re holding my hand and telling me I mean everything to you.”

      Frantic brown eyes begged as they flitted across my face, as if she were desperate to find an answer there. “I don’t understand what you want from me.”

      Increasing my hold, I edged closer. “I want you. I want you to take a chance on me. I know I haven’t given you a reason to, and everything between us is a mess right now, but it’s only because we aren’t what we’re supposed to be. I’ve been fighting this so hard for so long because I thought I was protecting our friendship when all I was doing was setting us up to fail.”

      Hot tears fell into my hands, and Elizabeth’s mouth dropped open. I resisted the desire to crush her to me, to kiss her, to finally take what I’d always known was supposed to be mine, although in a completely different way than the initial urge that had me squirming in my seat four months prior.

      Instead, it galloped ahead of me, a future I’d never believed I wanted. One I knew without a single doubt I wanted to share with Elizabeth.

      “Elizabeth, I haven’t touched another girl since that first time I walked out of your apartment. I mean, I tried . . . but all I could think about was you. All this time, it was you.”

      “What?” Shock dropped Elizabeth’s arms from between us. In the few inches separating us, the air vibrated with need.

      I erased it. My entire body sighed in relief.

      Her face was a breath from mine.

      “This has been a long time coming. I’ve just been too dense to see it for what it is. You are the kind of girl I’m looking for, Elizabeth. The only girl I’m looking for.”

      Tentative fingers fluttered up to brush over my bottom lip. “I’m scared of this.”

      I smiled beneath them before I brought my hand up to hold hers, pressed her fingers to my mouth in a gentle kiss. “All I’m scared of is losing you.”

      Elizabeth softened, body and soul.

      I could feel it, the way the tension scattered like a gust of wind through a mound of fallen leaves. I took a chance and carefully wound her in my arms.

      There was no hesitation from her, just the softness of her hands as they ran up and over my shoulders and anchored at the back of my neck.

      I leaned in and swept my nose along the sweetness of her jaw, and I whispered at her ear, “Be with me.”

      Elizabeth swayed and rocked, and then precious girl let herself go in the security of my arms.

      Her face was hidden in the crook of my neck, buried in my need and the absolute devotion I felt for her.

      Her mouth pressed to my skin.

      It had to be the best thing I’d ever felt.

      I danced with her, lifting her from her feet and slowly spinning her around.

      We stayed that way for what seemed like forever, the snow flitting down around us while Elizabeth and I said nothing, just allowed our hearts to dance together in an eternal promise.

      Because I was never going to let her go.

      She pulled her head away to find my face, and I placed her back on her feet. One hand remained firm around her waist, and I brushed aside the hair stuck to the side of her face with the other.

      Contentment thrummed in my chest, while my need for Elizabeth only grew.

      Her eyes were all alight, tender, that honeyed-amber swimming with what I felt beating steadily within my heart.

      From the moment I saw her, I knew something about her was different. I’d just never imagined it would change my life.

      It was Elizabeth who pushed the moment. She lifted to her toes and pressed her lips to mine. Her mouth came so cautious and slow, testing, though I felt nothing there that told me she was still unsure.

      The questions between us no longer remained.

      Both my hands slid to her hips, and I pulled her as close as I possibly could then wound one hand back up her spine to the base of her neck.

      I kissed her slowly.

      Savored her unhurriedly.

      There was nothing carnal to this kiss. But still, it was enough to reignite the ache she’d left me with for so many months.

      Hell, this girl had managed it with one look.

      I smiled against her lips, still unable to grasp that she’d brought me this far.

      I could feel her grinning, too, before she pulled back. She pressed her lips together as if savoring the remnant of our kiss. “What?”

      I shook my head, gripping her tight. “Nothing. I just didn’t realize anything could make me this happy.”

      She hid her face in my chest and mumbled, “Neither did I.”

      I dropped a kiss to her head and hugged her a little more. She shivered again. Who knew how much time had passed since we’d been standing out in the snow without our jackets.

      I stepped back and grabbed two of her fingers because I found I really didn’t want to let her go. “You should get inside. It’s freezing out here.”

      She cast a quick glance behind her at her building. The single window to her apartment remained a darkened square against the gray wall.

      She turned back to me. “You want to come inside?”

      Did I? My body answered with a resounding Hell, yeah.

      No doubt, the second we crossed her threshold it would be all over. There’d be hands and flesh and need that would no longer be denied.

      No longer could anything or anyone stop this attraction that had grown, transformed, and solidified as this bond that could not be broken.

      My eyes skimmed over her face. Even though she looked up at me with the same desires that spun a path through my veins and coiled in my muscles, I didn’t miss the weariness that lay as purple smudges beneath her eyes.

      I shook my head. “No, not tonight.”

      Disappointment creased her forehead, and I drew her to me and kissed her again. I pushed my mouth near her ear and murmured, “Of course, I want to, Elizabeth.”

      I flattened myself to her so she’d know how much I really did.

      “But I’m not going to. Let’s do dinner tomorrow, instead. I want that time with you, just knowing it’s you and me. Can we do that?”

      She sighed and nodded against my chest before she smiled lightly up at me. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

      I dropped a small kiss to her mouth plus one against her nose. “Do me a favor and go climb underneath a blanket. You’re frozen.”

      She laughed. “Okay.”

      She stepped back and hooked her index finger with mine. She swayed our hands between us. “I’ll miss you.”

      I’d been missing her for months, and I didn’t even know it. “Me, too. I’ll see you tomorrow, though, okay?”

      Finally, she dropped her hand, turned, and walked away. At the door, she paused to look at me. “It’s a date,” she told me with a soft smile.

      All I could think about was the first day in that café. The smile that lit on my face was to match.

      Finally, she pulled the door open and slipped inside.

      I wrapped my arms over my chest in an attempt to shield myself from the cold, my attention trained upstairs. Her light flicked on. Five seconds later, Elizabeth pressed her face to the window. She smiled this wistful smile and placed both hands against the glass.

      I stood there with my hands shoved in my pockets, rocking back on my heels as I stared up at her. That spot inside expanded and I loved her a little more.

      No one could ever come close to this girl, the way she made me feel, what she made me see. We belonged together.

      I lifted a hand in a small wave. Her fingers curled on the window, and her expression filled with that same tenderness she had looked at me with for so long. I hoped she could see the same in mine.
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      The knock at my door jerked me to my feet. My thoughts raced everywhere, and my nerves only skyrocketed knowing who awaited me on the other side of the door.

      I hurried across the room, sidestepping my purse. I’d dropped it in the middle of the floor when I came in last night and rushed to the window to catch another glimpse of Christian before he walked away.

      I guessed I’d needed an affirmation. Something to prove what had just transpired between us had been real. And it was, there in his expression, the same thing I felt reflected back at me.

      Of course, I’d known I was in love with him before, though the realization had gutted me. Rather than joy, I’d felt only pain, my feelings for him nothing more than a millstone around my neck.

      But last night had changed everything and peering down at him had revealed something greater to me. Joy had firmly taken root in my heart as a future unfolded before my eyes, snapped into place like the jagged pieces of a puzzle, ones that didn’t seem to fit but always belonged together.

      We’d been raised so differently. Maybe it was those differences that made us so perfect for each other.

      I opened the door to Christian standing there with his hands shoved deep in his coat pockets.

      That mass of hair on his head was mussed, framing his pretty face. A clean shave had erased any trace of the shadow that usually had set by this time of day.

      It accentuated every sharp line and contour of his jaw. The curve of a gentle smile lifted one side of his mouth.

      “Hey,” he said, his head tilting to the side. He drew his shoulders up as his face bled into a timid grin.

      “Hey.” I could feel the flush make its way up my neck to tint my cheeks.

      Being around Christian had never been easy. It’d always been a feat of wills, brute strength and iron-clad resolve. I’d become almost accustomed to it until I stood before him now.

      With all of our reservations out of way, I felt like a different girl.

      Blue eyes gleamed as they traveled along my face and kissed along the length of my body.

      Thick laughter jutted from his throat as he took me in.

      I bit back a smile as another rush of heat flared on my face.

      This morning when I’d talked to him on the phone, he asked me to wear the same thing I’d worn to the party last Friday. I knew under his coat he’d be wearing the same tight black T-shirt, and that his dark jeans would be a taunting me from where they hung low on his hips

      He wanted a redo.

      I wanted one, too.

      “Come here,” he said under his breath, one hand reaching out to beckon me forward.

      I didn’t hesitate to nestle into his chest.

      He wrapped both arms around me, rocked me as he hugged me close. Gentle lips pressed to the top of my head.

      “You look amazing.” I felt his laughter rather than heard it. “Why didn’t I just tell you before?” His voice dropped as he burrowed his mouth farther into my hair. “Why couldn’t I just tell you I wanted to make love to you? Touch you and hold you because you were the one who was meant for me?”

      Tingles shot down my spine with his words, and I nuzzled my nose deeper into his chest.

      “Why didn’t I tell you I was confused and scared by everything you made me feel instead of running away from you?” he added.

      Shaking my head, I looked at him. “I don’t regret it at all, Christian. I’m mean, don’t get me wrong . . . last week hurt . . . and I hate having spent those days without you, but I have to believe it finally forced us to admit things we were too scared to see. If it hadn’t have happened, I’d probably be sitting on your couch instead of standing here like this with you.”

      I clung to him and whispered, “And this is really where I want to be.”

      Christian’s hands came up to cup my jaw, gently prodding. I lifted my eyes to his. Emotion softened every hard angle of his face, and that place reserved for him fluttered inside. He dipped his head and pressed a sweet kiss to the edge of my mouth.

      “This is the only place I want to be, Elizabeth . . . with you.”

      My forehead fell back to his chest to hide the heat that rushed to my cheeks. I breathed him in, loved the way he smelled, loved everything about him.

      There was no more holding back, no more questioning what we were or where we were going.

      “Are you ready to get out of here?” he asked.

      “Yeah.” I stepped back.

      “Be sure to grab a warm coat and a scarf. It’s freezing out there.”

      I nodded and turned back into my studio to gather my things.

      Christian followed right behind and stood in the middle of my apartment.

      Just watching me.

      I kept glancing up at him, and each time it was the same. I’d catch him with the same expression on his face, the one that fluttered my pulse and sent a tumult of butterflies tipping through my stomach.

      Hands shaking, I struggled to pull my heavy coat over my sweatshirt.

      He stepped to me, his voice all breathy and matching everything I felt inside. “Here . . . let me help you with that.”

      He slipped the coat over my shoulders and tugged at the collar to straighten it. He grinned when it caused me to stumble forward into him. Leaning in close, he reached behind me to free the hair trapped in the confines of my coat and ran his long fingers through the length with a satisfied smile coming over his face.

      “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve imagined my hands in your hair.” He lifted a handful and slowly let each piece fall away, the strands tickling at my neck as his sweet breath trickled over my face.

      I couldn’t help but laugh as I buttoned my coat, my brow cinching with a playful scowl. “Oh, I distinctly remember them being there before. Have you forgotten so easily?” I was surprised by the tease that found its way from my mouth.

      But I didn’t want that night to be remembered as an obstacle, when in reality, it’d been our launching pad.

      A throaty chuckle seeped into the room, and Christian shook his head as he placed his hands on my hips. “No, Elizabeth, I haven’t forgotten. That night has been ingrained in my mind as one of the best and worst nights of my life . . . the night I first kissed you and was foolish enough to lose you in the same heartbeat.”

      All pretenses fell from his face, and his hands tightened their hold. “I promise you—that will never happen again.”

      I believed it—I wouldn’t accept him any other way.

      Something like distress darkened his eyes. “I mean it, Elizabeth. This is it for me.”

      My fingers came up to coax his worry lines away from his brow. “I know, Christian.” My palm slid down his cheek to rest on the steady tick of his pulse in his neck. I wet my lips and made my own promise. “I trust you.”

      Relief flooded him, loosening his tense muscles and chasing the storm from his eyes, my words the cure for whatever vestiges of doubt that still remained.

      Taking one step back, he grabbed my hand and brought the back to his lips. The heavy moment was gone. In its place, I sensed his thrill. It spilled over onto me.

      “Come on.” He hauled me toward the door. “I want to take you out. You denied me this before, you know.”

      A smirk arched his brow, this playful ease coming over us, one we’d shared so many times, but with our barriers still set firmly in place.

      This was liberating.

      I squeezed his hand and worked to keep up as I followed him out the door. “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.” He tossed a grin back at me, and I pulled the door shut behind us.

      He led me out and down the hall, didn’t let go as he dragged me into the stairwell. As always, it was dim, the walls seemingly compressed, the air instantly tight. Just being in its confines, alone with him, escalated my heart rate.

      I gasped when Christian abruptly turned and pushed me up against the wall. His mouth crashed into mine as he covered me with his body.

      This kiss was hot, demanding, filled with every ounce of the desire we’d kept restrained for far too long.

      My fingers dug into his neck as his fingers dug into my backside.

      And I loved it.

      Every second.

      God, I loved him.

      When he pulled away, much too soon, he was panting, his blue eyes wild and his mouth dancing with a smug, satisfied smile. “Do you have any idea how many times I wanted to do that? This fucking stairwell has been the bane of my existence for the last four months.”

      A strained laugh fluttered from my mouth, doing nothing to disguise the intense need that tightened my voice. “You felt that, too, huh?”

      He laughed and shook his head, his posture softening as he drew me closer and completely wrapped me up in his secure arms. “You don’t even understand, Elizabeth. You’ve pretty much made me think I was losing my mind since the moment I met you.”

      My head dropped to his chest, my fingers playing along the buttons of his coat as I averted my gaze. I loved hearing him voice it, to touch me and tell me he had felt the same way I did. “I’m pretty sure I do.”

      I risked peeking up at him. God, he was beautiful. Every inch, angle, and curve.

      “How did we manage to stay away from each other for this long?”

      My hands fisted in his jacket. “Honestly, I have no clue.”

      Grabbing my hand again, he guided me down the rest of the steps and out into the cold. The sun had set a couple hours earlier and the city had come alive. Cars and taxis filled the streets, the lights glowing overhead in the frosty air.

      I shivered, and Christian wrapped an arm around my waist. I cuddled into the warmth of his side. He planted a kiss on my temple.

      I exhaled and snuggled closer.

      This was nothing short of perfection.

      We walked down to the intersection where it was easier to find a cab. I hopped in the first we could find, Christian laughing as he climbed in behind me. He pulled me right to his side, sloppily kissing me under my jaw.

      Everything soared, a sensation of weightlessness washing me in joy.

      “Where to?” the cabbie asked.

      Wide eyed and teasing, I jerked my head to face him. “Yeah, where to?”

      Christian rambled off the address as he draped his arm over my shoulder.

      Downtown.

      The ride was short, and I was laughing outright by the time Christian was pulling me from the cab and running us in the direction of The Rink at Rockefeller Center.

      “We’re going ice skating? Are you serious?” I yelled at the back of his gorgeous head as he twisted us through the crowd, his hand firm on mine, never letting go.

      He looked back at me, so carefree.

      My best friend.

      His hands were in my hair, pressed to the sides of my head when he whirled around to kiss me in the middle of the roving crowd. “Where else would I take my girl except where she wants to go?”

      He paid for our tickets and skates, both of us fumbling, cracking up as we put on our skates and tentatively ventured out onto the ice.

      His hands were never far, his mouth at my neck, at my ear, and at my mouth. Our words were flirty, easy, exactly what I wanted us to be.

      My best friend.

      He kissed me against the railing, when I fell and he helped me up, when we returned our skates and wandered hand-in-hand back out into the city.

      He stopped in front of a large window at a little pizza place. Candles glowed from each round table crammed into the small space. “How’s this?”

      “Looks good.”

      We were seated toward the back. It was quaint inside, nothing fancy, just the two of us and a natural flow of conversation. Effortless.

      We ordered a pizza to share, neither of us hesitating to dig in as soon as it was served.

      Under the table, his hand rested on my knee, his thumb a constant caress.

      He took a bite of pizza and glanced up at me with affection swimming in his eyes.

      Never had I imagined ending up with someone like him. What I had pictured, I wasn’t quite sure.

      Safe, I supposed.

      Simple and plain.

      Someone who worked hard and loved just because he should. Someone who wanted a family and an easy life. Someone who I’d meet years in the future.

      But Christian was none of those things. He was complicated, both selfish and kind, thoughtful and mindless, generous with a tendency toward greed.

      And he was anything but plain. This beautiful man stole my breath with a simple look and had me shaking with the mere brush of his hand.

      Once, Christian had been a mistake I couldn’t afford. Now, he’d become someone I didn’t want to live without. My pulse stuttered as I looked at him.

      He looked so much like the type of guy I’d sworn never to give myself to. My heart recognized the risk. He could so easily crush me, but Christian had become my welcomed complication.

      Black hair brushed over his forehead as he cocked his head to the side in a silent question, obviously wondering where my thoughts had wandered.

      “It’s nothing,” I mumbled low, dragging a napkin over my mouth to cover the emotion building there.

      Crinkles lighted at the corners of his eyes as he mildly frowned, and he only squeezed my knee.

      Christian chatted on as if we’d been together for years. Plans for our future were made without thought, where he would take me and the different things he wanted us to experience together. How different school would be now that we didn’t have to pretend, how our lives seemed fated as they had finally aligned.

      The waitress brought our check and Christian set a credit card on the tray. After he paid, he silently rose and extended his hand.

      My chair squeaked on the tile floor as I pushed back from the table and accepted Christian’s waiting hand. He said nothing as he helped me back into my coat and wrapped my scarf around my neck, the gesture quietly intimate.

      All traces of the light mood from earlier had evaporated, a charge igniting the air.

      “Ready?”

      Swallowing, I intertwined my fingers with his. “Yes.”

      In silence, we snaked between the tiny tables filling the dark restaurant. Christian held the door open for me, and I stepped out.

      Cold had increased its hold on the city.

      A chill slid down my spine, and I hugged my arms across my chest.

      From behind, Christian cocooned himself around me. Covering my hands with his, he drew me tight against him and hooked his jaw over my shoulder.

      His breath washed over me, so thick and warm—sweet and kind—his nose nuzzling behind my ear, his lips sending shivers down the sensitive skin.

      Then he pressed his cheek against mine.

      “I love you, Elizabeth.”

      It was said so easily, bled so naturally. I harbored no questions of its truth.

      “I love you, Christian, so much.” The words filtered out ahead of us and mingled with the night air.

      Christian had stolen my heart and held it in his hand.

      Without letting go, he edged us forward, said nothing as he lifted his hand to hail a cab. He opened the door and gently eased me down into the back seat. Soundlessly, he slipped in and wrapped me back in his arms.

      He murmured my address into the darkened cab.

      The driver pulled into traffic.

      Turned to the side, I rested my cheek over the beat of his heart. One of his arms held me close, his fingers playing in my hair, his other hand gripping mine on his lap.

      I could feel it, the strained ripples of need coursing between us, this new uncertainty, another question.

      Tension ricocheted between us. His hand tightened in mine, and he turned to whisper in my ear. “Come home with me, Elizabeth. I don’t want to take you home.”

      “I never said I wanted you to.”

      The gust of air he released from his nose rustled through my hair at the top of my head. The sound reflected the moment, relief and tension and building anticipation.

      Christian shifted me so he could lean forward.

      “Excuse me. We’ve had a change of plans.” Christian gave him his address. The driver nodded and turned down the next street in the direction of Christian’s apartment.

      We settled back into silence.

      Waiting.

      Wanting.

      The short ride felt too long. Christian paid the fare and climbed from the backseat, never once losing the hold he had on me.

      He glanced back over his shoulder as he lightly tugged at my hand.

      Slowly, he led us inside his building and up the three long flights of stairs.

      Expectation swelled between us, echoed in our footsteps and in the heavy breaths we forced in and out of our lungs.

      I clung to him, my hand tight in his, the other wrapped around his wrist as he walked a step ahead of me.

      I was nervous.

      Excited.

      Terrified.

      Not of this, but of what I didn’t know, of all my inadequacies and deficiencies.

      He stopped at his door and fumbled through his pockets to withdraw his keys. Metal scraped as the key was inserted in the keyhole, the sound piercing in the hush of the hall.

      Christian pushed the door open wide, pulled me in behind him, and spun to close it in the same movement he edged me up against it.

      Cold fingertips brushed over my cheeks and down my jaw. He began to slowly unwind the scarf from my neck.

      Christian’s eyes were all ablaze, smoldering as he stared me down.

      Cherishing.

      He slipped the scarf from my neck and dropped it to the floor. He palmed the heated flesh there, sent chills flying through my system.

      “You’re shaking,” he said.

      My tongue darted out to wet my lips, and I looked up at him and answered him with all the honesty I had. “I’m a little nervous.”

      Okay.

      Maybe not completely honest.

      I was really nervous, so out of my element. My body quaked uncontrollably, these long rolls of trembles that I couldn’t stop no matter how hard I tried. They vibrated between us. Palpable. Clear.

      Sex had left a rancid taste in my mouth. A bitter mark on my soul.

      But I wanted this. I had for so long. I wanted to explore what Christian had created in me.

      The arc of his mouth was tender. “Elizabeth, whatever happens tonight is totally up to you. I’m not going to lie. I’ve been dying to make love to you since the first time I met you, and whenever you let me, I will cherish it. But I don’t want it until you’re ready.”

      “It’s not that.” My gaze dropped for a beat. “I . . . I just don’t want to disappoint you.”

      “God, Elizabeth.” He blinked hard, and his hold intensified on either side of my neck. Raging blue eyes opened to me. “You couldn’t. It’s not even possible. Is that really what you’re worried about?”

      Chewing on the inside of my lip, I nodded.

      This anxious sound seeped from the back of his throat, and he dropped his arms. “I’ve never been so nervous in my life.”

      “What? Why?” The words tripped from my mouth as one.

      “Because it’s you, and I don’t want to mess this up. When I touch you”—he reached up to trace a straight line from my chin to the hollow at the base of my neck—“I don’t want to leave behind any question of how much I love you.”

      His low laugh was almost pained. “And what I want most is to wipe the memory of anyone else touching you from your mind.”

      Again, our distinct differences made us the same.

      “All I want is you, Christian.” With my gaze pinned on him, I fumbled to let the first button of his coat free. “For us to forget everything and everyone else, because none of that matters anymore.”

      I was still shaking as I worked through the rest of his buttons. Christian just stood there, watching me. When I finally released them, I pressed my palms to his chest and ran them up to push his coat off his shoulders.

      Christian’s muscles twitched, jerking at the contact.

      Shrugging the rest of the way out of his coat, Christian tossed it to his couch, turned and slowly unbuttoned mine. He threw it on top of his.

      Then he stepped back and took me in. His gaze slid softly from my face, his eyes flicking to the exposed skin at my shoulder, to my breasts, caressed down my jeans, and back up again.

      He took my hand. “Come here.”

      His room was down the short hall.

      It was dark inside, and I could only make out the subtle silhouette of his bed in the backdrop of night. He pulled me behind him as he went to his desk along the opposite wall. He flicked on the small lamp resting at the far corner of the desk, clicking through to the lowest setting.

      It cast the room in a faint glow, illuminated his beautiful face with subdued light.

      I reached out to trace his face, my fingertips trailing over the sharp angles and the bold lines. I smoothed my touch against his strong brow and played along his soft lips.

      Christian just barely kissed them, his lips parting as I freely explored.

      I felt the smile on my mouth. “You’re so beautiful,” I whispered.

      Christian laughed quietly, as if what I’d spoken was absurd. “Look at you, Elizabeth.” His fingers tickled along my collarbone. “You are perfect.”

      His mouth caressed along mine as one of his hands twisted in the mass of my hair. The other burned into the small of my back.

      I snaked my hands under his shirt. My touch was fevered as I splayed my hands and ran them up his stomach, to his shoulders, and tore his shirt over his head.

      What hid under Christian’s shirt was glorious.

      Lean, taut muscles jumped beneath my hands. Christian sucked in a desperate breath. “One touch, and you’re killing me already, Elizabeth.”

      A smile twitched on his flirty mouth, but his expression spoke of so much more than that. This was a need that had captured us, a love that had left us completely undone.

      His mouth went to my shoulder. “Do you remember that night?” He tugged my collar farther off my shoulder and pressed his teeth into my skin.

      My breath caught.

      It wasn’t enough to hurt, just enough to weaken my knees.

      I clung to his arms. I knew he wouldn’t let me fall.

      “This right here is what finally threw me over the edge.” He kissed along my flesh, drawing in a shaky breath as his hands made their way under my sweatshirt. Heated palms grazed my sides.

      Slowly he dragged my shirt over my head, his gaze drifting down over the black lace of my strapless bra. With a single finger, he traced over the lace ridges of the cup. His face was painfully close when he reached around with both hands to unclasp its hold.

      It fell away, and goosebumps flashed across my flesh.

      I swallowed the thick knot that formed in my throat when Christian stepped back and brazenly contemplated me in nothing but my jeans, his eyes roaming, memorizing.

      And it wasn’t awkward or any of the things I worried it might be.

      Christian reached out and dragged his knuckles over the bud of my breast. “You are perfect,” he said again.

      One hand slipped to the back of my neck and the other grasped my side, his mouth urgent on mine as our bare chests met.

      I caught fire.

      “Christian,” I begged through a whimper.

      “I know, baby, I know,” he mumbled between kisses, nudging me back toward his bed. He eased me down onto it, and I grasped at him when he didn’t follow.

      He caught my hands, climbed to his knees on the bed as he pinned them over my head, left them there as he traveled down my body and kissed me on my belly as he slowly unbuttoned my jeans.

      I was gasping for air.

      He got back to his feet, pulled them from my legs, and dropped them to the floor.

      He stood at the end of his bed where he’d left me in only my panties, my knees twisted to one side and my arms draped over my head.

      I felt exposed.

      Vulnerable.

      For the first time in my life, I wanted to be.

      He was so beautiful as he stood there soaking up every inch of my body. My eyes wandered and did the same, watching as he slowly released each button on his jeans.

      He pushed them down, stepped out, and kicked them aside.

      Heat flooded my face as I took in Christian in nothing but a pair of tight boxer briefs. My heart beat fast, spurred on by this insane desire to touch him and for him to touch me.

      Kneeling on the edge of his bed, he gently spread my knees apart with both hands. He dipped his head, dropped a kiss to my inner thigh, and crawled the rest of the way up my body to settle between my legs.

      I gripped his shoulders, and Christian brushed his fingers along my cheek, smiled down at me before he kissed me long and slow. He rained those kisses along my jaw, pressed them to my chest, captured my breast in his mouth.

      I was adrift, my fingers in his hair as Christian’s skimmed up and down my sides. My body vibrated, resonating with emotion.

      He rose to his hands and abruptly his shoulders dropped as he dove down to press his mouth to my hipbone.

      I sucked in a sharp breath as my hips jerked from the bed.

      He rocked back up on his hands, his eyes chaotic as he stared at me. He didn’t look away as he wrapped his hands around my waist, his fingers sliding down to gather the edges of my panties. He wound his fingers through, palmed my backside.

      I was half exposed.

      A suppressed moan broke from his mouth. “You have the sweetest ass, Elizabeth.” He squeezed once before he shimmied my panties down, for one second shifting to my side to pull them off.

      I was squirming, this unknown need Christian had created in me knotting my every muscle.

      Kneeling between my legs, Christian stared at me as he grazed the back of his hand up my inner thigh. “I’m going to touch you, okay?” His voice was hoarse, his attention flicking down between my legs then back up to me.

      Somewhere inside, I searched for embarrassment, to find a reason to be ashamed.

      But it was nowhere to be found.

      This wasn’t like the few second fumbles I’d had with Ryan. This wouldn’t leave me feeling dirty and used, and Christian would never send me away disappointed.

      “Please.”

      Christian watched over me as I looked up at him. His fingers found me. My mouth went dry.

      In seconds, I was breathless, unable to fathom how free I felt, this need to experience with Christian everything I’d never experienced before.

      My back arched as pleasure built.

      And I was saying his name, begging, pleading, because he was driving something in me no one had ever managed to reach before.

      It twisted tighter.

      Wound higher.

      Then it broke.

      Pleasure streaked through my body, and I cried out as I dug my heels into his bed.

      Christian braced himself with one hand, dipping down to kiss my stomach as he led me through my release.

      My entire being slumped to the bed, overflowing with satisfaction that oozed and bled, shone as sweat across my body and contented every crevice in my heart.

      “Oh my God,” I breathed.

      A low rumble echoed from Christian’s chest as he crawled back over me and pressed his mouth against mine.

      “You are amazing,” he mumbled between kisses.

      “Pretty sure that was all you. And yeah, amazing.” I kissed him hard.

      I felt him smiling against my mouth, his fingers winding in my hair. “Yeah?”

      “Um, yeah. Definitely yeah.”

      He pushed up on his hands. A look of adoration crossed over his face, this softness that radiated from his spirit while every inch of his body remained hard, twitching as he held himself in restraint.

      I stared up at him as he caged me, my hands shaking as I reached between us to push his underwear from his hips.

      “Elizabeth . . . baby . . .” His voice came in a harsh whisper as he tucked his chin to look between us where I struggled to get them down past his thighs.

      He moaned, twisting out of them while he continued to hover over me, and kicked them off his feet.

      He turned his face back to me. He clenched his jaw when I wrapped one hand around him and the other around the back of his neck.

      A shudder traveled from his pelvis, over the ridges of his perfect stomach and up his chest, emitted as a stuttered breath from his lips that spread across my face.

      “Elizabeth,” he rasped, blue eyes boring into mine as his tongue darted out to wet his lips.

      Lust flared in his eyes, and he clutched the sheets on either side of me. He rocked into my hand, muscles rippling along his back, bunching over his shoulders.

      Fragmented tremors rolled through my body as I surrendered to this abandon. I’d never understood what it felt like to both desire and feel desired. I sucked in a strained breath as I explored him, my eyes never leaving his face, feasting on the pleasure I brought him.

      He reached down and covered my hand with his. “Elizabeth, baby . . . I think you need to stop. That feels way too good and this is not how I imagined ending this night.”

      Christian kept a hand on my hip as he rushed to sit up, tore open his side drawer, and rummaged around inside. He pulled out a little foil packet and ripped it between his teeth.

      My legs shook as he knelt on his knees between my thighs. Air heaved in and out of my lungs as unbridled need spun with a loose thread of apprehension.

      It coiled as a hunger deep in my stomach, throbbed between my legs.

      Christian quickly covered himself, his hands coming down to run up the underside of my thighs as he tugged me closer to him. My legs dropped open to make him room.

      Fire singed the fibers of my skin as Christian slid his palms up my body and down my arms to lace his fingers with mine, then brought them between on chests. His elbows hit the bed, bracketing my body, his weight propped by the easy bend of his knees. Our hands were tied between us, our chests rising and falling in spastic quakes.

      Christian nudged the side of my face with his nose. I felt him breathe me in, felt an impossible connection with this man who hovered above me. His mouth grazed the side of my face, his voice soft in my ear. “I love you so much, Elizabeth.”

      His nose traveled my cheek until he brought us face to face. His expression was severe, twisted lines of devotion and lust.

      So beautiful.

      He swallowed deeply and shifted. I felt him at my center. He barely marked me, the slightest penetration as he searched for air and his hands tightened on mine. But he didn’t look away. Searching. Longing. Loving.

      “I love you,” I whispered, the words a promise, an encouragement that I wanted this as much as he did.

      There was no turning back, nothing I could do to win back my heart.

      Christian swept a gentle kiss across my lips before he pulled back an inch to look down on me. He tightened his hold as he gathered me closer.

      Then he slowly filled me.

      His elbows dug farther into the bed and his mouth dropped open with a ragged grunt.

      An overdose of sensations hastened through my nerves as Christian took all of me. He seared into my body as he stretched me, the burn the most exquisite kind of pain. It was a branding. A seal. And I’d never be the same.

      Now Christian held me whole. This was a bond we could not break.

      For a few seconds, we both lay still and listened to the short gasps heaving from our lungs and the blood pounding through our veins. Nose to nose, we stared.

      Christian unwound our hands, shifted to bring one to my face. Tender fingers brushed back the hair clinging to my damp forehead.

      And he smiled. This stomach-flipping, heart-lurching, earth-shattering smile. But it no longer was a smile of manipulation, not one to bend me to his way. This one was genuine, filled with love and adoration and everything I wanted us to be.

      This smile was only for me.

      “Are you okay?” he murmured. He splayed his hand wide, his fingers supporting the back of my head while his thumb caressed over my cheek.

      I wet my lips, taking in the man above me, the only one I would ever love. My fingertips fluttered over his lips, and I whispered, “Perfect.”

      I tilted my chin and lifted my mouth to his. The kiss started slow, soft and tender, flicks of tongue and grazes of teeth, as tender and slow as the movements of his body as he cautiously began to move within me.

      Pressed together, he kissed me deeper, our mouths filled with longing as I opened to him, body and soul. I ran my hands over his shoulders and down his back. The muscles were rigid and strained as they bowed and twisted as he worked over me.

      Tentatively I moved, lifting my hips to meet him.

      Christian slipped one hand down my side, his fingertips digging into the ridges between my ribs. A smooth palm cupped my bottom before he flattened it over my hip and ran it down to my knee. He tucked me closer and hooked my leg over his hip.

      Pulling back, he filled me, deliberate and strong.

      I gasped and clung to his shoulders as I began to match him move for move.

      “Oh, God, Elizabeth.” His fingers dug deep into my thigh. Incoherent mutterings of pleasure slipped from his mouth to mine, and I devoured them while he devoured me.

      That feeling built again.

      Everything was frantic, the love that solidified this bond between us, the sounds that filled his room, mumbled words of devotion, every desperate touch.

      I knew he was getting close. His movements were quick, jerky, his breaths clipped and labored. “Elizabeth . . . uh . . . you feel so good. So . . . good.”

      This time he was begging and I was clinging because I needed more.

      His hand slipped between us because Christian knew.

      I curved my arm around his head, and he buried his face in the crook of my neck.

      And I was lost.

      Lost to him.

      Pleasure rushed, surged and crashed, saturated every inch of my body.

      Christian jerked and cried out in my neck, held himself rigid before all the strength left him and he collapsed on me.

      We lay like that for countless minutes, our worlds shaken.

      Christian rolled to his side, taking me with him. He placed his palm on my cheek, caressed this thumb over the edge of my lips. He gazed at me as if I were the center of his world.

      There was nothing I could have done to stop this when I realized he’d become mine. “I’m going to love you forever, Elizabeth Ayers.”

      I looked up at the man who now held everything, my trust, my future, the nature of my heart. Reaching up, I ran my fingers through the thickness of his black hair.

      “Don’t ever leave me, Christian.”

      Christian frowned, his blue eyes sincere as he leaned forward to whisper at my forehead. “I couldn’t.”
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        FOUR YEARS LATER

        CHRISTIAN & ELIZABETH

      

      

      

      
        
        CHRISTIAN

      

      

      “Christian, let go.” She struggled to untangle herself from my arms that were wrapped tight around her waist. The only thing it did was cause me to tighten my hold.

      She giggled and pushed against my chest.

      My words came muffled into the crook of her neck where I pressed my mouth against her skin. “No, stay.”

      I didn’t want her to be anywhere else.

      “I wish I could, but I have to get to class.” She pulled back, and I was unable to stop my smile as I looked into the warmth of those honeyed eyes.

      God, I loved her so much. That hadn’t lessened in the four years we’d been together. It’d only grown.

      I pretended to pout but released my hold, allowing her to roll away from me.

      A faint smile tugged at my mouth as I turned to lie on my stomach.

      There was nothing else I could do but watch her dress in the late evening light filtering in through the blinds of my bedroom window.

      Elizabeth leaned down to pull her jeans onto her long, toned legs.

      Locks of dark-blonde hair cascaded in messy waves over her shoulder, obstructing her small, heart-shaped face.

      Though every line, dimple, and curve had been burned into my mind.

      Everything about her made me think of honey.

      The honey tinge of her eyes, the sun kiss of her skin, the sweetness of her mouth.

      I should have known the moment I met her that she was perfect for me. I should have known it with the way she’d stolen my breath the second I’d walked through the doors of that small café and found the girl sitting there waiting for me—my study partner that had become my everything.

      She was not only beautiful but one of the most intelligent, compassionate people I’d ever met.

      Over the last four years, I’d gotten to know her in the best of ways.

      In every way.

      Our lives had meshed.

      Become one.

      Neither of us wanted it any other way.

      We were so different, yet so much alike.

      Like me, she had continued to work her way toward law school next year. But while I’d become a real estate attorney so I could one day partner in my father’s law firm, Elizabeth would be going into family law, focusing on children’s rights.

      She wasn’t in it for the money.

      She thought it was the best way for her to become an advocate for those who could not protect themselves.

      She still left me in awe every day.

      “Are you sure you have to go?”

      She grinned over at me. “Aren’t you the one who’s always saying we have to stay focused on our studies?”

      I smirked at her. “I changed my mind.”

      Light laughter filtered from her mouth. “I don’t think so, Christian. Not today. Besides, I have work first thing in the morning. Matthew will kill me if I end up crawling in that bed with you and don’t show up for my shift tomorrow.”

      “Forget Matthew,” I teased.

      Maybe I should have been jealous of Matthew. He’d become one of Elizabeth’s best friends, and they studied together often after getting to know each other at work when Elizabeth had started at a small restaurant a couple of years ago.

      But I wasn’t.

      With the way she looked at me, there was no questioning her devotion to me.

      She was good.

      True.

      I guessed I’d known it that first day all those years ago when I’d listened to the passion that had come from Elizabeth’s mouth.

      Honestly, it’d made me question myself—what I believed in and what I lived for.

      Over time, that answer had become clear.

      Elizabeth.

      She made me a better person.

      The best part was our goals perfectly aligned.

      Our lives planned out.

      She was serious about school and committed to her future, but she still took time to enjoy every day of her life, something I’d had a hard time balancing at first.

      My father had always pushed me to do the best, to be the best.

      Before I’d met her, I’d become arrogant.

      Conceited.

      Completely wrapped up in myself.

      Elizabeth had challenged my self-serving attitude from the very start.
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        ELIZABETH

      

      

      

      I laughed at the boy who grinned at me from his bed.

      I’d never been one for frivolous things—a fling with a beautiful, black-haired, blue-eyed boy included. I’d thought that was the only thing he’d be.

      A fling.

      That he’d break my heart.

      Now I just shook my head at what he’d suggested, no longer surprised by his demand.

      By the fact that he always wanted me to stay.

      Still, I fought the well of unease that built up inside of me. Nerves rattling through, wondering how in the world I was going to tell him.

      Terrified of the way he might react and excited at the same time.

      “I’m not forgetting Matthew. That would be rude. Besides, I need the money, and if I stay here with you, you know what’s going to happen.”

      “That’s exactly what I was hoping for.”

      Another one of those grins.

      If I stayed any longer, he would definitely have his way.

      I shoved my feet into my shoes. “I need to go home.”

      “Then move in with me.”

      Another shot of laughter rippled out, but this one with pure disbelief.

      “I think you already know the answer to that.”

      “I want a different one.”

      Christian had asked me so many times to move in with him.

      I couldn’t help but find the idea of waking up next to him each morning incredibly inviting.

      But that didn’t matter.

      I’d always quietly refused, committed to the picture I had painted in my mind from childhood.

      It was one of a new house with a new husband, a place where I would become mother and he would become father, though now I found that picture skewed.

      Again, I glanced over my shoulder at Christian as I prepared to leave.

      A wave of guilt washed over me for keeping it from him for so long.

      I’d known for a week.

      Every day, I intended to tell him, but each time I opened my mouth, the words just wouldn’t come.

      Even with the progress I’d seen him make, growing from the self-centered teenager I’d met our first year here at Columbia to the kind-hearted man I knew now, Christian still had his life mapped out.

      A plan he intended to follow.

      I wasn’t exactly sure of how he was going to handle this news.

      I wasn’t concerned about our relationship. I felt confident in our commitment to one another.

      We were solid.

      What I was worried about was how much stress this would place on him. This wasn’t exactly what I’d expected of my last year of under-grad before law school, either.

      I was just better at accepting what life threw my way.

      But we’d figure it out.

      I knew we would.

      Before I spiraled into worry, I grabbed my backpack, slung it over my shoulder, and leaned down, planting a quick kiss on Christian’s lips.

      “Bye. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He returned the kiss, lingering a little longer than I had, stirring those feelings inside of me.

      Making me want to say forget it like he’d suggested and crawl right back in bed with him.

      “I’ll miss you,” he murmured.

      “Miss you, too.”

      Forcing myself to turn around, I flew out the door of Christian’s third-floor apartment.

      With each step, my feet grew heavier as my mind wandered.

      Wondering about the best way to tell him.

      How I was going to tell him.

      Something in my stomach souring when I thought of it being a betrayal that I hadn’t let him in.

      This was just as important to him as it was to me.

      By the time I reached the last set of stairs leading to the ground floor, I realized I just needed to get it out.

      Tell him before I let it fester. Before I made it dirty. Before it became a sin.

      I turned and raced back up the stairs.

      I had a key, but for some reason, I felt the need to knock as another rush of nerves wound around my chest.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I rapped loudly on his door.
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        CHRISTIAN

      

      

      

      A loud knock thundered on the main door. I jerked, not expecting anyone, quick to climb out of bed and pull on my jeans from the floor. I ran a hand through the thick mass of my black hair and ambled out of my room and toward the door.

      Peering through the peephole, I caught sight of Elizabeth standing on the other side.

      Confusion hit me. Why in the world was she standing outside my door, asking permission to enter?

      Like she didn’t belong there.

      Frowning, I swung open the door. “Elizabeth, what are you doing?”

      “I need to talk to you.” The distinct anxiety laced through the words sent a jolt of fear tumbling through me.

      Quickly, I pulled her inside and shut the door, spinning around to face her.

      “What’s wrong?” Obviously, there was something wrong, or she wouldn’t have been standing in my apartment, staring at her feet with rigid arms held over her chest.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      It was a whisper toward the floor.

      A breath.

      I strained to hear her. To decipher them. To make sense of what she was saying.

      Because there was no way she’d said what I thought she did.

      Dread sank to the bottom of me when she finally brought her gaze to me.

      Her honey-eyes watery and afraid.

      My hands began to shake, and I ran them nervously through my hair again as I allowed myself to really hear her.

      To process the implication of what she was saying.

      A baby?

      That would ruin everything—everything I’d worked for.

      Everything she’d worked for.

      Every plan we’d ever made.

      My chest tightened, and for the first time in my life, I was sure I was going to have a panic attack.

      There was a part of me that wanted to demand to know how she could have been so careless.

      That was right before the rational side of me knew it had been just as much my fault as hers.

      It wasn’t like she’d gotten herself into this alone.

      It was that same rational side that saw her shaking, and I was struck with the need to comfort her. To tell her it would be okay.

      It was the same side that told me not to panic.

      We had options.

      It didn’t have to be that big of a deal.

      “Hey,” I murmured softly, taking a step forward to wrap her in my arms.

      I ran my fingers through her long hair to soothe her. She pressed her face into my chest and released an audible sigh of relief.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered calmly into the side of her head. “It’s okay. We’ll get it taken care of.”

      Elizabeth jerked back as if she’d been slapped.

      Those eyes searched my face.

      “Christian, you don’t really expect me to do that, do you?” she asked, incredulous.

      As much as I loved her, there were times when she just couldn’t see straight through her idealistic mind.

      Of course, they’d talked about her beliefs before.

      I knew her viewpoint.

      But that was before we had been thrown into the situation. It changed things.

      It was the only way.

      “Elizabeth . . . you have to.”

      “No.”

      How could she be so irrational? How could she make this decision for both of us?

      How could she stand there and ruin everything?

      Anger suddenly slammed me from all sides, and I stepped back and released the words I had no idea how deeply I’d regret.

      “Me or the baby. It shouldn’t be that hard of a choice.”

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thank you for reading LOST TO YOU!

      TAKE THIS REGRET is ready to pull at your heartstrings…

      There are some mistakes we make that we will regret for the rest of our lives. For Christian, it was the day he betrayed Elizabeth.

      Christian Davison has a plan for his life. He is determined to become an attorney and to one day take his place as partner in his father’s law firm. Nothing will stand in his way, not even Elizabeth Ayers and their unborn child.

      After Christian cuts her from his life, Elizabeth spends the next five years struggling to provide for her daughter and willing to sacrifice anything to give her child a safe, comfortable life. For five years, Christian has regretted the day he walked away from his family and will do anything to win them back just as Elizabeth will do anything to protect her daughter from the certain heartache she believes Christian will bring upon them.

      When Christian wrestles his way into their lives, Elizabeth is faced with asking herself if it is possible to forgive someone when they’ve committed the unforgivable and if it is possible to find a love after it has been buried in years of hate.

      Or are there some wounds that go so deep they can never heal? They say everyone deserves a second chance.

      ONE CLICK TAKE THIS REGRET >

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            On the Twelfth Night of Kinkmas

          

        

        
          Tamsen Parker

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            On the Twelfth Night of Kinkmas

          

          Tamsen Parker

        

      

    

    
      Snowed in at a kink club with my ex-boyfriend’s dad on Christmas Eve—what could possibly go wrong?

      

      Working at a kink club in my hometown is not where I thought I’d be this holiday season. I thought I’d be finishing the first semester of my PhD. I thought I’d be making my parents proud instead of disappointing them.

      

      The prospect of ending my dry spell with my ex is the only thing that might save me from becoming the Grinch—he’s supposed to pick me up from the club and hopefully make my holiday merry and bright. Except he sends his father instead and when Cal Whittaker walks in on me jingling my own bells and a snowstorm keeps me from escaping, it’s beginning to look a lot like a very crappy Christmas.

      

      There are a million reasons why Cal and I shouldn’t be kissing under the mistletoe, but maybe Santa’s put me on both the naughty and the nice list this year…
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        Holly

      

      

      

      When I convinced Joanna we should do a Twelve Nights of Kinkmas event at Birches, I’d thought that would be the end of that. Yeah, maybe I’d have to work an extra shift or two, help decorate the club, but instead she’d looked at me, a broad smile spreading across her elegant mahogany face, and declared, “Great! Make it happen, Holly.”

      That is not what I’d signed up for. And yet I’d pulled it off, because that’s what I do: make shit work. I planned the damn thing, organized promotions, got our members involved and excited about it, rolled my eyes at the mansplainers who felt the need to tell me the Twelve Days of Christmas starts on Christmas, doesn’t end on it—hence Kinkmas, you insufferable, pedantic blowhards—handmade a million kinky Christmas decorations, wrote a fucking theme song even,  and worked every night of the event.

      Now it’s Christmas Eve—well, I guess quarter to two in the morning on Christmas—and it’s all over. The couple of weeks before Christmas are usually a dead time of year for us what with people getting ready for the holidays and going to holiday celebrations. But all my work resulted in two of the highest attendance weeks all year long. Joanna will be thrilled. Me? I’m exhausted and so ready to go home. Home to my childhood bedroom where I’ll hopefully wake up in the morning with my high school ex-boyfriend after a satisfying round of home-for-the-holidays-and-need-to-scratch-an-itch sex.

      My parents are in Florida for the week and were salty I couldn’t come with them because I was “going to those sex parties you call work.” Sigh. But at least that leaves me free to have Aaron over and not have to deal with their disapproving looks and barely veiled comments.

      Aaron and I dated on and off through high school and stayed friends through college. We never actually fucked so I can’t be sure it’ll be good tonight but he was always considerate-ish. Decent is all I’m asking for. I just really need a good deep dicking, okay?

      I love this job and I’m grateful to Joanna for giving it to me when I came home from undergraduate commencement because I couldn’t figure out how to pay for grad school without owing mountains of money when I was done and knowing I wasn’t going to make any money with a PhD in English Lit even though my advisor and a couple of my other professors were ready to write me glowing recs and I had the grades and the test scores to get in. But for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out how to make it work. It was depressing as hell so I decided to come home, get my shit together, hopefully save some money and then try again. That’s the plan anyway.

      After wiping down another St. Andrew’s cross with our most hardcore disinfectant, I nudge up the window shade to look out into the night.

      Heavy snowfall against the black sky, it’s looking pretty bad. Like a few inches on the road and coming down in those wet, heavy clumps of flakes that will be a bitch to shovel. Hopefully the plows will be along soon, but it’s not like we’re in a good neighborhood so it doesn’t get top priority for clearing. I knew it was going to snow, but I could swear this is worse than they’d been predicting. I hope Aaron’s car has four-wheel-drive because we’re going to need it.

      Speaking of Aaron, he should be here any minute. I’m not exactly finished cleaning, but even if he doesn’t help, it will at least be nice to have someone to talk to while I wrap things up. Garrett was supposed to be closing with me but he met some hot Mrs. Claus and asked if he couldn’t beg off early to go home with her. I’d said fine because I didn’t want to be a Scrooge and I’ll totally be reminding him of this next time I want to ditch out early.

      The Christmas music is still playing and I hum along. It was kind of hilarious and surreal to watch everyone decked out in a mix of holiday and fetish gear. One guy who usually does puppy play put on antlers, and in the wax room they’d bound a woman spread-eagle on the table and then dripped her with yellow and white wax until she looked like one of those star tree-toppers. Kinksters are so creative. Plus they like to play.

      I clean off another St. Andrew’s Cross and then a spanking bench and check the time. Okay, now it’s quarter after two and Aaron isn’t here yet. I scan my cell in case I’ve missed a text or call, but nada. Maybe he’s slowed down by the snow?

      I call, but no answer. Weird, but not unheard of. Aaron was never the most responsible guy but I’d think with a pretty not-subtle offer of getting fucked on the table that he’d show up. He’s a good-looking guy and can probably have sex when he wants it, but even so I wouldn’t think he’d turn down the chance to get laid.

      I wipe down one of our cages, making sure to get all around each bar. Our members are pretty good about cleaning up after themselves but we always do a thorough wipe down at the end of the night just in case. And sometimes we have guests whoa aren’t as considerate or members who are in a hurry or get…distracted. Whatever. I’d gone to college in the hopes that I wouldn’t make my living from menial labor but this gig does come with some pretty sweet perks. Not like health insurance or anything, but a club membership is included and I can bring guests whenever I feel like it, I can use the place after hours if I want, the time-off policy is pretty chill, and I get to hang out with other kinky people which is cool.

      After finishing the cage, I strip off my rubber gloves and am about to call Aaron again when the bell for the club door rings.

      “Finally,” I mutter to myself, and head to the front, butterflies maybe fluttering in my stomach and my body heating. I don’t fuck at the club and I don’t fuck club members because that gets messy and the last thing I need is messy but it’s hard to meet people otherwise so it’s been a minute since I got laid. If I have my way, that is all about to change.

      “Coming!” I call, and snort giggle at my own adolescent humor, because hopefully this won’t be the only coming I do tonight.

      “God, Aaron, you’re late. I thought you fell asleep waiting for Santa or something. Which would have been a real bummer because I was looking forward to seeing you.” There are three locks on the door because yeah, not a good neighborhood, and no window because privacy is kind of key at a kink club—a place most people don’t particularly want to be seen coming or going from. So I unlock them all, and get ready to swing open the door. “I know it’s been awhile, but I thought since neither of us are dating, we could have a good old fashioned friends-with-benefits fu-”

      Opening the door lets in an enormous gust of cold air and a bunch of fat snowflakes, but that’s not what’s stopped me in my tracks or the particular cat that’s caught my tongue. Oh no, that would be the fact that it’s not Aaron at the door, but his father, Mr. Whittaker. Or as he’s asked me to call him approximately one million times, Cal.
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        Cal

      

      

      

      I couldn’t fucking believe it when Aaron called. He woke me up from a dead sleep and asked if I couldn’t do him a favor and pick up Holly. Especially when he gave me the address and didn’t tell me it was Birches. Always taking the easy way out, that kid, no matter how much I’d tried to ingrain responsibility in him. Just never took. Guess I shouldn’t be too shocked, given that his mom took off when he was ten, but I’d really hoped nurture would be stronger than the nature he seemed to have inherited from her. Guess not.

      Besides being a flake and attending a party on the other side of the city and not being able to get here through the snow, I really couldn’t believe he was going to let me show up at Birches without a heads up. Did it not occur to him how embarrassed Holly would be? And hell, it’s not like he knows I’m a member here so what about me? Definitely going to have to sit that kid down and have a real serious talk with him because he can’t go through life treating people this way and expecting it not to bite him in the ass.

      I’d tried to call Holly on the house line to let her know I was on my way but I just got the club mailbox with Joanna’s chipper greeting that told me I was either calling outside of club hours or the desk staff was…tied up. That woman cracks me up. The real point is that the club closed at one, so the phone probably wasn’t even ringing. And I didn’t have Holly’s cell and Aaron hadn’t bothered to pick up when I called him back to get it, or responded to my text.

      It’s a hard thing sometimes to be a parent. Especially when you love your kid to the ends of the earth, would do anything for them, but in some moments, you just don’t like them very much.

      And seeing the completely mortified look on Holly’s face rekindles the anger that had faded in the deep freeze on the way here. My truck gets good and toasty after a while, but it’s not new so it takes a bit to warm up.

      “Mr. Whittaker, I am so, so sorry. I was expecting Aaron, and—”

      I hold up a hand and shake my head.

      “No need to apologize. Aaron owes the both of us an apology, but you don’t owe me anything. Could I, uh, come in, though? It’s not exactly sunshine and rainbows out here. And you’re not exactly dressed for the Arctic freeze.”

      I tilt my head, indicating, what? The whole sky? It’s really coming down out here, I’ve got a crust of snow on my head already and I’ve been outside all of two minutes.

      And Holly…I’m used to seeing scantily clad women here. Often buck naked women, come to it. But maybe it’s because she used to go out with my son and I’ve known her since she was fourteen, and she can’t stop calling me Mr. Whittaker long enough for me to forget that, but Holly always seems more naked to me than anyone else even though she’s almost always wearing more clothes than most people in the club.

      Right now she’s wearing a skimpy elf outfit, the green velvet bodice tight and showing off ample cleavage, and the flared skirt barely covers her generous backside. She’s adorably sweet and naughty all at once and I need to shake my head of thoughts of bending her over one of the spanking benches to see what she’s got on underneath that short skirt.

      She’s been wearing these Christmas outfits every night I’ve stopped by during this event she put together—gingerbread girl, candy cane, snowflake, nutcracker, angel. And now this. I usually only come to Birches once, maybe twice a week if I’m lucky or someone specific has asked me for a playdate, but I’d been tempted to come by every day to see what she was wearing. That would be creepy, though, and I pride myself on being one of the not-creepy men here. I’m friendly with Holly, but I wouldn’t go as far to say flirty. She’s a beautiful woman, but she’s also half my age and dated my son. My son who I want to strangle with my bare hands right about now.

      Holly face-palms and waves me in, backing up to let me by.

      I walk past her, and she smells mostly like cleaning solution, but there’s a lingering scent of pine on her too.

      She shuts the door behind me and presses the heels of her hands to her eyes as I stomp the snow off my boots and then wipe my feet for good measure.

      When she drops her hands, her cheeks are even rosier than they were a minute ago. A pretty flush not explained by it being warm in here.

      “I wish Aaron would’ve just texted me to say he couldn’t make it. I would’ve gotten a Lyft or something. Oh my god, he woke you up for this, didn’t he?”

      “Why do you say that?” I ask, sifting the snow out of my hair the best I can and unwinding my scarf because it’s practically a sauna in here. Makes sense given that Birches’s patrons aren’t exactly wearing snowsuits in here.

      She colors a deeper red and looks away from me, tugs at her skirt. “Because you always leave before midnight. You’re never here this late.”

      It’s true. Construction is an early business and even though I don’t do a lot of hands-on work on most of my business’s contracting jobs, I still like to check on my crews first thing to make sure they’re getting off on the right foot. Early to bed and early to rise and all that. But Holly notices when I leave? Eh, she’s a detail-oriented person, that’s why she’s good at this job. Makes everyone feel welcome, comes up with fun stuff like this event. She probably has a good sense of a lot of members’ comings and goings. Nothing to be flattered about.

      “It’s fine. Not like I have to be up for work tomorrow, it being Christmas and all. And besides, I don’t like those ride apps you kids use. Makes me nervous to think of you getting in a car with a stranger. Especially in this weather. You could get stuck.”

      Her mouth wrenches to the side, and she mutters “kids” under her breath. Yeah, I need to knock that off. Because while she and Aaron are the same age, Holly’s definitely grown into a responsible adult while she’s been at college, and Aaron clearly hasn’t. I do very much think of Holly as a grown woman, which I really shouldn’t because that’s kind of pervy and not the kind that’s welcomed here.
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      I am going to murder Aaron so hard next time I see him. Which will hopefully be never. He’s been a good-time friend, but never there in bad. Not even when we were dating. Is that true, though? He showed up sometimes, for my volleyball games, with flowers when we’d had a fight. Though that always seemed grudging. Had he been doing it all at his father’s prodding? Now that I’ve known Mr. Whittaker—Cal—as an adult, and Aaron when left to his own devices, I think maybe so.

      Cal’s always offering to lend a hand around the club even though that’s so not his job—fix broken equipment, haul those giant water bottles to the coolers from the back room, stand in for a DM if one of our paid people doesn’t show. He’s always friendly to new people who show up, and I’ve only ever heard good things about him as a play partner. If anything, I’ve heard women complain he can be too cautious. But I think that’s what it is—caution, not squeamishness—because I’ve seen him do a number on people he plays with regularly.

      But I shouldn’t be thinking about how Mr. Whittaker looks when he’s wielding a cane against a willing and eager woman’s ass after he’s bound her over a bench. Or about how I’ve seen him wrap his hand around a woman’s throat and tip her head back with his thumb, and how I wished it was me because a thrill shot straight to my pussy as I watched that scene. Not okay. He’s my ex-boyfriend’s dad, and no matter that he’s handsome in his own right. Dark hair streaked with silver that has a bit of a curl when he hasn’t had it cut for a while, pale blue eyes, and a crop of salt and pepper scruff that would be to die for as he mouthed your neck. Probably. Whatever, not that I’ve thought about that. Ever.

      He’s way too old for me, he probably thinks of me as a daughter if he thinks of me at all. Probably thinks I’m a disaster because I’m at home working the door at a kink club instead of off at grad school or med school or getting an MBA or in the Peace Corps or all the other productive things my successful classmates are doing. And ugh, kid. He called me a kid. Yeah, no, can’t think of all the fun we could have if none of those things were true, because they are.

      “I, um, have a few more things to clean up before we go and I should probably change, too. Is that okay, Mr. Whittaker?”

      “Holly,” he says with a half-smile. “You’ve gotta stop calling me Mr. Whittaker. It’s Cal. Three little letters, and I know you’re a smart girl so even if it were twenty I know you could remember.”

      I swallow. It shouldn’t make me feel any kind of way when he calls me a smart girl—good girl, pretty girl, sweet girl—but it does.

      “Right. Yeah. It’s not cool for me to use your last name here, that’s a privacy thing. I’m sorry.”

      I shake my head because I do know that. Some people are wound real tight about having any personal info divulged here.

      “I’m not mad. I’m pretty much as open a book as I can be without having to worry Aaron will find out I’m a member here. And we’ve got a few minutes for you to finish up but not too much more. It’s coming down out there pretty good, and the city’s short-staffed because of the holiday so it’ll take longer for plows to get here than it usually does and we both know that’s not fast anyway. I want to get you home safe, so not too long, okay?”

      “Yeah, sure. I just don’t want to leave a mess. Joanna said I could do this if I took care of everything and I don’t want to disappoint her.”

      “I don’t think you could,” Cal says with a kind smile that makes me feel an awkward kind of warm and fuzzy inside. Until I remember that my parents are pretty disappointed in me for not being in grad school right now and instead working here. Despite them not being able to help me figure out how I’d ever pay for it either. But yes, sure, my fault.

      “Hey, what’s with that frown?”

      Cal chucks me under the chin and I have to laugh. I don’t remember the last time someone did that to me.

      “Elves aren’t allowed to frown, isn’t that against the North Pole handbook or something?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      I give him a tight smile because it’s not his fault I’m not in a position to make my dreams come true and what I’m doing in the meantime doesn’t meet with my parents’ approval.

      “I’ll finish cleaning up. You can wait here if you want, or come back. I’ll warn you, this place looks a little different with the lights on.”

      “Most things do. And no problem, I can help you finish and then we’ll get out of here faster. Put me to work.”

      I head to the back and gesture to the last two bays I need to tidy up. My favorite spanking horse and a light-up St. Andrew’s Cross each occupy one of the spaces. The neon cross is pretty new and it’s been popular but it’s too flashy for me. Give me well-polished wood and broken-in leather, and yeah, I’ll take some chains but they don’t need to be shiny. Just heavy and true. Rope works too. I’m not picky about what I get bound with, but I fucking love being tied up. Too bad my own rules prevent me from doing much of that and I have to watch other people have their fun while I suffer.

      “Pick your poison, these are the last two. I think I got everything else.”

      “I’ll take the cross,” he says, snatching up a rag from the pile and then liberally applying the disinfectant before handing the spray bottle back to me. “Been meaning to get a closer look at this thing. Not really my style, but it seems to be getting a lot of use.”

      “Yeah, it’s been popular. Not really my thing, either, but Joanna was right that people would like it. I don’t think it’s just the novelty either, I think some people like the feel of the plastic. Plus it’s got some really well-placed attachment points.”

      This should be weird, working alongside my ex’s dad to clean up equipment people were playing on not hours ago. It’s not, really, which is nice. Cal is nice, and he keeps up an easy level of chatter while we work.

      We’re just about done when he says, “Given how keen you sound on this stuff, I’m surprised I don’t see you playing more often.”

      “Oh, um, yeah. I feel kind of weird about playing with a lot of the members here. Like, what if it goes badly? Then I have to see them here all the time. Also, I’m not… Never mind.”

      He turns toward me, and I regret immediately that I bent over the bench to reach the far end of it instead of walking around to get that spot.

      “You’re not what?”

      I stand up straight, flushing, and walk around like I should have in the first place, putting more distance between us. “I like playing, a lot. But it’s not… I have a hard time playing casually. I know some people really love pick-up play and I think that’s great, but I want to know someone pretty well and have a connection with them outside of knowing they’re willing to beat me. It doesn’t have to be romantic, necessarily, but like, affection. I want to like someone, trust them, develop a relationship outside of a single night. Even though I wish a lot of times I was wired differently because that would probably make my life easier and I’d sure as hell get to play more.”

      “Nothing wrong with that. I’m kind of the same way. I’ve got my friends here and they’re the most fun to play with, but it’s…”

      He trails off and rubs the back of his neck with the hand that’s not tossing the rag in the laundry basket I’ve been moving from station to station.

      “It’s what?”

      “Nothing. Really.”

      “That’s such a lie.” After swiping the last bit of the bench, I walk back to where he’s standing and nudge him with my elbow as I toss my own cloth in the bin. “You’re all red. I bet it was something good. And hey I told you mine, you can tell me yours. We’re both kinky fucks, yeah? You’re not going to embarrass me, pinky swear.”

      He scrubs the back of his neck again, scrunches up his face. It’s cute, real cute. I wonder how red I could get him to turn—I’m maybe a little bratty.

      “Come on, Cal. Spill.”

      “Oh, I see how it is.”

      He gives me a look that, if he were my top, would mean I was about one sassy comment away from getting turned over his knee. And would that be so bad? No. Not as far as my imagination is concerned. As far as my fantasy life is concerned, it’s a goodamn shame no one has taken advantage of this short skirt and the little boy-shorts I have on underneath and that would look pretty good nestled under my butt cheeks. Just saying.

      “Yeah, that’s how it is,” I say as I gather up the cleaning supplies and he takes up the bulky laundry basket effortlessly. “If you want me to call you Cal, there’s a whole package that comes with that. I call you Cal, you call me Holly, and we talk about kink shit the way any two adults here would. Because that’s what we are, right? Consenting adults?”

      He maybe trips a little when I bat my lashes at him, and that’s goddamn adorable. I like those men. The ones who are a little shy, can possibly get thrown for a loop or flustered with some innuendo or flirting, but once you get them started are perfectly comfortable being in control. Course that second part is essential. There’s no sense in fighting someone if I can actually win. I don’t want to win. What I want is for someone to prove they can beat me. I guess in more ways than one.

      I lead him to the small room off the kitchen where we keep the cleaning supplies and the laundry, and he dumps the laundry bin on the ground.

      “You don’t need to start a load, right?”

      “No. No one will be here tomorrow, and I don’t want to leave wet stuff to mold. That wouldn’t be a very nice present to leave Joanna when she’s in day after tomorrow.”

      “Good. We should really get going now that you’ve finished your chores.”

      I stick out my tongue at his teasing, and his gaze that had been light turns flinty, and goddamn that’s hot. So, so hot.

      “Okay. I’ll grab my clothes out of my locker and get dressed.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll warm up the truck while you change.”

      He makes for the hall, but I clear my throat before he can make it through the door.

      “Not so fast, there, Cal.”

      He stops in his tracks and then turns on me so slowly. I feel like maybe I’ve made a mistake. It’s not threatening, exactly, but I do feel like prey now. Trapped by his glare that pins me where I stand and makes my breath come short.

      “Was there something you needed, Holly?”

      The way he says my name makes a shiver run down my spine where it ends in a squeeze of my pussy. Jesus, what have I started? I knew he could put this on with other women, I’ve seen it, but I’ve never felt what it was like to have this kind of attention from him turned on me. I like it, too much. But whatever, it’s a little harmless flirting, which is way better than sulking embarrassment and if Aaron has a problem with me getting flirty with his dad, he can fuck all the way off after this stunt he’s pulled on me. And Jesus, on his dad.

      I put my hands on my hips and level him with a challenging gaze.

      “You didn’t finish what you started to tell me. And we’ve established we’re both grown-ups, so I think you should.”
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      My son is a fucking idiot.

      I knew the kid was never going to win a Nobel prize or anything, but giving up a night with a girl like Holly for anything makes me seriously question if he’s got any brains in his head at all.

      The swish of her skirt around her bottom had me practically drooling as I followed her down the hall, and her slightly bratty attitude has got my palm itching to take her over my knee. Christ. And now she’s going to egg me on?

      I should be the grown-up here, but maybe I don’t want to be. Maybe I can indulge in a little harmless flirting with a beautiful, intelligent woman who’s brimming with sass. And I don’t want to be a condescending dickhead and tell her she can’t handle what I was going to say. I don’t think she’d appreciate that at all, and that’s fair. So I’ll be honest with her, tell her what she wants to know.

      “Fine. But if I make you feel uncomfortable, tell me to shut up and I’ll stop.”

      She bites her lip and that’s…well, blood is rushing somewhere it shouldn’t is what that is. When she doesn’t do anything else after a beat, I lift my brows and she nods.

      “Okay. So I have my play partners here, and we have a good time. I really enjoy playing with them and it’s satisfying in its own way. Giving someone a good hard spanking or a caning or whatever, I like it.”

      She’s blinking at me with those big brown eyes of hers and I should shut up. Shut up, go out to the truck and stand outside while it warms up because surely the below-freezing temps will discourage the hard-on I’m getting, thinking about doing these things to Holly. And yet I don’t.

      “I know kink for its own sake really does it for some people, and I get that. I can be in the mood for that too. But it’s often also sexual for me, and I don’t have sex with any of my current play partners. I think some of them would, but…”

      I can feel my brows creasing and I work to smooth them out. Holly’s standing there, riveted, and it makes my heart sing.

      “I don’t want them to take it the wrong way. Either wrong way. There are women I would have casual sex with but I think they’re looking for relationships and there are women I’d like to…date. Like out there, in the vanilla world. Not stop doing this stuff, but it’d be nice. To go out to dinner. Go to a ball game. Go away for the weekend. Anyway, not everyone wants that. Or they’re taken and I respect their relationships. So there you go. Sex. That’s what I was going to say.”

      And that is all I can think of. Sex. The way she’s looking at me, all wide-eyed and sweet whereas moments before she’d been all teasing and sass. Women who can hold their own against anyone until that one person wraps their hair around a fist and pulls and suddenly their knees go weak? Those are the women who I, well, as I told Holly in not so many words, want to fuck. And despite a lot of seemingly eligible candidates here, I haven’t found quite the one who I could see myself with.

      Until now anyway because I can picture Holly turned over that spanking bench she lavished with attention as she cleaned, and I can picture her clinging to me and moaning in my ear as I thrust my rock hard cock inside her. I can also see taking her out on the boat and laughing on the ride out to the middle of the lake and her dozing at my feet in the sun while I fish. That’s…

      “I’ll go warm up the truck.”

      I turn on my heel again and walk as quick as I can out of the room so she doesn’t call me back and so I don’t say any of the things that were just going through my thick skull. Flirting is one thing. Actually pursuing your son’s ex-girlfriend who is half your age is an entirely different matter. Entirely.

      Stalking through the hall toward the front door, I try to shake those images of Holly from my mind. The dirty ones aren’t even the worst. It’s the ones of her hoarding a giant tub of popcorn at the movie theater, or coming downstairs in one of my shirts while I make pancakes for breakfast on a Saturday. Those are the ones that scare me. They should. I haven’t had this strong of an attraction to anyone since Aaron’s mother, and look how that turned out.

      Holly doesn’t seem nearly as flaky and flighty as Georgia had, though, and that only makes this worse. I feel like I’ve been hit by a bus. I’m a grown goddamn man, I should know better than this. Some part of me does. The rest of me, though? Fucking hell.

      It’s blissfully cold outside when I slam through the door into the parking lot. Even in my rush I remember to leave the door unlocked so I can get back in even if Holly’s not dressed yet. I swear another inch of snow has fallen in the time I’ve been in the club and the wind is whipping around sending snow tornados dancing around the abandoned space. It also means the snow’s drifting like crazy and one side of my truck will need to be dug out before we can leave. At least it’s Holly’s side so I can get in and get my truck started warming up and then dig out the other side.

      I hop in the truck, kicking my boots off on the side before swinging my feet in and slam the door. It’s as cold in here as if I never started the damn thing, and honestly, the visibility out here is for shit. We’re going to be driving at a crawl when we get out of here. And that’ll be okay, right? Spending an hour in a toasty warm truck with a woman I have an incredibly inappropriate crush on. Right? Fuck, just fuck.

      Shoving the key in the lock, I turn it and—

      It doesn’t turn over. Makes a fucking awful choking noise, but doesn’t turn over.

      “No. Oh, hell no.”

      I try again. And again. And again. But flooding the engine isn’t going to help. Frustration takes hold of me, and I bang the heel of my hand against the steering wheel. I’ve been giving the guys on my crews the newer trucks since they use them a lot harder than I use mine, but I might have to rethink that.

      Okay. Deep breath. The cold air sears my lungs, but it also clears my head. I try again but it doesn’t work. Just for shits and giggles, I try AAA. Unsurprisingly, the recorded message states that everyone other than emergency personnel, first responders, and government-sanctioned snow-removal workers should stay off the roads. Their current estimated time for assistance to arrive is four hours. Shit.

      The bad news is that we’re stuck. If they’re telling everyone to stay off the roads, it’s because emergency services already has their hands full and those people work hard enough. No way I’m making their lives more difficult by being another selfish dimwit who slides into a snowbank.

      The good news is that we’re stuck somewhere that currently has power, heat, running water, some food, and a few relatively comfortable places to get some shut eye.

      Better news is that Holly is good company and she strikes me as the kind of sturdy person who’s not going to lose their shit over being inconvenienced by weather, even if it is on Christmas.

      The worst news is that I’m going to be snowed in, at a goddamn kink club, with a woman I find incredibly attractive but whom I can’t have for like eight different very good reasons. Sounds like Christmas torture to me, not a Christmas miracle.
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      Do I have time to masturbate?

      If that isn’t the question of my life, I don’t know what is. And since I’d been having some pants feelings during that whole interchange with Cal, and I figure he’ll be out clearing his truck for a while, I have decided yes.

      Also, it’s been a while, and Cal talking about his sex-22 was adorable and made me want not just a hook-up, or a serviceable orgasm from someone who tops me at the club, but someone who I’m in a legit relationship with.

      Don’t get me wrong, I will take a perfectly good but not emotionally intimate climax. That is what I was expecting and eager for tonight. I will take one in a toe-curling, back-arching heartbeat. But what I’d really love is to feel cherished and adored. While I can definitely feel that way during scenes, it’s hard to go home and be bereft of that afterward, especially once the thrill of endorphins has run out. Then I can get some serious subdrop and feel shitty about my life and my prospects. So I’ve been avoiding it.

      Would it really be so bad to think about having that with Cal? The answer, I know, is yes. Yes it is bad, he’d be mortified. But it’s easy to picture—partly because I’ve been to his home, many times. Partly because I get the feeling we’d mesh well as play partners and he seems like the type of considerate and devoted guy who I’d like as a romantic partner. And what the hell, I’m not the only woman who likes the look of older guys. Truth be told, I’ve always thought he was attractive. It’s why I’d blush and go up to Aaron’s room as soon as possible when Cal was there. Because his kindness and good looks always flustered me. Aaron was so much easier to deal with, being immature and not totally formed. I liked him well enough, but I hadn’t fallen super hard.

      I think I could fall real hard for Cal.

      Instead of doing something that removed from reality, I’ll just rub one out in the shake of a reindeer’s tail on the spanking bench while I fantasize about him and he’ll never be the wiser—because he’s a goddamn gentleman who’s warming up his truck to drive me home after his son totally bailed on me.

      My favorite bench is squeaky clean because I made sure of it, and I climb onto it. It’s more of a spanking horse, really, looking like one of those construction horses but with an extra level of supports for shins and forearms when the bottom or sub is draped over the top with the padded center ridge supporting their torso but leaving the fun bits exposed. Even being on this furniture makes my body respond. Not sure this is what Pavlov was thinking of, but yeah. Straddling the padded wood and having my limbs on the supports, the center beam thick and sturdy between my legs, makes that heavy swollen feeling start in my breasts and my pelvis.

      I’m tempted as hell to yank down the top of my dress so I can play with my nipples, but I don’t have time for that. And besides, this would be an awkward way for Cal to find me, but my tits hanging out would be humiliating. So instead, I pinch them through the thin faux-velvet and start to rub against the padded bench while imagining Cal behind me, turning up my short skirt and petticoats and cupping my bottom through my boy-shorts, making an approving noise or two, perhaps even telling me I’m delectable. He seems like the kind of man who gives free and easy, earnest compliments. He’d maybe even step in close enough to press his denim-clad erection into my ass, let me know his praise is very much grounded in fact instead of mere pretty words. He wants me.

      And then slowly, oh so slowly, he’d reach up to the waistband of my shorts and draw them over my ass as I squirmed and mewled because that’s one of the best moments. The moment in which you become most vulnerable. It’s one of the most erotic, charged acts in the whole world. He wouldn’t yank, but savor the slow peel of fabric that would reveal smooth skin and the cleft of my backside.

      He’d make another noise, a small half-grunt, half-moan that would make my pussy clench in anticipation. And he’d rub my bottom that he’d just bared, his hands large and warm and firm as they cupped and caressed my flesh. Yes. He’d stand close and stroke and knead at me until I was squirmy and whining.

      “What, is this not what you wanted?”

      I’d laugh helplessly and pull at my bonds, because no, as nice as this is, it’s not what I signed up for at all. “Please.”

      “Please? I don’t know if that’s going to be sufficient. I seem to recall you being pretty bratty earlier and showing very little mercy. You know I don’t mind, but you also know there’s going to be payback…”

      “Is that a threat or a promise?”

      And that’s when the first thwack would land, making me gasp.

      Yeah, this is not going to take long at all. I’m not even going to be able to play this fantasy all the way through before I’m coming. That’s all right. Give me something to do when I get home after I’ve been sitting in the cab of Cal’s truck, breathing him in for a good hour if his assessment of the roads was accurate. They’ll have only gotten worse while we cleaned up.

      In my daydream, he’s actively laying into me with his big, thick, heavy hand, hitting me with the perfect angle and pressure designed to tease and arouse. In life, I’m rubbing off on the bench and close, so damn close, my whole body coiling in anticipation of letting loose, or more accurately, being blown apart.

      Which is when I hear it.

      Cal’s voice calling out from far too close, “Holly?”

      Followed directly but he clatter of keys and a sharp inhale. Oh, holy night, I am so, so fucked.
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      At first I think I must have hallucinated the sight in front of me. Have you ever wished for something so hard your mind took pity on you and conjured it before your eyes? Me either, but I’m having a hard time thinking of another reason why Holly Mason is draped over a spanking horse and working her hips as though she’s… Oh my god.

      My speculation is confirmed when her head wrenches over her shoulder and her mouth drops open, her cheeks flaming red.

      “Oh, god,” she mutters before dropping her forehead onto the bench. “Could this night get any worse?”

      Except I’ve got some news to deliver that she’ll probably feel makes it worse.

      But maybe…maybe I could salvage this for the both of us. If we’re stuck here for hours and we both have a bit of an itch, then what would be the harm in scratching it? If she says no, I’ll obviously respect the shit out of that and keep my distance because I don’t want her to worry or feel uncomfortable, but…what if she said yes?

      She’s still facedown, maybe paralyzed by mortification so I walk over until I’m alongside the bench, not touching her.

      “Hey, Holly. I’ve got some news and I’ve got a proposal. You don’t even have to look at me while I tell you.”

      “Kay.” Her response is muffled by her being facedown and by the long drape of her curly brown ponytail. I pretend not to notice when she adds under her breath, “I’ll never be able to look you in the face again, so no problem.”

      “I went out and tried to start the truck and it won’t turn over. Probably too cold. AAA is going to take hours to get here and is telling everyone to stay off the roads anyway so emergency services can deal with actual emergencies instead of knuckleheads sliding into snowbanks. All to say we’re stuck here for the night. I’ll get you home as soon as I can, but I’m not going to risk your safety or anyone else’s by trying to drive out there. That’s the news.”

      She turns her head ever so slightly and I see a corner of her eye behind the curtain of hair. “What’s the proposal?”

      Right, yes. I take a deep breath and try to think of a way to make this sound not creepy.

      “Well, we’re two kinky fucks snowed in at a BDSM club. We’ve got a bunch of time on our hands and a ton of equipment and toys at our disposal. If you’re game for it, I think we could make this a very merry Christmas.”

      Probably failed that not creepy thing real hard, but Holly doesn’t vault off the bench and run screaming through the snow in her sexy little elf outfit. Instead she flips her ponytail over her shoulder and looks up at me.

      “Are you asking if I want to play?”

      “Yes.”

      “And have sex?”

      I shrug. “If you want to. You’re a very beautiful woman and I do find you attractive in that way, but if you want to stick to kink with not even sexual undertones, I’d be very happy to do that too. Completely up to you.”

      She side-eyes me and I try not to hold my breath.

      “You have no opinion on the matter?”

      “Oh, I do.”

      She laughs at the eager note in my voice.

      “Really? You’d really want to? This isn’t some kind of pity fuck?”

      “Who would be taking pity on who? Because from where I’m standing, anyone would be lucky to be with you. You’re a gorgeous, smart, slightly bratty woman. You’d have to have rocks in your skull instead of brains to not be interested.”

      Like Aaron, but that’s neither here nor there. If I think about him too much, I won’t be able to do this and he doesn’t deserve that kind of power over me. Or more so, Holly.

      She flushes a pretty pink, and I wonder if her backside will turn the same lovely shade if I get my hands on it. Please say yes.

      “And where do I fall on your scale? Something casual or something more than that?”

      I feel that question like a fist to the stomach. I want her to say yes, but I’m not going to lie to get her to do it. Lying is no way to maintain trust and despite not knowing each other very well, I like to think Holly trusts me. I want to keep it that way.

      “I don’t know. I know I like you, I think we have a bunch of kinks and some other things in common. I think there could be more here, but if you’re only interested in one time to blow off some steam, I’m not going to try to convince you otherwise. If you tell me you’re not interested, we’ll go back to exactly how things have always been. Promise.”

      “And if I’d like more?”

      In an annoying tell I just can’t shake, I scrub my hand over the back of my neck. “Then we could give that a try. It’s been a while since I took a woman out on a date in the vanilla world, but I think I could learn to be good at it. If that’s what you want after tonight, anyway.”

      “What about Aaron?”

      “Aaron can fuck off.”

      She laughs, but I continue. “Seriously, though. I’m so angry at him for blowing you off like this, for expecting me to clean up his mess, for being so inconsiderate and not thinking about how much this could have embarrassed either or both of us. I swear to god I raised him better than this. He had his chance with you and made the very foolish choice to let you go. If he has feelings about this, then he can talk to me about it. But I’ll tell him in no uncertain terms to leave you the fuck out of this. Unless you want to keep being friends with him, in which case I’ll let you handle it as you see fit. I’d suggest a very firm smack upside the head. And maybe some yelling.”

      “Okay. I’m not feeling particularly friendly toward him right now so I appreciate that.”

      “Is that a yes, then?”

      My heart is hammering in my chest as I wait for her response. This is sure as hell not how I thought this night was going to go when my phone woke me up out of a dead sleep a couple of hours ago. Not how I thought it would go at all.

      “Yes, it’s a yes. I want to play with you.”

      “And the sex?”

      I still haven’t let out a breath, and I try to convey with my body language that I am totally fine either way. Because I am. I will respect her answer no matter what it is, although as I told her, I sure do have a preference.

      “Yes. I want you to fuck me, Cal. Please fuck me.”

      And there we have it. A legit Christmas miracle.
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      This is weird. Isn’t it? I’ve had one-night stands, I’ve fucked friends, boyfriends. I’ve fucked play partners. Never though, have I fucked an ex-boyfriend’s father, but in the space of a couple of hours, that’s not really how I think of Cal anymore, despite having asked him about Aaron. He’s not Aaron’s dad as much as he’s a handsome older guy who I happen to know shares some of my kinks and who it’s just occurred to me I might like to share other things with as well.

      If that’s weird, then, whatever, maybe I’m weird. Maybe I’m the weird girl who gets whispered about. But you know who else I’m going to be? I’m going to be the weird girl who gets a good ass-beating and I’m betting a pretty damn good fuck. Cal is attentive, and paying attention to your partner is half the battle.

      I’ve never been propositioned while already on a spanking bench so this is strange but also convenient.

      “Should I get up? So we can discuss details? Limits?”

      “I don’t think you need to, unless you would feel more comfortable that way. Are you already solidly in your headspace? Because if so, then this wouldn’t be a real negotiation anyway.”

      “I’m not. I mean, I was and then… Well.”

      “Yeah. Okay. Can I touch you while we talk or would you prefer I wait until we’re done?”

      “You can touch me.”

      Indeed, I ache to be touched. I’d feel better if his hands were on me. I appreciate he didn’t touch without asking, especially given the position I’m in, but if he touches me it’ll make me feel less foolish, more wanted. Yes, I want to be touched.

      I sigh when his hand lands in the center of my back and he strokes down to the rise of my skirt and doesn’t stop there but coasts over the ruffles and shapes his hand around the curve of my ass and then down my thigh. Then his hand’s on my neck and he runs it all the way down again. Not in a featherlight way that could tickle, but in a firm confident way and it makes me melt, makes me want to purr. I don’t, but I do close my eyes and deepen my breath. This is nice. Really nice. It lets some of the tension that’s built over the past two weeks drain out of my body. I think I proved myself, but it wasn’t easy and I didn’t quite realize what a toll it’s taken on my body until Cal’s easy touch offers a sweet contrast to the coiling tension.

      “Tell me what you like, Holly.”

      Oh, yes, the talking. I’d almost forgo the playing to soak in this all night, but what if it gets better? I think I’d like better.

      “I like to be spanked. Hand spanking, but with implements too. Hair brush, straps, belts, but I really like paddles. Heavy rubber and thick lexan ones but I’ll take wooden ones too. I like being caned. Like being left with marks I can look at for a few days afterward, but don’t break the skin. I like to be flogged. I like my hair pulled. Like a hand around my throat but breath play’s a hard limit. Really like bondage, always. I like sensory dep but I wouldn’t want to do more than a blindfold first time we play. I like role play, being disciplined in role play but not for something my partner’s actually disappointed about. I don’t think I could do a domestic discipline type thing.”

      Cal is still petting me as he listens and while I’m usually pretty confident about telling prospective partners my likes and limits, I feel more comfortable with him somehow.

      “Okay. Anything else I should know? Injuries? Allergies? Other hard limits? Have anything you like to be called? Don’t like to be called? Ideas about what you’d like to call me?”

      “I messed up my knee playing volleyball in college but that shouldn’t be an issue in this position. I just have to be careful when I stand for a long time and I can’t put all my weight on it for long. No allergies. I don’t like being called ‘whore’ or ‘slut’ or being disparaged. I do like affection, and being called ‘little girl,’ other nice things. Though you don’t need to take it easy on me, physically.”

      “What do you want out of this? A good girl spanking? Discipline? Do you like to cry or no? You said you wanted to…”

      “Fuck. Yes, I want to fuck.”

      He huffs a laugh and it’s telegraphed through his body and results in a slight tremor in his hand on my inner thigh.

      “Okay, so you want to fuck. Do you want that to be part of the scene or part of the aftercare?”

      I roll my lips between my teeth and bite down. If I’m doing this, I may as well do the hell out of it. “Both?”

      He laughs again. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      There are still questions left on the table so I do my best to remember them and provide answers.

      “Since I bought this dress, I’ve had fantasies about a Santa and naughty elf role play. Is that too silly for you?”

      “No, that sounds fun. I was hoping you’d keep this dress on. It’s very…flattering.”

      For the first time, he slips a hand under my skirts and the closer contact makes me inhale sharply.

      “Are you going to laugh if I call you Santa while we fuck?”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      Rolls with it, I like that. Tops who take themselves too seriously get old really fast.

      “So maybe it’s Christmas Eve, I’m the head elf and I was in charge of packing up the last load of toys and instead you came back to the North Pole to find me asleep.”

      “Well there’s your disciplinary spanking. And the sex? Wait, is there a Mrs. Claus in this universe?”

      “No Mrs. Claus. It’s one thing for Santa to be a kinky bastard, but it would really ruin my childhood if he was an adulterer. Although maybe he and Mrs. Claus are polyamorous. I bet Mrs. Claus could get it. But I don’t want to make this too complicated. In that spirit, you can call me Holly, it’s already kind of an elf name. And no Mrs. Claus, Santa’s just a kinky fuck, and he’s had his eye on his head elf for a long time and he really, really enjoys candy-caning her ass and then wants to stuff her stocking if you know what I mean.”

      I open my eyes, and Cal’s nodding, looking pensive. “I can work with that.”

      He’s standing behind me now, both hands under my skirt and sculpting around my bottom, squeezing and kneading my cheeks, running his thumbs over my cleft and then the bottom parts of my ass cheeks to the insides of my thighs. Makes a shudder of erotic anticipation run through me.

      “Standard club safewords?” he asks, still letting his hands roam over my backside and I know I’m getting wet already.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s easy to remember. And, um, Cal?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you like anal play? I don’t want to fuck that way, tonight anyway, but um, fingers, toys, I like those.”

      There’s a choked sound from behind me and I can’t imagine I actually shocked this man. And if he doesn’t, he can just say no. But perhaps it’s the other way around because when he speaks, his voice is rough and strained. “Yes, I like that too. Anything else I need to know? You can always call time out if you need to or just say red and it’s over, no questions asked. Actually, before we get started, do you want to call someone or text them? Let them know where you are and that you’re with me?”

      I don’t really, but I also want him to know I’m not some wide-eyed ingenue, that I know how to keep myself safe.

      “I guess so. But getting up seems hard.”

      “You do seem like you’re turning into a bowl full of jelly. I can get your phone if you tell me where it is.”

      “In my bag in my locker, it’s in the staff room, top left. Not locked.”

      “Okay, I’ll be right back.”
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      This is wild. Absolutely wild. But I’m not going to overthink this, not going to let anything ruin this night for me. Or Holly’s. This is going to be so much fun. I find her bag, and even her purse is Christmas-themed. It looks like a Santa suit. While I’m back here, I grab a Santa hat from off the top of the lockers.

      Holly’s still draped over the bench when I get back and it is a sight to see. Not quite as fantastic as walking in on her rubbing off against the thing, but second best for sure.

      I hand her the whole bag, and shrug when she looks at me quizically. “My mother taught me I should never go into a woman’s handbag. Anyway, while you do that, I’m going to gather up some supplies. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      The club is very well stocked and I know my way around so it doesn’t take me long to find everything I’m looking for and bring it all over to set it on a convenient table right next to the bench.

      “You still comfortable there? Want to switch stations or get up to stretch?”

      “No, I’m good. Just…impatient.”

      She’s adorable, the way she says these things and gets a little red when she does. But she doesn’t not say them, just brazens it out. Yes, I like Holly a lot.

      “Me too. Okay,” I say, rubbing my hands together and then reaching for the Santa hat, tugging it on and feeling a little silly as I do, but then pretty great when Holly grins at me.

      “Like the hat.”

      “Yeah? I thought it would add some, uh, authenticity to the scene.”

      She giggles, and I can’t wait any longer. “Let’s get this party started.”

      She nods and it’s go time.

      I take a few steps back, close my eyes and take a breath to get into my kinky Santa headspace and then here we are.

      “Holly! Where is that last load of toys? I landed the sleigh five minutes ago and you were supposed to be waiting with the—Are you…are you asleep?”

      Holly makes a show of yawning and rubbing at her eyes. “Oh, Santa! You’re back. I… Oh no, I did fall asleep. I’m so sorry. Here, I’ll get them now.”

      She makes to get off the bench but I plant a hand in between her shoulder blades and push her back down, a little roughly. She makes the most perfect little mewl as I pin her to the bench.

      “I don’t think so, little elf. You’ve been sloppy all season and now you’re going to pay for it. You’re going to wait right here and think about what you’ve done while I deliver the last bag of toys. You’re going to get a very serious candy caning for messing this up and I want you to think about it while I’m gone. And since I don’t trust you to do as you’ve been told, I’m going to tie you up like a little present.”

      I make quick work of strapping her wrists and ankles into padded cuffs and then clipping them to attachment points on the bench. And more for aesthetic and headspace reasons than actual restraint reasons, I take a long length of green rope and wrap it around her lower ribs and waist to attach her torso to the bench. She wasn’t going anywhere anyhow, but the girl said she liked bondage, so bind her I will.

      “And so you won’t forget what’s going to happen while I’m gone, or Rudolph forbid, fall asleep again, this should help keep your attention.”

      I pick up the cane I plan to use on her and give a few soft swats over her skirt. Nothing to hurt, not even warm up, just to mess with her head. Then I use it to flip up her skirt and her petticoats until they form a froth of fabric on her back and expose a pair of glittery green boy shorts that hug her butt in the most delicious way.

      Can’t do corner time when she’s arranged like this, but the concept is the same. I reach for the waistband of her shorts and tug the clingy fabric over her bottom to reveal her skin, taking my time because there was a desperate little sigh the second I hooked my fingers into her underwear. She likes this part, wants to savor, taste it, and I do too. She’s as perfect as fresh-from-the-oven gingerbread in the middle of a snowy day.

      When I’ve peeled the fabric over her cheeks, I settle her underwear right in the crease between her butt and her thighs. Have to move those later because that’s one of the best places to strike a person, but for now it looks frigging delightful, her ass cheeks framed by her panties and her upturned skirts. So filthy.

      Even filthier when I lay the cane across her lower back.

      Holly inhales, and I check her face. Her pupils are dilated, eyes glazed already. There are some women who like the occasional spanking to spice things up in the bedroom, and then there are women who really enjoy being hit. Holly is the latter. It’s a goddamn delight.

      “You’re going to keep this cane balanced on your back while I give you your warm-up. If it falls off, that will increase your punishment. So if you want to be able to sit down at any point in the next week, I’d suggest you keep still and let me warm up this naughty bottom of yours. Really, I’m doing you a favor.”

      I’m doing both of us a favor. Warming her up will let her take more, and definitely take more without getting too marked. Marks yes, breaking the skin, no, and I plan to play with her for a good long time. We do have hours after all. Hours and hours and hours, and she’s all mine.

      I start to lay easy strikes down on her skin and the first rush of pleasure at spanking a willing woman’s backside rush through me. It’s a pleasant kindling that will get burning hot until it makes my head throb and throw sparks like logs collapsing in a fire. A sting builds in my hand as I cover her whole bottom and a few inches down her thighs with blows, turning the skin pink and warm and eliciting a few breathy moans. There are a few spots toward the bottom of her cheeks that if I use a thuddier rather than stingy strike that she seems to enjoy. Noted, but we’re not going for a good girl spanking to get her aroused. Oh, no.

      I increase the strength and speed of the spanks, still warming her up but this should be starting to be a little unpleasant at least. A small whimper says yes. Which means I’m on the right track.

      Spending a few more minutes on warming her up with my palm, it’s all I can do to stop myself from planting a hand at the small of her back because I want to feel her squirm, enjoy her struggle. But if I hold out, keep myself from what would really be helping her—

      I lay a particularly vicious strike down in a place I’ve paid quite a bit of attention to already and she gasps, tilting her hips and making the cane fall from her back.

      Yes. That’s what I wanted.

      I tsk at her as I pick up the cane and stride to where she can see me hit the palm of my hand with the implement I’ll be hitting her backside with in the not-so-distant future.

      “Holly, Holly, Holly, you naughty little elf. You couldn’t even keep still during your warm-up? What are you going to do when I get into my big bag of toys to spank you with instead of just using my hand, hmm?”

      “I’m sorry, Santa. I tried, but—”

      Her eyes are round and pleading—the girl’s got skills. Always a pleasure to play with someone who’s good at role play.

      “No buts, Holly, except yours.”

      I punctuate my scolding with a smack to her behind.

      “You’ve got five minutes of warm-up left and every time you buck this cane off, you’re getting ten extra strokes with my candy cane here, understood?”

      An exaggerated pout darkens her features.

      “You better watch out, missy. And you better not cry. You better not pout, I’m telling you why. Santa Claus is going to go to town—on your backside.”

      “Sorry, Santa.”

      Holly is a lot of things, but sorry is not one of them.

      “That definitely counts as pouting, you just added ten more.”

      I finish up her warm-up and she unsettles the cane three more times, which adds fifty strokes altogether to whatever arbitrary number I was going to pick anyway. Holly is breathing a little heavy, her face and her backside both flushed and she’s definitely got a twinkle in her eye.

      Even though I’ve gotten to play with other women regularly here, this is the most fun I’ve had in months. There’s a different flavor, a certain chemistry here that elevates our play into something different. Or maybe it’s just Christmas magic. I don’t fucking know, and I don’t care.

      I lay the cane over her hips again and tell her to stay put.

      “Yes, Santa.”

      My god am I going to be having the perviest holiday dreams for weeks. If not forever.
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      Holly

      

      I can’t tell if Cal is gone for seconds, minutes, or hours. I’m blissed out and floaty feeling and he hasn’t even really started going hard on me yet. Like, yeah, especially toward the end that hurt but it was just his hand. Not that a hand-spanking can’t be painful, but implements are easier to do damage with with less effort from your top. There’s going to be more, and I can’t wait.

      Closing my eyes, I try to get my breathing back to normal. I want to reach back and feel the heated skin of my ass, but given how I’m bound that’s not going to happen. It feels pretty warm, but it always startles me how the heat radiates from the outside. I hope he’ll leave me marks, like ornaments decorating a Christmas tree.

      Who knows how long later, there’s a hand on my head, brushing back some flyaways that have come loose from my ponytail, and I smile.

      “Holly, you doing okay?”

      “Oh yes, very good.”

      “Good. You feel nice and warmed up?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not being too hard on you?”

      “Just hard enough.” I blink my eyes open so I can see him and there’s some color high on Cal’s cheeks as well, though nothing compared to the holly berry red I’m sure I’m sporting on both my face and my backside.

      His full lips spread in a soft smile that makes me feel precious and cared for, and I maybe fall in love with him a little in that moment. Just a little.

      “I brought you some water. Lift your head and I’ll help you.”

      I’m not going to lie. These tiny acts of my tops doing basic things like pressing a cup of water to my lips to help me drink, mopping the sweat from my brow, if my hair’s been loose putting it in a serviceable ponytail so it won’t be in my face—these are some of my favorite moments that reach deep into my soul and make me feel…loved, I guess is the word for it, with the way my heart swells.

      The water is cool and welcome on my tongue and I swallow it down. He strokes my cheek while I drink and it’s so nice. Tender after he’s been a different kind of attentive to my butt. It all makes me feel good.

      When I’ve finished it all, he asks if I want more.

      “Water? Or spanking?”

      “What a naughty little elf you are. You’re definitely getting more spanking, but you can have more water if you want some.”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m fine. Thank you though.”

      “Sweet girl.”

      He plants a kiss on my forehead, which I am a total sucker for, and I die of happiness. Just die. That’s fine, not awkward at all, that Cal will have to explain to Joanna—and worse, my parents—how he kinked me to death in my iniquitous place of employ.

      Then he’s behind me again and I become aware of precisely how wet I am. Can he smell it? Can he see it? Am I going to be able to pull these underwear up or are they going to disintegrate off my body before he’s through with me? Eh, happy to sacrifice them to the cause. Besides, I have optimistically stashed several pairs in my locker which I’ve never had the chance to use, and isn’t that a shame?

      Cal strokes me from my waist all the way down my thighs and back up again.

      “So beautiful. You’re so beautiful, Holly. And so nice and warm. God you color nicely. I could spank you all night.”

      “Don’t tease me, Santa.”

      I get a swat for that which I knew I would but it serves its purpose to wake me up a bit too. We’re not done yet, not by a long shot.

      As if to prove my point, Cal hooks his fingers through my undies and pulls them further down my thighs, and his touches become concentrated on my butt. It’s not so long before he’s edging ever closer to the apex of my thighs and I want to scream at him, but I know what that will get me and it’s not what I want.

      “If you’re still okay with it, I want to play with your pussy, Holly.”

      I nod, desperately. “Yes, please. Please.”

      “Oh, now you have good manners,” he teases, and delivers another swat to one of those perfect places that makes a thrill of sex run straight to my pussy. Christ, yes.

      Luckily, the man takes pity on me and slicks his fingers through my copious wetness and up to my clit which he circles in a completely maddening way before delving back to my entrance and pressing a finger and then two inside of me.

      I moan as he does, not because it hurts at all but because it feels so fucking good. I press back against him because I want more, more, and he gives it to me until I’m all but humping the damn spanking horse and when I am so close I can taste the satisfaction of my climax, he stops. Because he’s an asshole.

      “What the fu—”

      “Ah, language, Holly. Elves aren’t supposed to swear, you know that.”

      “Fine. What the fa-la-la-la-la-la-la-la-la are you doing? Why’d you stop?”

      “You don’t get to come yet, silly little elf. Only Elves who have paid their debt to society get orgasms.”

      “You son of a—”

      “Ah,” he warns, with a slap to my flank.

      “Virgin Mary.”

      “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

      “For who?” I grumble and get another swat for my trouble.

      Cal withdraws from me altogether, and fusses with some things alongside the table that divides the bays. When he’s satisfied, he holds up a paddle. Fucking lexan. I don’t know why I told him I enjoy that. I hate that shit. Well, sort of. It’s hard to explain, okay?

      “You were going to get a hundred for falling asleep on the job, but then with your very careless handling of my candy cane—”

      “Not a euphemism.”

      Swat. Okay, I deserved that.

      “And your pouting, you earned an additional fifty. That’s a hundred and fifty altogether. You’re going to take thirty of those with this.”

      He shows me the lexan paddle which is thick and will at least be kind of thuddy due to that? I hope?

      “Thirty with this…” He swaps the lexan out for a thick, short rubber paddle that looks like it could do some serious damage if a person swung it hard enough.

      “Thirty with this…” A thick leather strap with a wooden handle, fine.

      “Thirty with my belt…” God have mercy on my soul, I might orgasm from that. There’s something especially filthy about being hit with Daddy, I’m sorry, Father Christmas’s belt.

      “And thirty with this.”

      He picks up the cane from where it had still been resting across my back.

      Son of a bitch.

      I mean, I’ve taken more than that before, with implements I like less, but it's going to be a special torture if he keeps edging me in between which I expect him to be devious and sadistic enough to do. Whose bright idea was this again? Oh right, this is precisely the thing I was fantasizing about when he caught me masturbating. And instead of embarrassing me and staying on the other end of the club from the weird girl who was totally going to rub one off on a spanking horse when she thought no one would be the wiser, my dream is coming true. Fine.
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      I have laid one hundred twenty strokes across Holly’s perfect ass. And I have not been taking it easy. Certainly not the hardest I’ve ever hit a woman but given how many she’s taken and that we’ve never played together before? Pretty damn impressive. As is her lexicon of non-swear-words curses.

      In the past hour and a half or so, I’ve been called “You little drummer boy,” “Good King Wenceslas,” and “Rudolph, you red nosed reindeer.” Not to mention she’s yelled “O Holy Night,” “Partridge in a pear tree,” “Frosty the snowman,” and “Oh, Christmas Tree,” a few times each. Makes me laugh every damn time, even though I’ve warned her that if I lose count we’ll have to start over again. Bratty little thing—despite her very vocal protests—doesn’t actually seem to care. Possibly because between each implement, I’ve worked her to the edge of orgasm.

      I’m on my knees now, lapping at her pussy with my tongue and she tastes better than any hot cider, any egg nog, any mulled wine I’ve ever had. Just as I feel her start to quake, surefire sign she’s headed to a climax, I stop with a hard crack of my hand to her bright red butt cheek. She’s going to have some bruises, and I suspect she’ll enjoy them in the coming days. Right now, though?

      “I hope your chestnuts roast on an open fire!”

      This woman is going to kill me. Kill me with fun when I thought I was going to have a cold night in my lonely house on a holiday that’s supposed to be all light and warmth and family. This is pretty great and I hope when it’s over, she’ll feel the same way.

      “You are the sassiest elf I have ever come across, you know that?” I twist the long rope of her ponytail around my fist and pull her head back while I press into her from behind. I’m still wearing my jeans but by the way she moans I know she can feel my erection through the fabric. Know she wants it. Know she wants me. Un-be-freaking-lievable.

      “You like me sassy.”

      “So what if I do, little elf? You still have to pay the price.”

      I bite her neck and she squirms and cries out.

      “Just thirty more, you can do it. I know you can. Right? You can take those last thirty stripes for me can’t you, Holly?”

      She nods as well as she can with my hand still wrapped in her hair, and makes a desperate noise. “Yes. Yes, Santa, I’ll do it for you.”

      Whiny and needy, she’s so lovely and desperate. She’s not fooling me with her sass. She’s on the edge and I fully intend to push her off it. There’s only one last thing to add before I do.

      “Good girl. Just one last ornament to deck your halls with before you take your caning.”

      She groans and buries her head into the padded length of the bench.

      I grab a few things from the diminishing pile on the table and walk behind her so she’ll be able to hear what I’m doing but not see. First I rip open a condom packet and roll the latex over the plug. She won’t know, but it’s green and looks eerily like a Christmas tree. Next I flip the cap on the lube and get the plug good and slick. It’s slim, more something to make her feel penetrated and vulnerable than stretched, so I don’t bother with fingers, but slowly work the length of it into her ass.

      “That’s it, sweetheart. Relax. This is easy, you can take it.”

      And she does with just a little more coaxing. Wet and squirmy and desperate, making little noises nearly non-stop, almost on the verge of tears and orgasm, Holly is a glorious mess. I can’t wait to shatter her, send her wits and feelings scattering all over until she’s like a sky full of stars.

      “There you go. Last thirty now.”

      She nods and sniffs, and closes her eyes. Gorgeous thing.

      There’s something almost zen about striking someone with a cane. The envisioning of where you mean to strike, the bouncing test strokes that make your bottom cringe and attempt to breathe, and then the stripe itself, laid across yielding flesh, and met with a gasp or a cry, possibly a croaked out number. I’m not going to make Holly count, not tonight, but sometime. Oh, yes, sometime.

      Sometime if she hasn’t changed her mind by morning and realizes this was revenge taken against Aaron for humiliating and abandoning her. Sometime if she does the actual math and figures out that yes, she is literally half my age and while that might not mean much if anything inside the walls of the club, it will sure as hell mean something if we take our relationship outside of them. I shouldn’t worry about that now. I need to focus because canes require that; they aren’t casual implements. They’re precise and can be downright brutal in their precision, which is one of the reasons they make my mouth water. I won’t be brutal with Holly, but I do want to make her cry, want to taste her tears as they slide down her face, hold her as she clings to me because that’s what she’ll do when it’s all over. And I’ll give her whatever she needs, whatever she asks. It’s only fair when she’s trusted me with her wants and needs, with her body, and her mind.

      The first ten stripes make her tremble and choke, the second ten are harder, make her gasp and try to close in on herself except there’s nowhere for her to go, bound as she is.

      I shush her and soothe her, run my hand over the gorgeous marks I’ve already made, and tell her, “Ten more. Ten more and you’re all done, my Christmas angel. That’s it. That’s all you have to take. You can cry if you need to, I’m not going to stop unless you safe out.”

      She nods, her movements jerky and her breath uneven almost as though she’s crying without tears. I want them from her, want to break her, want to help her release all those feelings I think she keeps bottled up behind her perky smiles and that sass. Is it so bad to want to destroy a woman if you also want to help her put herself back together afterward? I hope not.
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      Ten. That’s all I have left. I can take ten of anything. Right? Thoughts are blinking in and out of my head like twinkle lights on the fritz and I’m so scattered there’s no way in hell I could sing the twelve days of Christmas. Thank Yukon Cornelius Cal didn’t come up with that special brand of torture. He’d be beating my ass all night. As it is, I’m on the verge. There’s a strange pride for me in not having cried yet. But also a desperate need for him to make me? Because if he’s strong enough to make me cry, surely he’s strong enough to hold me afterward, right? Tell me I made him happy, tell me I’m strong, tell me—if I’m being honest—that I’m perfect.

      I’m sure there are lots of therapists out there who would say this is pretty messed up, but I’ve been feeling like I disappointed a lot of people lately. Maybe if I can please Cal, it will take some of the sting away. Even as he bruises me to do it.

      He hasn’t asked me to count, thank goodness, but I try to keep track anyway—I have to count on my fingers though because I can’t hold a thought in my head long enough to get to the next number. Perfect, for a girl who can’t stop thinking. I literally cannot.

      The first of the last round of strokes lands and it makes me suck air through my teeth, makes my eyes water as I stick my thumb out to keep count. Nine left.

      The next one makes me cry out and pull at my bonds. Fuck that hurts, but I won’t swear, won’t give him the satisfaction. But nor do I have enough brain cells to come up with a clever Christmas-themed retort.

      Another forces an agonized noise through my teeth and has me quaking. Seven more. That’s what my fingers say.

      It feels like a stripe of fire is branded across my ass cheeks and then the heat radiates out, and Christ that hurts. It hurts, and it hurts so much I don’t even know what to do.

      Cal, that sadistic bastard, changes up the rhythm of how he’s been striking me, and that more than anything might drive me to tears. It’s not fair. I can handle this if he’s fair, but if he’s not…

      Fuck.

      Four left. Only four.

      On four, a tear escapes through my lashes and I whimper.

      On three, I don’t try to hold back. It hurts, it fucking hurts and I’ve had enough.

      On two, I’m trying to breathe around my tears and on the last one, the very last one, where he aims at precisely the most painful sensitive spot, that delicate skin between ass and thigh, and I scream. Scream for everything that hurts, and cry for everything I want, everything I’ve lost, everything that’s bruised me lately.

      I think I hear the cane clatter to the floor, but I don’t know for sure. The next thing I know for sure is that Cal is murmuring to me softly and then I’m in his embrace, freed from the cuffs and the rope that bound me. I wrap my arms around his neck and cry into his shoulder while he holds me and tells me I’m beautiful and strong and, Jesus fuck, perfect. It’s enough to drag more tears out of me—not that he’ll be able to tell the difference. I don’t want him to know the difference. Let him think I’m the cute girl at the kink club, not the girl who isn’t good enough, not the girl who disappoints everyone.

      “Oh, sweet Holly. You’re okay, you’re okay. That was quite the beating for a little elf to take.”

      Cal presses a kiss to the top of my head and it’s almost too much to take. What is actually too much to take is that he hefts me into his arms and carries me over to a couch in the lounge area and settles me on his lap.

      When I can breathe well enough, I start to kiss his neck. He smells like sweat and effort with the lingering scent of soap, and he tastes like salt and human skin. Musky and perfect because he spent all that effort on me. He could have been anywhere tonight but he came here.

      It’s too much to think about so I crawl into his lap in a straddle and kiss him on the mouth. Use the sleeves of my dress to wipe away the tears he hasn’t, and grind my ass into his denim-clad thighs. It hurts and it burns and it makes me feel alive. The thick stand of his hard cock that’s between my thighs also makes me feel alive.

      He wants me, and I want him back and maybe I should, I don’t know. Kris his Kringle. Trim his tree. Ginger his bread. I don’t know, some sort of clever Christmas euphemism for sex that I’m too kink-addled to think of at the moment.

      “I want to fuck, Cal. You promised.”

      “I did, and we can, if you’re sure.”

      “I am. Condoms?”

      I’m on the pill, but I always double-down.

      He grabs a strip from the table and I lunge for his pants. Seems unfair somehow that he’s gotten to touch me as he liked for the past few hours but I’ve barely touched him at all. I’m going to make up for it now by covering him like a blanket of new-fallen snow. I get his jeans unzipped and reach through his boxers for his cock, pull it out and stroke it. Nice. Thick, heavy, and hot in my hand, Cal’s head drops back and for once I’m the one making him groan.

      “Fuck, Holly.”

      “Yes, that’s the idea.”

      The brain cells that abandoned me during my “punishment” are back and everything seems buzzy and extra bright, like I’m one of those houses people drive by during the holidays to see the massive amounts of lights and decorations. Not exactly classy but fun as hell. I’ll take it. Not bothering to be sexy, I slip a condom on him and then lever up on my knees, angling his cock until I can sink down and let him fill me. I’d nearly forgotten about the plug in my ass but I’m reminded now because I do feel full, so very full and satisfied. Except not, because this jolly happy soul has not seen fit to make me come yet and I’m dying.

      Except now, now, yes, I’m going to climax if it is the last thing I do. Just call me all ye faithful, because I am going to come.

      I ride Cal like a sleigh, kissing him, scoring his skin with my nails, grinding my ass into the jeans he still has on until I feel it. That climax that’s eluded or rather been stolen from me throughout the past several hours and now I’m going to fucking take it.

      Cal must feel me getting close because he winds a fist in my hair, grabs my ass with his other hand, and that’s all it takes—that extra yank on my scalp, the sharp bite of pain of his fingertips digging into my harshly beaten backside. I come, the orgasm overtaking me and making me cry out and shudder. I see stars behind my eyelids as I sink my teeth into his shoulder and I feel the pulse of Cal’s climax as he thrusts unevenly inside me.

      “Yes,” I chant, “Yes, yes yes. Cal, yes.”

      And Cal? He makes this divinely masculine, deafening roar, and holds me as tight as I’ve ever been held.
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      I’m too old for this shit. This shit being sleeping on a worn out couch that should’ve been replaced years ago but this is a kink club so we’ve got different priorities for our furniture. No way a couch is getting replaced when we could get another St. Andrew’s cross or spanking bench or stocks or whatever.

      I ache all over, and I can’t imagine what Holly must feel like. Holly, who’s snuggled up against me, still dead to the world in a sweet slumber. She’s…

      She’s so perfect it makes me ache more than sleeping on this couch has and that’s no small feat. I like her. A lot.

      Not just because she’s young and beautiful, which she sure as hell is, but because she’s funny and kinky as all get out, open and brave and smart, and kind. She’d keep me on my toes for sure, and I like the idea of it. Being challenged by her all day and challenging her right back at night. That’d be nice.

      It’s light out now, and I can hear the plows running outside. I could wake her up and take her home but… Maybe it makes me a coward and maybe it makes me selfish but I want to keep her here like this as long as I can. Like this she won’t change her mind about me, like this she won’t make excuses and avoid me when we see each other. Like this, she won’t have regrets.

      There’s a distant thud but it’s probably just someone next door. The club shares a building with a self-storage place because we’re classy like that, and people are always coming and going at odd hours. Says the guy who is here at the odd hours to see them. Whatever. I’ll just enjoy whatever sliver of time I have left to hold Holly.

      Except that the noises are coming closer and then a familiar voices booms out, “Ho, ho—holy shit!”

      Holy shit is right. That’s Joanna. As in the owner of the club, as in Holly’s boss, Joanna. And while it’s definitely not against the rules for staff to get involved with members, I doubt Joanna was expecting quite this scene.

      Holly’s jolted awake in my arms and I have to hug her tight to keep her from falling off the couch. She’s got enough bruises on purpose, doesn’t need to add to the tally with ones she didn’t ask for.

      After she’s no longer in danger of taking a header into the floor, Holly sits up, clutching a blanket to her chest because yeah, we slept naked. And it was great. Although now…significantly less great.

      “Joanna. I am so, so—”

      “Naked. Which is fine, people are naked here all the time, but not usually during daylight hours. And it’s—Hi, Cal.” I offer a wave of my hand and the most ridiculously awkward smiles to have ever been smiled. “We don’t have sex in the club, Holly, you know that.”

      “I do, and I’m sorry, we got—”

      “You know what? I don’t need to hear about it. You’re going to clean everything up, no one will be the wiser and we’ll all keep our mouths shut about this, right? You’re sure as hell not the first person to fuck at work and you won’t be the last. At least you’r not in food service. Just, yeah. Okay. Unless you need a ride, I’m going home now. I just came by to make sure you were okay since you weren’t answering your phone and the roads are clearish.”

      “I think we’re good,” Holly says, as she scoots away from me and I suddenly feel cold, and not just because she took all the covers.
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      Holly

      

      The ride to my house is excruciating. Cal is kind and solicitous and stops trying to talk to me when he senses I don’t want to. He’s really…I don’t know. He’s really kind of perfect. And that’s scary as hell. What would someone steady and stable as Cal want with someone like me who meant to go to grad school and ended up working at a kink club instead? And then didn’t have enough self-control to wait until she got home to masturbate? It’s my fault too for not answering Joanna’s calls so she walked in and found us naked which was mortifying for everyone involved. For fuck’s sake.

      He’s just trying to be nice, I know it. Same way he was just trying to be nice when he came to pick me up from the club in the first place.

      I must seem so young and foolish and impulsive to him. Which I suppose I am. At least I got one of the best scenes of my life out of the deal? And the marks he left me with are no joke. They’ll linger for a week at least and I’ll be able to admire them in the mirror, press against them to make them come alive for days. Though not for nearly as long as I’ll feel embarrassed about what I’ve done. Which will be approximately forever.

      Finally, Cal pulls up to my house and stops, puts the truck in park but doesn’t turn it off. Course not. It’s not like he wants to come in.

      “Do you want me to stay and help you shovel out?”

      I shake my head. I don’t want any more of his kindnesses, I can’t take any more of his strength and his goodness and his, jeez, even now I can’t stop thinking about the solidness of his body. He’d even look hot shoveling snow.

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll take a nap and it’ll give me something to do this afternoon. You should get home. You probably need a nap too.”

      I offer him as much of a smile as I can muster but I know it doesn’t reach my eyes.

      “Thanks for the ride, though, and for last night. It was really fun.”

      And then I let myself out of his truck, my boots sinking into the snow and trudging my way up the front walk until I reach my front door that I open with shaky fingers. I don’t look back before closing the door and putting my back to it, slipping down to the floor on the inside, feeling like a blubbery mess.

      Ugh. I don’t usually drop this hard or this fast but it’s been a… Jeez, it’s been less than twelve hours. It’s been a real half a day, all right? The endorphin rush is over, I’m embarrassed about my behavior last night, and now I’ll be spending Christmas Day alone because I needed another reminder of how pathetic I am, visions of my time with Cal dancing in my head like fucking sugar plum fairies. It was nice while it lasted. Really nice.

      I haul myself off the floor, kick off my boots, unwind my scarf, and toss it and my coat on the coat rack. A shower sounds really nice right about now.

      But as I’m about to head up the stairs, my doorbell sounds and there’s knocking. No, not really knocking, more like pounding at my door.

      I probably forgot something in Cal’s truck and because he’s a nice person, he’s bringing it to me.

      But when I open the door, it is to Cal, but not with my phone charger or anything like that. It’s Cal with his hat literally in his hands.

      “Holly. I…I’m not sure what’s going on, and if you tell me to go away, I will. Just like I promised. I’ll be polite to you at the club but I won’t seek you out and I’m not going to tell anyone what happened if you’re embarrassed about it. About me. But on the off chance you’re acting like this not because you have regrets but because you think I do? I just needed for you to know you’re wrong.”

      His declaration lights me up inside, but he doesn’t stop there.

      “I was wrong, last night, when I said I thought there could be something between us. Wrong in the direction of I know there is. I think you’re great. I’ve never had such good chemistry with a play partner, and I’ve never had so much fun. I like your sass, I love the sounds you make, you’re sharp and funny which is a lethal combination when I’m trying to role play an angry Santa. How do you expect me to keep straight face when you keep making Christmas puns? Wasn’t easy.”

      He smiles at me, hope on his handsome face and it makes my heart grow three sizes, like the goddamn grinch. It’s not even fair what this man can do to my heart and it’s been half a day. What could he do to it with a whole one? A week? A month? A year? I don’t know, but I kind of want to find out.

      “Cal, I—”

      “It’s fine. If you don’t feel the same way, it’s fine. I just wanted you to know.”

      He shrugs and I can’t find words. I can’t find words so instead I grab the lapels of his coat and use them to keep my balance while I step in my stocking-feet onto his boots. They’re a little snowy, but not as snowy as my porch and this puts us on a bit more even footing.

      “I do. I do feel the same way. That meant everything to me last night and not just because you made me feel good, which you did. Really, really good. You’re kind and decent and handsome and for you to think good things about me, it…” I swallow because it hurts to say out loud. “It makes me think they might be true and I’ve been feeling pretty crap about my prospects lately. Love yourself and all that, but sometimes it helps to have a really fucking awesome mirror to show you some of the good things about yourself you forgot, you know? I thought you’d be embarrassed by me, that you’d see I’m just some silly girl who it was fun to fuck and that was it. And I can be kind of a mess when I get stuck inside my head. But I like you, Cal. A lot. And I want to see where this might go, if you want to go with me.”

      I squeal when he scoops me up because my ass is sore like whoa, but it feels good too. A reminder of everything we did last night, a tease of everything we might do. Along with the snow that’s still blindingly white and covering everything, and the crisp clean smell of it all, it feels like possibility, like hope.

      “I’d go anywhere with you,” he murmurs into my ear and that’s got to be the best Christmas present a girl could ask for.
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      Thank you for reading ON THE TWELFTH NIGHT OF KINKMAS!

      Ready for a steamy new series…

      I like my men the way I like my drinks: tall, stiff, with a few aches the only proof I pounded them the night before. I don’t do relationships. I don’t do romance. I do kinky AF strangers I never speak to again. Or I did, until Cris Ardmore comes along.Handsome, charming, and cooks almost as well as he f*cks—which is to say phenomenally—Cris makes me want to break all my carefully cultivated rules. I don’t want to like him and I definitely can’t afford to trust him. Not after what happened the last time I fell in love. The only thing Cris is supposed to be in charge of during our dirty weekends is my body, he needs to keep his too-talented hands off my heart.

      ONE CLICK ALPHA IN THE SHEETS (THE AFTER HOURS SERIES) >
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      Growing up in the mountains of Wyoming Trina and Dean had been childhood friends until the

      bitter feud between their families drove them apart. When the magic of Christmas Eve tips the

      star-crossed lovers together year after year, will they be able to  make sure this holiday is not their last?
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      December 24, 2001

      8:05 PM

      

      It was snowing. An icy, dry snow, and in the porch light the drifts on the steps in front of Trina Crawford looked like piles of diamonds.

      Oh, if only…

      Trina pulled her gloved hands into her pink coat and blew into the sleeves. The blast of heat from her breath was a quickly fading comfort. So was the thought of diamonds.

      Nothing is going to help me. Nothing.

      “Enjoying the view?”

      The voice made her jump. It wasn’t her mom's voice, which was the one she wanted to hear, but it was a really nice voice all the same.

      “Dean?”

      “In the freezing flesh.”

      Dean McKenzie came out of the dark at the edge of the house, wearing his serious snow gear. He must have driven an ATV the back way over the creek that ran along the border between their families’ properties.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, though she didn’t really care why he was here. It was like taking a sip of water only to realize how totally thirsty you are.

      Seeing Dean was like that. She was never lonely until he showed up.

      “My mom said your mom left. I figured you might want some company.” That was pity on his face. He tried to hide it, because he was her friend and he knew she hated pity, but she could still see it.

      “She’s coming back.” Trina had to say that. She had to believe it. Otherwise it was just her and her dad forever, and she couldn’t wrap her head around a future so crappy.

      “Totally.” He nodded, definitively on her side as he had been for the sixteen years they'd been friends. “But maybe…you want some company?”

      “That’d be awesome.” She shifted over on the blanket she’d placed between her numb butt and the wooden porch.

      “I brought you some supplies.”

      “Supplies.”

      “Yeah, you know. Stakeout supplies.”

      “You think me sitting here is a stakeout?”

      “Sit-in?” He collapsed next to her. “Strike?” Their arms touched for a moment, and even through the layers of their coats she could feel his arm—or thought she could—and that was enough to make her twitch away.

      Jenny at school said that she and Dean broke up because Dean was secretly in love with Trina. Which was ridiculous. They were neighbors. Friends. And not at all into each other. Not like that.

      And besides, their dads would KILL them. Like kill them dead. If they ever got together.

      In fact, it would make her father so angry she actually considered dating Dean, just to watch Dad register any kind of emotion in her direction.

      “Well,” Dean said. “Whatever it is. You need some food.” He handed her a plastic bag full of fancy party food: shrimp (gross!), olives (yay!), little cubes of cheese. Toothpicks sticking out of some of the stuff had pierced the bag, and olive juice was everywhere. “And I hope you’ll notice, I remembered you’re a vegetarian and didn’t bring you the elk sliders. Even though they were awesome.”

      “This is so nice, thank you,” she said, ignoring the shrimp.

      “And here’s something to drink.”

      He opened the thermos in his hand and steam poured out. Hot chocolate and something minty. Probably schnapps.

      Even better.

      “Thanks.” She took a sip, and the heat and the booze burned down her throat.

      “Where’s your dad?” Dean asked, stretching his long legs out in front of him. He opened the neck of his snowmobile suit and she saw a glimpse of a black tie.

      He’d come right from the party. With olives. It was such a nice thing. Like…maybe one of the nicest things anyone had ever done for her.

      “Inside.”

      “Really?” For a second he looked panicked. Seriously, that’s how ridiculous it was between their fathers.

      “Don’t worry, he’s passed out in the den. After he and Mom fought, he didn’t stay awake long enough to watch her go.”

      “She’s left a lot of times before.”

      She didn’t have to say that this one felt different. It was Christmas Eve, after all. What kind of mom would drive away on Christmas Eve unless she meant it?

      More booze seemed in order. Lots more booze. The heat and alcohol didn’t burn this time. She could feel it spreading through her body, a stream of light warming her fingers and knees and the tip of her nose. “She told me I was old enough now. That when I graduate in May, I can leave. Just like her. And never come back.”

      “Nice.”

      She laughed at his sarcasm. “Parents of the year, I tell you.” A coyote howled, and they both turned toward what was left of the McKenzie property, which ran on the other side of the creek.

      “Your dad worried about that coyote?” he asked.

      “I have no idea.” Her dad never told her anything. He used to talk to Dean about that stuff. Coyotes and high pastures and grazing yields. Dean had once been the son her father never had. “You know, I never told you how sorry I was that he fired you.”

      “Sure you did. Like eight hundred times.”

      “Well, I’m still sorry.”

      “It was ages ago,” Dean said. Dean’s family had sold off most of their herd, and Dean had been working summers for Dad since the minute he’d been able to sit on a horse and drive an ATV. Which was roughly about five minutes after being born.

      “It was two summers ago,” she reminded him. It had been during the bright white-hot months of the fight between their fathers. “And it sucked.”

      “It did. I liked that job.”

      “Sometimes I think you were born in the wrong century.” She was loose from the booze and no food.

      He gave her side-eyes.

      “I mean it in a good way,” she clarified. “Like you would have been so happy in the old west, where there were tons of jobs on the land and you could just ride your horse and sleep under the stars and eat beans.”

      He laughed. “Well, I hate beans, but the rest of it sounds good. But there’s still plenty of work to do in this century.”

      “What are you going to do this summer?”

      “I have pre-acceptance at Laramie Tech. Land Management.”

      “You didn’t tell me that!” she cried.

      He could blame his pink cheeks on the wind or the cold, but she knew the truth. And the truth was that big, bad, tough guy Dean McKenzie—blushed. “Well, it’s not Stanford—”

      “Stop,” she whispered. “Don’t do that. That’s exactly the program you wanted, and you worked hard to get there. It’s awesome. What did your dad say?”

      “That it was a miracle.” Dean kicked snow off the toe of his boot. Trina's Mom once said that Dean and his dad, Eugene, fought like cats in a bag. And it was true, they couldn't be in the same room without turning on each other.

      Dean didn't want what his father had. Not the money or the power. None of it. And Eugene could not understand that and so the fights were epic.

      Sometimes Trina didn't know who had it worse, her with her father and their long icy silences or Dean and his dad who clashed and fought and exploded against each other all the time.

      It was a crappy toss-up.

      “Screw him.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” Dean tipped the flask to his lips and took a long pull. “Luckily, Laramie is far away and I’ll never have to come back here if I don’t want to.”

      “Hear, hear,” she said, and took a swig when he handed the flask back to her.

      The wind blew past the porch, and she couldn’t control her full-body shiver.

      “You’re freezing,” he said.

      “I’m fine,” she lied. But Dean got up off the blanket and wrapped the part he’d been sitting on around her. And then he tugged her against his chest, her cheek against the scratchy fabric of his camouflage snowmobile suit.

      Her eyes went wide. She held her breath, both trying and not trying to feel his body beneath the layers between them. But she felt stupid and awkward. Heavy and stiff, like she’d suddenly turned into a mannequin.

      She tried to pull away, because she didn’t know how to do that—how to lean back against Dean like it meant nothing. Because she didn’t know what she wanted it to mean. Or if it meant something to him.

      Basically, she just didn’t lean back against guys.

      “Just…relax,” he muttered, pulling her close, holding her still.

      She sighed and did as he asked. In stages, she just let him hold all her weight and all the worry on her back, and after a while, after all the awkwardness faded away, it just felt really good. To just let him hold her up. He was big. He was strong.

      He could handle it.

      Dean was the one person in her life with whom she didn’t have to hide all her garbage.

      “It’s Christmas Eve,” she said, staring up at the snow falling from a coal-black sky.

      “Yep.”

      “Won’t your family miss you? I mean the party?”

      “The McKenzie Christmas Eve Extravaganza will go on just fine without me. Besides, Josh is home.”

      “How is your brother?”

      “Still managing to breathe despite having his head up Dad’s butt.”

      It was almost impossible to believe that Dean and Josh were brothers, except they looked nearly identical. They were just so different. Dean lived in his body and in his smile, and he was a pretty decent guy. Josh lived in Skeletor’s Snake Mountain with the rest of the bad guys.

      “Thanks for the food,” she said, holding up the little bag. An olive fell out of one of the holes from the toothpicks, and she put it in her mouth.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t score any of the yule log. It hadn’t gone out yet.”

      Man, she did like the yule log.

      “Did you play?” She wiggled a piece of cheese out of the bag.

      “Yeah. Mom begged.” He sighed. “It’s not the same without you, though. ‘Silent Night’ just isn’t as pretty without the piano.”

      “I miss that party.”

      “No way,” he laughed. “It’s the one nice thing about our parents not being friends anymore. You don’t have to sit through that party.”

      She glanced up at the black, black sky and kept her mouth shut. He just wouldn’t understand how much she used to look forward to Christmas Eve. She’d loved that party. Loved that little half hour in the middle when she and Dean would play Christmas carols.

      “Can I ask you something, Trina?” he said after a while.

      “Sure.”

      “If your mom doesn’t come back…what are you going to do?”

      “Stay out of my dad’s way, not that that will be hard. And then, after I graduate, I’m going to leave and never come back.”

      “Never?”

      “Not ever.”

      He was quiet for a long time, and Trina sat up to look at him. He gave her a quick smile, then looked back out over the glittering snowdrifts to the red lights of the cars on the highway in the far distance.

      People leaving, going someplace else. Someplace better. That’s what she thought when she looked out at those lights.

      I want to be there, she thought. Tires on the road, this town in her rearview mirror.

      “You?” she asked.

      “Same. We gotta get outta Dusk Falls, Trina. Or they’ll poison us.”

      Their parents and this stupid feud between them. All over that patch of land at the boundary of their properties. The same patch of land Dean had ridden the ATV over to get here. The land with the coyotes.

      “Tell me something good,” she said. Having pulled away from Dean, she now wanted nothing more than to lean back against him. But by shifting away she felt like she’d sort of given up her claim.

      “My butt is numb.”

      “Mine too,” she laughed. “And I don’t think that’s good.”

      “Remember the year the Christmas tree fell over at the party?”

      “And smashed into the ice sculpture? Of course I remember. The look on your mom’s face…” She attempted to recreate it. A kind of slow motion horror/panic silent scream.

      “That’s actually not too bad,” he said.

      “Thank you. I’ve been working on impressions. Want to see my dad?” She dropped every ounce of expression from her face and stared out, unseeing, into the distance and pretended to drink a beer.

      “Uncanny,” he breathed.

      “Well if this law thing doesn’t work out, it’s good to know I have something I can fall back on.”

      “You know what I remember?” he asked. “About that party?”

      “That we were picking pine needles out of the cheese tray for like hours?”

      “No. Though that was funny. I remember how you, like… spun my grandma around so she wouldn’t see it and then distracted her.”

      “I asked her about how she ran the ranch during the war when your grandfather was overseas.”

      Dean looked down at her, and for a long moment Trina wasn’t sure what was happening. It seemed, sort of, like he might…might be thinking about kissing her. Not that she was totally sure of what that looked like. Her track record would indicate that she was not a girl that guys tried to kiss. Brian Goser kissed her last year, but he’d looked like he had a stomachache.

      And the kiss had kind of given her one.

      Dean looked intense, and his bright blue eyes were dark, and he was breathing hard. Every exhale turned into a plume of smoke around his head.

      And he looked like a man. And he made her feel—not at all like a kid. When he looked at her that way, she felt different.

      Like a woman? Was that what this feeling was? Her skin felt too small to hold her. Her blood was hot in her veins and all she wanted, all she wanted in the world was to taste him.

      His skin. His lips.

      Just a little.

      Just a lot.

      But then he glanced away and the moment cracked like a thin layer of ice over the creek. “Well, Grandma loved to talk about that.”

      “She would have lost her shit if she saw that tree down,” Trina said, totally discomfited by what she’d imagined on his face. Embarrassed by how badly she wanted…what she wanted. Ridiculous. The cold was getting to her.

      “Luckily she’s deaf as a post and didn’t hear it fall.”

      “And you and your mom—you were like, superhuman cleaning that up.”

      “It’s what Mom and I are good at,” Dean agreed. “Cleaning stuff up.” He took a swig from the flask and then handed it back over to Trina. She took another sip. The flask was nearly empty, and she was much warmer. Because of the booze. Because he was here.

      What would I do if he wasn’t here? she wondered. And the endlessness of her life here blended hard with the endlessness of Wyoming. With her father’s land. And for a minute she couldn’t breathe. It was as if all the space…the distance, it pulled at her, picking apart her seams. And if she didn’t leave—didn’t concentrate really hard on who she was and who she wanted to be—she’d lose herself here.

      She’d just bleed into the air and the snow and mountains. The coyotes would take off with her.

      “My mom’s not coming back.” There was no use in pretending. No point.

      “No. She’s not.”

      “It’s just me and Dad now,” she said, her throat tight.

      “You got me,” he said. “I’m here, too.”

      “Thank you.” The tears she wouldn’t let fall were blinding her. Burning her eyes. But she held onto them. Held onto the pain. Stitching it into her skin, another thing that would keep her from getting lost in all this space. She was the inverse of Virginia Woolf, loading her pockets with rocks so she’d sink.

      Dean curled his hand around her shoulder and pulled her back into him.

      And she was so happy to rest back against him. The scratchy camouflage snowmobile suit couldn’t totally hide his warmth, the sturdy, solid feel of him. And she relished it.

      “You want to leave?” she asked. “We could go to Holly’s.” Holly’s was a bar on the edge of town that didn’t card, or at least didn’t card the two of them. And she was always open on Christmas Eve.

      “No, I’m good.”

      “Freezing your ass off on my porch?”

      “Yep.”

      Oh, God, Dean.

      “Tell me how you’re going to go to Stanford,” he said. “And law school, and save the world from the evil corporations.”

      “Well, first I’m going to get a cape.”

      “Good idea.”

      “I might need a sidekick.”

      “Like a trusty dog or something? A sassy gay best friend?”

      “You’re not gay, are you?” she asked, shocked and tingly from the strange audacity of that question.

      His body shook with a laugh. “Not gay.”

      “Well, that rules you out, doesn’t it?”

      He laughed, and there was a strange quick pressure on the top of her head that she barely registered through the thick yarn of her hat.

      Did he… did he just kiss my head?

      She wished for a moment she was another kind of girl, the kind that was brave and bold and could turn around and kiss him. Right here on her dad’s porch.

      But in the end she was Trina Crawford, and so she just leaned against him and tried as hard as she could to soak up some of his strength.

      To last her. Because they were both leaving Dusk Falls.

      And they were never coming back.

      “Merry Christmas, Dean,” she whispered.

      “Merry Christmas, Trina.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      December 24, 2003

      2:23 pm

      

      To: Tricrawford@hotmail.com

      From: meandean02@hotmail.com

      

      Hey Trina –

      I got your emails. Sorry I didn’t get back to you. It’s been a crazy year. College is good though. Hard. But fun. SO MANY PARTIES!! How about you? Stanford everything you wanted it to be? I hope so. Mom said you stopped by at Thanksgiving. Sorry, I wasn’t there. I’m staying at school for the holiday. Which is a little lonely, but better than being with Dad. Anyway. I’ll try to be better about writing you back. I miss you. And it’s Christmas Eve and I’m suddenly hungry for a yule log. Later – Dean.

      

      December 24, 2005

      7:13 PM

      Trina squeezed into the party through a front door that could barely open.

      “Sorry,” some guy said. He stepped out of the way of the door, but it still didn’t open too far.

      The room was wall to wall with people. This was not the “little holiday thing” Dean had talked about in his email. She’d expected a dinner party. An open house kind of thing.

      “Is this the right place?” Trevor asked. He squeezed in after her and they both stood against the closed door, sweltering in their winter coats and scarves. The cake box in her hand was suddenly ridiculous.

      “Is this Dean’s apartment?” she asked a girl walking past with two blue plastic cups held up over her head so they wouldn’t get bumped and spilled.

      “Yep,” the girl answered. She tossed back her blonde hair and jerked her chin toward the kitchen. “He’s at the keg.” And then she was gone. Swallowed up by the sea of people.

      “Give me your coat,” Trevor said. “I’ll find a place to stash them.”

      “I’ll… go say hi and get us some beers.”

      They handed the box between them and shrugged off coats, all while elbowing people who didn’t seem to care.

      “Lots of beers,” Trevor said, and kissed her on the cheek as she handed him her jacket. She loved Trevor, she did. He was capable and independent. He wasn’t intimidated by a room full of strangers. He even agreed to come to Laramie for a Christmas Eve party.

      They were going to try and make it romantic. They had a hotel room in town. Dinner reservations for tomorrow. The deal was they could check their phones and emails three times a day. That was it. That was the deal.

      He was perfect. Totally perfect.

      Trina made her way through the throngs of people toward the kitchen. Convincing herself it was all the people, the wall of body heat that was making her hands sweat against the cake box.

      But that didn’t really explain the butterflies in her stomach.

      It had been years since she’d seen Dean, but they’d gotten better about emails. And when he’d emailed and told her about the party, he probably wasn’t expecting her to come. It was undoubtedly just one of those things people say: I’m throwing a Christmas Eve party for some people I work with and friends who aren’t going home. You should come.

      She lived in Northern California, for crying out loud.

      Stuck between the living room and the kitchen, behind some people who were moving the couch to make a better dance floor, she realized how stupid this was.

      She’d travelled hundreds of miles, dragged her boyfriend and brought a freaking cake to some keg party thrown by a guy who probably didn’t even mean the invitation, all because Christmas Eve made her so crazy.

      She turned and began to head back. She and Trevor could go back to the hotel by the highway—

      “Trina?”

      The sound of her old friend’s voice made her smile. She turned back around and there he was, a head taller than everyone in the party.

      “You came!” His smile did not indicate that she was not welcome, that she’d been stupid to drive. His smile told her this party just got better by her being there. No one—not ever—had looked so glad to see her. And it was shockingly intimate. She wasn’t used to seeing someone’s happiness brought on by her.

      “I did!”

      He didn’t have the same problem she did cutting through the crowd—people seemed to make way for him. And quite suddenly, he was there. Right in front of her.

      “Awesome,” he said, and he leaned down a little and she got up on her tiptoes and they hugged. Hard. They never hugged, not even on graduation night when he got so drunk and wanted to egg his own house and she managed to stop him.

      But they were hugging now. He had his arms around her back, lifting her up and into him. She was balancing the cake box behind his head. Totally unexpectedly, she was swept up by some kind of giddy nostalgia, a bright happiness to see him. She’d forgotten how big he was. Or maybe how small she was.

      Because in his arms, she suddenly felt very tiny.

      He smelled slightly of beer and sweat and deodorant and something that reminded her a little of elementary school. Or maybe that was just some kind of Pavlov’s response, since she’d gone to school with him every year from kindergarten to high school.

      The music got cranked up, old Garth Brooks, and someone bumped into them and the hug was over, though Dean kept his hand on her elbow, pulling her and the cake box behind him into the kitchen.

      His hand on her skin felt conspicuous, and she tried to ignore it. But the feeling spread, and soon her whole body felt awkward and strange. Not hers.

      Finally they stopped in a quiet corner near a pantry door. “I can’t believe you came,” he said, smiling down at her.

      “I guess it is a little crazy.”

      “The best kind of crazy,” he said. “What’s in the box?”

      “Something really crazy. Honestly, I’m not sure what I was thinking—”

      “Is it for me?”

      “Yes. I mean, I guess it was for the party. But it’s clearly not that kind of party.”

      He broke the tape on the sides of the box and lifted it.

      Stupid. Such a stupid idea. She closed her eyes and shook her head.

      “This isn’t for me!” He laughed, that fond teasing laugh she’d forgotten about. “It’s for you.”

      “No! It’s—”

      “Awesome,” he said. “I haven’t had a yule log in years. I’ll hide it behind the milk in the fridge so no one will find it.”

      Someone walked past with a full cup of beer from the keg in the corner, and Dean grabbed it from the guy and gave it to her.

      “Dean?” the guy yelled.

      “There’s plenty, Mo. Be gone.”

      Mo was gone. Trina took a sip of beer. And then another.

      Dean went to hide the cake in the fridge and came right back.

      “How have you been?” Dean asked, his dark eyes bright. “How is law school?”

      “Good. Busy. It’s hard, you know. Sometimes harder than I thought. And sometimes harder than I think I can handle, but I just keep going.”

      “You’re not thinking about quitting, are you?”

      She laughed. “No, I never think about quitting law school. Instead I’ve quit sleeping and eating.”

      “I thought you said you had a boyfriend,” Dean said. “How do you have time for him?”

      “He’s pre-med and busier than I am.”

      “Did you bring him?” Dean asked, like he couldn’t wait to meet Trevor. And he meant it, totally genuine.

      “Yes!” she said, standing on her tiptoes, trying to see over the sea of heads. “He’s around here somewhere.” She didn’t see Trevor’s blond curls anywhere and stepped out a little from the small corner so he had a better chance of finding them. “How are you doing?”

      “Same. I mean, not law-school busy, but I graduated—”

      “With honors. Your mom told me. I don’t know why you skip over that part.”

      “Right, well.” He was blushing. She couldn’t see it in the dark, but she knew. “I graduated and now I’m working a few jobs in the area.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      They grinned at each other like fools, and Trina honestly didn’t understand where this tidal wave of affection came from.

      “What about your girlfriend?” she asked.

      “We broke up,” he said. “She was not cool with my busy schedule.”

      She winced.

      “It’s tough,” he said. “But there’s a lot of competition for good jobs. Operations are shrinking in this part of the state, and a lot of guys that have graduated end up working part time in some office somewhere.”

      “Oh you’d die!” she said.

      “Exactly. She did not understand that it was life and death, and she split.”

      “I’m really sorry to hear that.”

      “I will survive.” He flashed that easygoing grin and glanced out at the crowd.

      “I’m sure someone here will ease your pain,” she said with a laugh.

      From nowhere there was a pang in her chest. Not jealousy, not really.

      She had Trevor, after all. And Trevor was perfect.

      But Trevor never looked so happy to see me. Trevor barely looked up from his laptop when I walked in his door.

      Stop, she thought. That’s not fair.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” Dean said. She looked up and met his eyes, and for a second it was like the party was gone. The years were gone.

      And that pang in her chest got worse.

      This is ridiculous, she thought. It’s just the reaction to seeing him again. Memories of some happy times.

      Some bleak awful times, too. But they did not seem to matter in this hot party.

      He leaned in closer and his breath touched her neck, the side of her cheek, and despite the heat the hair stood up on her arms. “I think about you every year at Christmas.”

      “You mean you worry about me every year at Christmas.”

      “That too,” he said.

      His smile was gone and all that remained were those memories of theirs. And something different. Something sharp.

      “There you are,” Trevor said, pushing his way through the crowd into their corner. He smiled at her and then up at Dean. “This is some kind of party, man,” he said.

      “I know,” Dean laughed. “I had no idea so many people would be free on Christmas Eve. I’m Dean.” He and Trevor shook hands and made a little small talk. Trina handed Trevor her beer.

      “I’ll get another one,” she said. She left Trevor and Dean, because she was in a weird place in her head and she didn’t want to compare the two. Because there was no comparing the two.

      Trevor was her supportive, amazing boyfriend, and Dean was a very old friend she hadn’t talked to in years who happened to make her feel…silly, somehow.

      She pumped the keg and sprayed beer into a blue cup.

      There was a sudden pounding on the door, and there was something about that pounding that made Trina’s head come up and look over at Dean.

      Trina had a dog when she was a little girl. King was insane about squirrels. Even when King got old and blind and was allowed to sleep in the house, he’d stand up from his spot at the bottom of Trina’s bed and bark with wild, predatory delight, every time there was a scuttle across the roof or past Trina’s window.

      Dean had a similar look in his eye right now, that for some reason made her think of his father.

      “Is that the cops?” someone asked, and the music was shut down.

      “Nope,” Dean said as he made his way toward the front door.

      Trina put the cup down and followed.

      “What’s up?” Trevor asked.

      She didn’t know. Not for sure. But there was that ‘squirrel’ look in Dean’s eyes.

      The party had shifted, everyone crowding toward the wall, into the corners, and she was able to follow Dean without a problem into the living room.

      Don’t be him, she thought. Don’t be him.

      Dean opened his front door. A big man with silver hair and a blue cashmere coat stood there, giving off enough raging disapproval that half the party was blown right into the bathroom.

      “Who is that?” Trevor asked, coming up beside her.

      Eugene McKenzie.

      “Dean’s dad.”

      “Looks pissed,” Trevor said, finishing his beer. “You want one?”

      Trina shook her head, unable to look away from the train wreck about to happen.

      “It's time to come home," Eugene said, stepping into the room. He nearly had to duck under the door frame. “Your mother is beside herself.”

      “My mother is fine,” Dean said. “And you’re not invited to this party, Dad.”

      People were throwing on coats and streaming past Eugene in a single file line, their heads down, eyes averted.

      Dean didn't seem to notice.

      “You’ve had your fun, your rebellion, but it’s time to grow up, Dean,” Eugene said, pulling off elegant leather driving gloves, one finger at time. “If we leave now, we’ll be back before the Rosemonts get there. They’ve offered you a job. A good one—a better one than you probably deserve.”

      Trina’s hands clenched into fists.

      “I don’t give a shit about the Rosemonts, Dad. Or their job. Or you—”

      Eugene cuffed Dean across the mouth, a sharp, hard openhanded slap that turned Dean’s face sideways.

      Everyone in the party gasped and looked away, embarrassed and freaked out.

      Trina stepped forward, compelled to do something.

      “I think you should leave, Mr. McKenzie,” she said.

      Eugene glanced her way, and did what would have been a comical double-take if the air in the room didn’t have the potential of starting on fire.

      “Trina,” he said, utterly neutral. “I’m surprised to see you here. I would have thought you’d have grown out of your friendship with my son.”

      Before Trina could say anything, Dean was there, stepping up to his father’s chest. “Go, Dad.”

      Eugene didn’t move, and the two of them stared at each other for a long, awful moment.

      Finally Dean shoved him with all his might, and Eugene staggered back against the wall. “I said get out,” Dean yelled. “You’re not welcome here, Dad!”

      Eugene shoved off the wall and looked like he was about to punch Dean, and she got right in the way.

      “Jesus,” she heard Trevor mutter.

      “I think you should leave, Mr. McKenzie,” she said, looking up into his eyes, so much like Dean’s. “Before something you both regret happens.”

      Eugene chuckled and straightened the lapels of his fancy coat. “You’re a disappointment, son,” he said to Dean over her shoulder. “I don’t know why I expect anything different.”

      And then he was gone, the door clicking shut behind him sounding like a slam. Trina turned, braced for the worst from her friend.

      But Dean was just still, and quiet. Blood beading on his lip.

      “Dean?”

      “You shouldn’t have gotten in the middle.”

      “I should have let you two fight?”

      “Yeah.” Dean nodded. “You could have been hurt.”

      “I’m fine. You’re…you’re bleeding.”

      His eyes were dilated and he was clearly ramped up. She wanted to get him out of there, into fresh air where he could walk and yell and get rid of this adrenaline. Somebody came up to him, the Mo guy from earlier, and handed him a shot and a plastic cup of beer.

      “Parents suck, dude,” he said as he gave Dean the drinks.

      Dean sucked back the shot and the beer.

      Trevor was there suddenly. “Everything okay?” he asked, looking anxiously between Trina and Dean.

      “Same as it ever was, man,” Dean said. He took a deep breath and let it out. “It’s a party. So let’s party.”

      Someone cranked the music back up, and now that half the guests had left, there was room to dance and move around. All of which Dean did, with a wild-eyed fervor. He made out with two girls. Disappeared for a while with one of them.

      “I think he’s recovered from that scene with his dad,” Trevor said into her ear when Dean walked back into the living room, clothes disheveled, lips red and swollen.

      He looked like walking sex.

      “Yeah,” she said.

      But he wasn’t recovered.

      And in a room full of friends and people he worked with, she had the feeling she was the only one who knew it.
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      December 24, 2011

      6:43 AM

      

      For a minute, before opening her eyes, Trina Crawford allowed herself to believe she was in her own bed.

      But there was someone else in this one.

      And there had not been a someone else in her bed for a very long time.

      Oh no, what have I done?

      Trina turned her head on the pillow and nearly bumped noses with Dean.

      Dean McKenzie. I did Dean McKenzie.

      She clapped a hand over her mouth, squelching a delighted squeak.

      Maybe this is a dream… just some strange stress-and-coming-back-to-Dusk-Falls-induced dream.

      But when she squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again, Dean was still there. So was the headache pounding behind her eyeballs.

      I slept with Dean.

      His long, angular face was relaxed in sleep, his black hair like great sweeps of ink across the white pillowcase. His mouth, those wide lips—she curled her fingers against the urge to touch them, trace their edges—they’d been soft, softer even than she’d dreamt.

      And she’d dreamt about Dean McKenzie’s lips a lot.

      The second half of her senior year, after that night on her porch. Her first year of college. After breaking up with Trevor after the party, she’d spent several long months counting every opportunity she’d missed with her once-best friend.

      That all ended last night.

      Needing a shot of courage before facing her future—which, oddly enough, looked a lot like her past—she’d stopped at Holly’s on the edge of town, and there was Dean, sitting alone, nursing a beer. Blinking Christmas lights from the mirror over the bar had been reflected in his dark hair.

      Like a Christmas sex fantasy come true.

      After that, all of it—every moment, every breath and touch—had seemed inevitable.

      As if, since their birth, they’d been working their way to this.

      I blame Christmas. And our fathers. I blame Christmas and fathers for everything. Romeo and Juliet have nothing on us.

      Head pounding, she held her breath and slid backward beneath the quilt, the cold air of Dean’s apartment chilling her body inch by inch. Tomorrow she’d analyze every minute of last night: the beers, then the shots, the flirtation, his hand on her hip, her fingers in his hair. That kiss in the hallway near the bathroom.

      “Come home with me, Trina,” he’d whispered. “Haven’t you always wanted to find out what it would be like between us?”

      Because it was Christmas, and Christmas made her crazy. And because yes, she had always wondered, like a million times she’d wondered—she’d kissed him back and she’d said yes.

      And she got her answer—oh boy, did she get her answer. Well, sort of. Some of the details were a little hazy. But between what she remembered and the way her body ached in all the right places in all the right ways, she could jump to some pretty logical conclusions.

      Hot. Together they’d been hot. Incendiary. She was amazed the sheets weren’t scorched from their bodies. But that was another thing she would analyze in the days and weeks ahead. For now she just needed to get out. Get her head together. Find some coffee.

      She got one foot on the ground and forced herself not to recoil back under the warm covers with warm Dean.

      Winter in Dusk Falls, Wyoming was no joke. She’d forgotten in California. It had been nice to forget. She looked up at Dean, sleeping on his side. He had one foot poking out of the bottom of the blankets.

      She’d forgotten a lot. Too much, maybe.

      Naked and shivering, she got up off the mattress Dean had on the floor and looked around for her clothes. She found her jeans. Her sweater. One sock. The cold plank floor creaked under her feet and she paused every time, holding her breath, glancing over her shoulder at Dean, who only sighed and rolled over, revealing his long, pale torso, ridged with muscles. He looked like a marble sculpture.

      But he’d felt like fire.

      She shoved her feet into her boots, ready to sacrifice her new bra and underwear, her other sock. All in order to get out of there before she made more mistakes.

      “I didn’t peg you as the love ‘em and leave ‘em type.”

      Dean was awake.

      Crap.

      And his voice was gruff and warm, with—as usual—a laugh, buried somewhere inside.

      “I didn’t want to wake you up.” She looked down at her boots, like getting them perfectly tight was all that mattered.

      “Right.”

      The tone of his voice made her head snap toward him. Still laughing, but now there was an edge to it. He was sitting up on his mattress, blankets pooled around his waist. His bright blue eyes were lined with dark lashes, and they saw right through her crap.

      They always saw right through her crap. From the minute she discovered her own crap—he was seeing through it.

      “If you’re going to run away, at least have the guts to say it.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      He quirked his eyebrow, and there was no point in trying to lie to him.

      “Okay, I was running away.”

      He leaned back against the wall, shoving his hair off his face. It was long. Longer than she remembered. It made him look like a pirate.

      A sexy, sexy cowboy pirate.

      “It’s all right,” he said, forgiving her rudeness. “You can go if you want.”

      “No,” she sighed. “I…I want to stay. I’m sorry. I just...don't want things to be awkward.”

      "I'm not awkward."

      "Of course you’re not. But the rest of humanity gets a little awkward the morning after drunk monkey sex with a childhood friend."

      "It was pretty hot drunk monkey sex, so I figure there's not much to feel awkward about. But you go right ahead, if it makes you feel better. You want some coffee?”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. So much for awkward.

      “Sure,” she said. “Where is it?”

      But he stood up, shameless and naked. Long and lean and perfect. He pulled on his jeans and the dark long-sleeved henley he’d been wearing last night and stepped over to the little galley kitchen on one wall of the small apartment. The window was still dark and the wind howled outside.

      Outside really didn’t seem like a good idea anymore.

      “Good God, is that the time?” he asked, staring at the clock on the microwave. “Why are you even awake?”

      “Habit,” she said. “I always wake up early.”

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “A little rough. You?”

      “I have some experience down at Holly’s,” he joked. “I know my way around a hangover.”

      He brought her a glass of water and a couple of aspirin.

      “Thank you.”

      Dean’s apartment, conveniently located above Holly’s Bar, for all its bareness was cozy. Kind of library-chic meets lumberjack couture. It was basically one large room. The floors were wide planks of pine. A kitchen with white cabinets on one end, a beat-up brown leather couch and TV on the other and a bed right in the middle. He had a bunch of bookshelves crammed with paperbacks.

      His old guitar sat on a stand, a beat up Gibson acoustic with the pretty mother-of-pearl inlay. “You still play?” she asked. He'd gotten it for his tenth birthday. She'd been there, wearing a Star Wars party hat, when he opened it.

      “When I get a chance. How about you?” he asked, stirring sugar into her mug. The way she liked.

      It took a far tougher woman than her not to melt at that.

      “No. No time for piano.”

      “The party is ruined,” he joked.

      It had been years, but the memories were entirely fresh. Like brand new and crisp. That was how this…crush on him had started. Playing music with him. It was, and probably always would be, one of the most intimate things in her life. Timing, breath, that thin layer of expectation from their parents that had sort of trapped them inside a bubble of shared experience. The creation of something beautiful, even if it was only a slightly offbeat “Silent Night”.

      Honestly, what did it say about her that those were her best childhood memories?

      The mug he handed her said Laramie Tech in yellow letters.

      “Last time I saw you was that Christmas Eve,” she said, shoving her thoughts away from those intimate memories. “That party at your apartment in Laramie.”

      He winced. “When Dad showed up?”

      I have to tell him. This secret, the longer she spent with him, was feeling like a lie.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Has it really been six years since I saw you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You look the same, Trina. Exactly the same. Like time doesn’t move for you.”

      “Oh, it moves.” She laughed. “And you’re just…bigger. The same but bigger.” Okay, Trina, you can shut up now. But of course she didn’t. “You’re like man-sized.”

      And beautiful. All that adolescent promise had been fulfilled, and Dean was one of the handsomest men she’d ever seen.

      Easily the handsomest one she’d ever seen naked.

      Cowboys had way better bodies than accountants. It was fact.

      “Anything else you want to say about my size?” He was laughing at her, so she scowled at him.

      Still laughing, he crouched down in front of the brick fireplace, laid out some dried cedar and started a fire. His shirt slid up in the back and his pants dipped low, and she saw a small swatch of alabaster skin at the small of his back. She felt like a sixteen-year-old ogling a hot guy’s butt.

      She had to look away, or she’d touch him. And she kind of thought that all the touching that was going to happen between them had happened last night.

      By getting out of that bed, she’d given up her claim.

      “I like your place,” she said.

      “Thanks. It’s not much, but Holly let me have it cheap for the winter.”

      She wondered why he needed it cheap, but was afraid to ask.

      A star hung crooked on one of his cupboards. A dark tree sat on a table in the corner, dressed in tinsel and red bulbs.

      “It’s Christmas Eve,” she blurted out. Somehow in the drama and fire of last night she’d forgotten what she’d walked into Holly’s to forget.

      His blue eyes moved over her with intensity, as if he were checking her for injury. Blood, maybe from a wound. But all her wounds were internal. And he already knew about those.

      “You okay?” he asked. For a moment the weight of the memory, of both their memories, was almost too much to bear.

      This is why she’d stayed away for so long. Because it was all too grim. There was nowhere to turn here without running into her failure, the ghost of the scared, trapped kid she’d been. Unloved and left behind.

      On the heels of that came the freezing anger. The urge to push herself away from anyone that could potentially hurt her.

      “Trina?”

      “It’s never a good night.” She turned the mug in her hands, letting the heat seep into her skin. Part of her felt like she’d never thawed from that night. She was still a frozen girl sitting outside in December, waiting for her mom to come home.

      “You ever hear from your mom?” he asked.

      “Yeah. She called once a few years ago.”

      “Once?”

      “I wasn’t interested in forgiving her. I mean…my phone rang one day and it was her, and I’m supposed to just forgive her?”

      “No. But aren’t you curious?”

      “She lives in Denver. She’s married to a dentist, has two step-kids. And she left me. She left me behind like I didn’t matter. So I figure I got all the pertinent details.”

      “Oh my God, Trina—”

      “It’s fine,” she said. Though it wasn’t. Every other day of the year she barely thought about it, but on Christmas Eve, it stung. Hard. And Christmas Eve back here… God, what had she been thinking?

      She stood, unable to sit. The urge to move, to leave, was hard to resist.

      It was so, so hard to stay.

      “Why are we here?” The question sprang from some dark place. A dark place she’d been able to forget about the last few years. She’d buried it under work, endless work. And distance. Miles of it.

      “Well, I live here.” He shot her that cocky grin that made her want to climb inside his lap, his memories, into every joke he had. “And last night you wanted to get laid.”

      "No, I mean, how are we both here? In Dusk Falls? We promised, remember? That we'd never come back?”

      “I remember.” He shrugged. Set his coffee down. Picked it back up. Odd, he seemed nervous. Dean was never nervous. "I don't know, Trina. But we were kids and I think maybe some places are hard to avoid."

      "Right.” The bitterness, the guilt she felt over her choice, it would not be contained and came out as a terrible, rough laugh. "This place shouldn't be one of them. It's nothing but bad memories for both of us."

      "Not all bad.” He waggled his eyebrows and tilted his head toward the bed.

      She laughed, happy to jump onto the raft of easier thoughts. "Not all bad. A little foggy, maybe."

      "You only have yourself to blame. The shots were your idea.”

      "No way," she cried. She was not a shot kind of girl. She was a half a white-wine spritzer at a firm party kind of girl.

      "Hand to God, you wanted tequila." He leaned back against the counter. "So, what are you doing back here? Last night you didn't say.”

      No. Last night she’d avoided the issue.

      “New job," she hedged.

      “Around here?” His happiness actually made her hurt. “I thought when you left for law school in California, we lost you forever.”

      “I couldn’t turn it down.”

      Tell him. Tell him. He’s going to find out sooner or later.

      “Well, I for one am happy to see you.”

      “Yeah.” She smiled at him over the edge of her mug. “You made that clear last night.”

      She’d forgotten one of the most adorable things about Dean. He blushed. Bright pink. Big burly man blushing like that, it was enough to make her take her pants off again.

      “When did you move back here?” she asked.

      “To my palace above a bar?” He spread his arms out wide.

      “No, Dusk Falls. Last I heard you were engaged and living near Laramie.”

      “We broke it off before the wedding. I think she caught on that I was more interested in pissing off my dad than I was in actually being married. So we split—or rather, she split. And last year I...ah…I got a job offer I couldn’t refuse.”

      “Really? You ramrodding somewhere?”

      “Yeah.” He said it casually. But she knew that was all he’d ever wanted, and his family had sold much of their herd and acreage years ago. But still, he’d gone to school and graduated top of his class in land management, despite the narrowing field.

      He’d gotten what he wanted, what he’d worked hard for, what his father both disdained and never thought he could do. He got it.

      And that wasn’t easy in his world. In any world.

      She put her mug down on the edge of a bookshelf and crossed the room to him, like he was gravity and she was a stone at the top of a hill.

      He turned slightly to face her when she came to stand beside him. Both their hips pressed against the counter. Their bodies cupped the air between them. While the cold wind blew against the window, she was safe and warm. With Dean. The world could fall away around them. As long as she had this moment. This now.

      “Hey,” he said, smiling at her.

      “Hey.” She smiled back.

      He ran a finger down her nose. “I remember you.” The fondness in his voice made her feel so special, so wanted. So cared for.

      No person had ever made her feel this way.

      It was like taking a first hit of something very addictive.

      “You are vaguely familiar to me, too.”

      They stood so close that when she took a breath, their bellies touched. Her knee brushed the inside of his leg. His breath in her mouth tasted like coffee.

      It was nearly, so very nearly, too much. And she stood there in this wide puddle of longing and desire and melancholy and happiness and pride and she tried to handle it all. She wasn’t good at that and she started erecting sandbag walls and levees, drainage ditches to divert the feelings she didn’t know how to handle.

      "You angling for more hot monkey sex?"

      "The memories are a bit hazy. They could use some clarification." She ran her hand over his chest, the waffle print of his shirt both rough and soft against her palm. "I'm so glad for you," she whispered. Inexplicably, she felt tears in her throat. "That you're doing exactly what you wanted to do. That you're happy."

      "And what about you?" he asked. "Are you doing exactly what you want to do?"

      "At this minute?” She got lost in the blue of his eyes. "Yes."

      “I missed you, Trina,” he breathed. “A lot. It’s weird going years without a best friend.”

      Instead of answering him, she stood on tiptoe to press a kiss to his lips. Chaste, nearly. Friendly, sort of. It was a kiss with a promise, an edge. And they both leaned hard on that edge, as if savoring it.

      Because this will never happen again. Not ever.

      It was funny how touching Dean, kissing him, felt both entirely new and like she’d been doing it for years. It was a strange kind of magic, the stretch and pull of time. The quality of her fantasies given heft and weight. A wild sense of real.

      Tell him. You need to tell him.

      And she would. In a minute. When she'd gotten her fill of this kiss. This moment.

      Her hand slid up from the edge of his denim onto the warm bare skin under the hem of his shirt. It was so soft. So tender. He worked day in, day out in the weather, but that little patch of skin, right where his spine curved and dipped, that was hidden skin. Secret skin.

      My skin.

      His hand brushed her cheek, slid into her hair. His fingers were thick with calluses and her hair got caught and pulled. It stung. Just enough. Just right.

      “Last night.” He was looking at her, watching her so hard, she could feel his eyes on her and she didn’t quite have the guts to look at him. To see him. Let him see her. “I never thought I would see you again. And you walked into that bar…”

      “I know,” she sighed.

      "No," he told her. "You don't. Not really."

      His words seemed to imply too much and she didn't want to press him further, or try to figure it out, because they were running out of time.

      She pressed her face to his wide chest. Breathing in the scent of him, of sweat and sex, but under that he smelled like warm sheets and cold wind. Winter and fire, all together. And somehow, under that, pencil lead.

      He always smelled like pencil lead.

      The familiarity of it, of him, broke her. She was like that dried cedar, only needing a spark—and he was exactly the right spark. She put her fingers in his hair, clenched the silky black strands in her fist and pulled him down to kiss her.

      It was like last night all over again. Friends to lovers in no time. She was breathing hard into his mouth, standing up on her toes. Running her hands over as much of his body as she could touch, she cataloged all his textures: soft, silky, rough, sharp. He had scars on his forearms from countless run-ins with barbed wire and scared calves, and for some reason she couldn’t leave those scars alone.

      They were so entirely him.

      Groaning, he lifted her by her waist and spun, shoving her against the plate drying rack. She pushed it into the sink. Consumed by his mouth, by his heat, she didn’t even flinch when something broke. He pulled her sweater up and over her head, his lips leaving hers for the barest second before he was back, licking into her mouth, tasting her like he’d tasted her last night. Completely.

      There was no hiding from him like this. He meant to see and taste and touch all of her. And she'd never in her life had sex with someone like him. No restraint, no careful apologies. Just an impossible and delicious instinct.

      She pulled him hard against her, until their teeth knocked together. Until they couldn’t breathe. And she didn’t want to. Because they would do this, one more time, and then she had to tell him. She had to.

      His hands lifted to her breasts, holding them gently in rough palms, and she loved it. For years the moment when she took off her shirt and her bra was always a loaded moment.

      Ha! She always thought. You got suckered by a push-up bra.

      But Dean didn’t even pause. Didn’t seem to even notice. They were breasts and they were in his hands and that was all he needed. All he wanted. She arched against him. Wanting more. Wanting every opposing force inside of him. He growled and kissed her harder, touched her harder.

      “More,” she breathed, and she fumbled with his belt, pushing past leather and denim to hold him in her hand. Hot and hard and soft.

      Big, really.

      That part from last night was not hazy. And between her legs, she throbbed. Empty.

      “Trina,” he breathed, and he pulled back, just a little. He wanted her to look at him, look him in the eyes, and that was something she didn't like. It was an intimacy she never allowed another person. "Look at me."

      “No,” she said. If she couldn’t do it with other men, she certainly couldn’t do it with Dean. Other women had other limits. This was hers. She’d do anything with him, she just wouldn’t look at him while she did it.

      “Hey,” he whispered. “Trina. It’s just me.”

      Oh God, that was a stupid thing to say. Honestly. He wasn’t just anything.

      He stepped back, creating a small slice of cool air between their bodies. His hands fell from her body.

      “Is that blackmail?” she asked.

      “If that’s how you want to think about it, sure,” he said. He was smiling. Teasing her, because he knew this was hard for her.

      “Fine,” she muttered, putting as much screw you in her gaze as she could.

      “Oh girl, if you’re trying to scare me off with that look, you need to come up with something new.” His hands when they swept up over her skin had new urgency. He touched her harder. Rougher.

      A log fell in the fire and the sparks filled the air. Her body.

      She fell right into his blue eyes and touched him, holding him firmly, stroking him, until his hips started to move in counterpoint to her hand.

      The connection between them was nearly painful and she wanted so badly to end it. To look away. And like he knew, he grabbed her chin in his rough-gentle hands and held her still.

      She leaned her head back, her hand still working him, until she was resting back against the cupboard. His fingers touched the seam of her jeans between her legs, and she twitched as if touched by electricity. He did it again, back and forth, his fingers pressing harder against that seam that ran right between her legs. She jerked and twitched, caught her lip between her teeth, but she did not—could not—look away.

      He yanked open the button of her jeans, the zipper half unzipping with the force of his tug. She groaned. Whimpered because she liked that so much.

      "Get a condom," she breathed.

      “No, like this,” he told her, his eyes pinning her to the wall.

      “But—”

      “We got time. Lots of time.”

      She didn’t have the courage to tell him they didn’t. And she didn’t have the will to tell him the truth now. So she let it go. Let everything go. She was nothing but bone and blood and desire in his hands.

      He slipped his hand down over her stomach, between her jeans and her skin, right to the heart of her. The heat and wet. Her legs twitched and her eyes closed.

      “Open your eyes, Trina,” he breathed, and she did what he asked. It did not occur to her not to. Not for a minute. Even though she knew it would hurt in the end. Because these hands that pulled her closer, impossibly closer, they would push her away.

      Bright color filled his cheeks and he was breathing hard through his mouth. His eyes were the bluest things she’d ever seen.

      He was wet now, she was infinitely so.

      He wrapped a hand around the back of her neck and pulled her up to him, kissing her. Breathing into her mouth. Holding her there, long after the kiss stopped.

      “I want you to come,” he said against her lips.

      The words made everything worse and better. “Yes…yes.” She sighed, sucking his lip into her mouth. Nipping him with her teeth.

      His finger slipped inside of her and she jerked, pushing herself against him. Hard and hard again. Another finger and she was breaking apart.

      “There we go,” he breathed, and his voice in her ear lit the match on everything, and she exploded against him. He grabbed her wrist, holding her hand. He lifted it and licked her palm and then put her hand back against him, tighter this time. So tight she thought she might hurt him, but then he shuddered and groaned and dropped his head against hers. Faster, harder.

      She felt entirely too far away from him, from this pleasure he was feeling. She slipped off the kitchen counter and fell onto her knees.

      This. This was what she wanted.

      “Trina—”

      “Let me taste you again,” she said and slipped him into her mouth. She reveled in him, his texture and taste. He was hot and hard, salty and sweet. Earthy. Perfect.

      His fingers tangled in her hair and he groaned, falling back against the counter. And he was at her command. Her mercy.

      She licked and stroked, listening to him, feeling him. Finding out all the things he liked by collecting all the data she could glean. He groaned and whispered, nonsense about how good she felt. How beautiful she was.

      “Yes, please… Trina,” he cried out. He tried to push her away, the gentleman, but she stayed where she was, her hands around his thighs, and he came in her mouth.

      When it was over, he pulled her away and up into his arms, holding her hard between his chest and the cupboards. For long moments the only thing she heard was their breathing and the pounding of her heart. And, distantly, the pounding of his.

      But then he was laughing, soft little breaths against her hair. A rumble under her cheek. “Why in the world haven’t we been doing that all along?” he asked. “Like every minute in high school?”

      “You were sort of busy.”

      “No way. Not too busy for this.”

      “Yeah.” She smiled at him. Replete and happy. “Doing this with other girls.”

      That blush again. Really. It was too much on him. “Well, you were busy saving the world.”

      “Some of us just have higher callings, I guess,” she said with a grin. Slowly, they disengaged from each other. They both shuddered and twitched, rocked by the end of the unexpected storm.

      “Thank you,” he breathed, kissing her hands. Her cheeks.

      “Back at you. I honestly never thought—” She stopped, and he looked down at her.

      “Really?” he asked. “You never thought about us?”

      “No. I thought about us a lot. For at least a year straight, that was about all I thought about. But I never really thought it would happen. There’s just always been so much between us. You know?”

      “Yeah. What happened to Trevor?”

      “Trevor was hardly between us.”

      “He was the night I invited you to my Christmas party.”

      She blinked. “You mean…you wanted…?”

      “Of course I wanted,” he said. “There’s no way I thought you were actually bringing your boyfriend.”

      “But you acted—”

      “Like a total gentleman, because I am. And a nice guy, too.”

      “And modest.”

      “And a sex god, don’t forget that.”

      Their laughter faded and in the silence guilt was like a rat in her stomach.

      “Actually, I was talking about our parents.” The room was getting colder, the truth harder to avoid. “And our friendship and the fact that… we were so different.”

      “Meaning you were a genius would-be lawyer and I was a simple cowboy?”

      “No!” she snapped, furious that he would accuse her of thinking like that.

      He grinned. “Just checking.” The silence between them was not as warm as it had been. The past had been let in and the edges of this room, of their night, were growing cold.

      "You heading out to see your dad?" he asked, watching her through the flop of his hair as he zipped up his pants.

      "Not...yet." She'd need a few days after Dean to put together her defenses. Rebuild her walls. Around her father she'd need to be unbreakable. Because there was nothing that could break her like her father’s drunk indifference. Being the daughter he never saw had ground her down into a fine powder. And she’d spent all these years away from him trying to figure out who she was. "Have you seen him?" she asked, pretending like she didn't care, or that it wasn't important.

      But because this man knew her better than anyone else in her life, he wasn't buying it.

      "I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have even brought it up," he said, wrapping his arms around her. "Let's go get some breakfast. Or I could run down to Deckers and grab some—”

      "Stop.” This was the moment.

      "Okay."

      Trina held him hard for one more second. Memorizing every bit of him. The smell, the feel. The way his breath touched the top of her head and tickled.

      "Trina? You all right?"

      "Fine. I just…I need to tell you something." She pushed away from him, and then took a few more steps, hoping she'd find a bit more courage with some distance.

      "I should...I should tell you something, too."

      That made her look up, stunned. Anger, because she was her father's daughter, primed. That was always her first reaction to surprises. And she worked hard on that every damn day of her life. "What?"

      "You first."

      She imagined him married, but he wouldn't be married and spend the night with her. He wasn't that guy. And, other than that, she wasn't sure if anything he said would be as bad as hers.

      "I’m working for your dad."

      He recoiled, nearly laughing. "What?" he asked.

      "It's not a joke. Or anything. Your father, or rather I guess the company, has hired me as part of the legal team as they fight the pipeline.”

      "You're here because you're working for my dad?"

      "I wouldn't do it if it was just your dad, but we need to fight this pipeline and he's throwing big money behind it.”

      “You’re crazy if you think he’s going to fight that. It’s a trick somehow.”

      “I know you have no reason to believe your father wants to do something noble.”

      “I can’t believe you’ve been sucked in by his lies!”

      “It’s not. It’s real. It’s a real job, an important job, and I couldn’t—”

      “Turn it down. You said.”

      She nodded and braced herself for an explosion. Because Dean did not talk about his father without, at some point, exploding.

      “You know why he’s hired you, don’t you?” he snapped.

      “Because I’m very good at my job, Dean.”

      “Yeah, and there aren’t seven thousand other lawyers who could do the same damn thing, but no, he hired you. The daughter of the man who owns part of that land. The man he hates.”

      “Stop, Dean. Stop. No one else knows the area like I do. No one else knows the players.”

      “Right. The players being our parents. The land the small acreage they fought over for years. The same stupid piece of rock that drove them apart. And you’re going to tell me this isn’t your chance to come back and screw your dad once and for all? Make sure he notices you the way he never did?”

      “So what if it is?” she asked, shaking. “So what if this is my chance to hurt him like he hurt me? Like he hurt my mom.” Tears burned behind her eyes, so much anger. She’d thought she had this under control. She’d believed that, that she could come back here, do the job, relish slightly any discomfort it might give her father. But this. This was hot. And it hurt.

      “Right,” he said. He pushed his hands through his hair and paced the small room as she tried to get her breath back. Calm down her fury. “I need to tell you, that job I got last spring—it’s for your dad.”

      Trina reeled back and tripped over the edge of the bed. She caught herself before she fell, but she was unbearably unbalanced. “You’re working for my dad?”

      “He’s got the largest working spread in the area. And I know you haven’t kept in touch, but he needs help.”

      “Don’t you for one minute pretend that you’re not taking this job for any reason except you want to fuck with your father.”

      Dean stepped back, his arms spread out wide. “So what if I did?”

      “How’s it working out for you?” she asked.

      “Great!” he cried.

      “Oh my God, this is why you didn’t ask me why I was home last night. Because you didn’t want to tell me why you were home.”

      “Right. Because if I told you, last night would have never happened.”

      “Oh well, thank God we both got laid before the truth came out.”

      “You’ve never been reasonable about your dad.”

      She gasped. “Oh! And you are?”

      “My dad’s a manipulative bastard.”

      “And mine is a drunk who ignored me my entire life. Why are we playing who had it worse? Look.” She took a deep breath. “This isn’t about our dads. It’s business. This is the pipeline.”

      “Right. Sure. Who cares who you screw as long as you get to save the world?”

      “Yeah? And who cares who you screw as long as you get back at your dad?” She gasped, her eyes going wide, the implications of what she’d said hitting a bull’s-eye in her chest.

      Oh God.

      Oh God, she’d never expected this. It hurt. It hurt so bad.

      “No,” he said as if he’d read her mind. “Last night had nothing to do with getting back at my dad.”

      She took a deep breath. Another one. But the pain didn’t go away.

      “It sure is convenient, isn’t it?”

      “Nothing about you has ever been convenient. Ever. I’m not doing this to hurt you.”

      All this time she’d been so worried about betraying him, but a wound had opened in her stomach. Her heart.

      She turned, searching for her coat. Her hat. Purse. Her dignity. Her heart. The last of her self-respect.

      “You can work for whoever you want, screw whoever you want, but it won’t ever get you what you want.” She pulled out the longest, sharpest weapon she had to use against him.

      “Don’t, Trina,” he breathed, but she ignored him.

      “You still won’t be good enough. Not for him. Not ever.” He went white. Even his lips were colorless, because she’d hurt him. She’d hurt him so bad. And the guilt and the remorse was just as bad as her anger. Her own hurt.

      “You think your dad is finally going to realize he loves you when he finds out you’re working for my father?” he asked, wounding her with his own swords, impossibly sharp with his knowledge of her. Of her relationship with her dad.

      They both looked away, the words like some awful violent act happening right in front of them. They couldn’t go back from it. The night, their friendship, it was all shattered and broken, and if they moved or breathed too deep, they’d bleed.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. But it was useless. They’d said too much. Way too much.

      She grabbed all of her things in her arms. One of her boots. Her purse and coat. She wrapped her scarf around her neck, her eyes stinging with tears.

      “Trina, don’t leave like this.”

      “How am I supposed to leave?”

      “We could talk.”

      “I think we’ve said enough, don’t you?”

      His silence pounded, and the air between them vibrated. Her ears ached from the pressure.

      “Wait,” he said from directly over her shoulder. She stopped, but she didn’t turn around. “Do you have someplace to go?”

      He was worried about her. After everything they’d just said to each other, he was still worried about her.

      Don’t be touched. Don’t be moved.

      And in the end, it was easy not to be. It was what she was good at, after all. Keeping herself removed. Alone.

      “I have a house in Durande,” she said. It was a town a few miles away. Forty miles from her father’s house. She’d looked it up on a map, stared at the distance between the dots, wondering if it was far enough away.

      “Are you okay to drive?” he asked.

      “Fine.” It was a lie. She wasn’t fine. But she could drive a damn car. She could drive a car away from him.

      She slipped out the door.

      “Merry Christmas, Trina,” he yelled after her.

      She flipped him her middle finger.

      Right. Just another awful Christmas in a long line of awful Christmases.

      

      December 24, 2011

      10:22 PM

      

      Dean fought it as long as he could. And he had a lot of fight. He was used to long, drawn-out battles over many years. He was very comfortable with trench warfare. He could—very easily—pretend last night never happened. And when he ran into Trina at the grocery store or the post office, he could pretend. Pretend to be casual. Pretend not to care.

      He was so damn good at that, after all. He’d been pretending with her most of his damn life.

      But quite suddenly, and all at once, he didn’t have any fight left.

      And he called Trina. Or he called the cell phone number she’d given him in the bar last night.

      Predictably, it went to voice mail.

      “You’ve reached Trina, leave a message.”

      Beeeeep.

      For a nanosecond he nearly hung up. But this morning had been a life-changing event. Her in his house. In his bed. Him inside of her… He wanted that. Had wanted that forever.

      And that too was worth fighting for. And he figured it was about time he fought for what he wanted.

      “Hey, Trina. It’s…uh. It’s me. Dean.” Awesome. Starting with a bang. “Sorry to call so late, but I’ve just…I just feel really bad about the way things ended this morning. I said some stuff I really don’t mean. And,” he laughed. “I’m hoping that’s true for you too. That you didn’t mean some of the stuff you said.” This was not the direction he wanted to go. “Anyway. This morning, last night… it was…” the best night of my life. “Really good. And I want to see you again. I mean, we’ll probably see each other anyway, in town and everything. And I don’t want it to be awkward. And…” He took a deep breath. “And it wasn’t just a casual thing for me. With you. It could never be casual, with you. And I want to see you. A lot. So, I’m going to call, and keep calling, and sooner or later I figure you’ll get sick of that and call me back. Okay…ah…well, merry Christmas, Trina.”

      He hung up and threw the phone down on the bed.

      He wished he could feel good about that, like he’d made a wrong step right. But he knew Trina. And he had a really good sense that she would not call him back.

      He turned off the lights and stretched out in the sheets of his bed that still smelled like her.
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      Was it her or were the numbers on the gas pump clicking over more slowly than usual? They were frozen, like the rest of Dusk Falls.

      “Come on, come on, come on,” Trina muttered, stomping her feet to keep them warm.

      Still slow. Forget this. She’d wait in the car.

      The engine of a large truck thundered to a stop on the other side of the gas station out on the edge of Dusk Falls. She turned, catching sight of the driver before diving into the relative warmth of her car, and looked right into Dean’s startled eyes.

      Her stomach crashed into her feet so fast she forgot about the cold.

      She forgot about everything.

      Dean.

      As if she were looking through a pair of binoculars the wrong way, she watched him put the truck in park and mutter something to himself.

      She hadn’t seen him once in the last year. Granted, she spent a lot of the year in Fort McMurray, Alberta. But every time she was in town she braced herself for running into him like this. At the gas station, or the grocery store. Holly’s.

      Somehow it never happened.

      In her more paranoid moments, she imagined he’d been avoiding her.

      But that was ridiculous. After last Christmas, he’d called her five times. Five.

      She had each voice mail message still on her phone. Long rambling, chatty messages that when she was alone in Canada, living out of a suitcase and feeling like there was a world spinning on without her, she’d listen to.

      They stopped at the end of summer. The last message from him had been September 2. He’d been busy. And his voice sounded tired, defeated. And when he hung up, she knew it was the last time he’d call her.

      Finally, she called him in November. On his birthday. And the message she left was awkward and awful. She didn’t say anything about his messages, or last Christmas Eve. She’d sounded like a nervous stranger. He didn’t call her back, and she wasn’t even surprised.

      The whole thing was shameful, she owned that. Cowardly, too.

      Which made this moment incredibly awkward.

      He stepped out of the car and tipped his hat to her. His lips moved but the wind was howling so loud through the pumps, over the open land, that she couldn’t hear him.

      “What?” she yelled.

      “I said, Hey Trina,” he yelled.

      “Right!” Oh wow, she was such an idiot. She gave him her widest, brightest smile, perfected by the last year working with his family. “Good to see you.”

      He pointed to his ears and shook his head before he took the gas pump and flipped the lever so hard she flinched.

      This is ridiculous, she thought. We’re grownups. We were lovers and we’ve been friends our whole life.

      She walked across the cement over to his truck.

      He wore a shearling coat with the collar pulled up. He’d very recently shaved, and that skin on his cheeks, near his ears, was pink. She wanted to put her fingers against it, protect it from the cold. “Hi,” she said. “Seems ridiculous to yell.”

      “I guess so.”

      “It’s good to see you,” she told him.

      “You too,” he said with about the most insincere smile she’d ever seen him smile.

      “How have you been?” she asked.

      “Fine.”

      “Cold night,” she said.

      He just watched her. And part of her wanted to say goodbye and leave, but she’d done that already. Too many times. Not tonight. Tonight she wasn’t going to run.

      “Are you heading out to the party?” she asked. Over the edge of his coat, she saw a flash of red. A tie.

      “Mom asked, I couldn’t say no. I’m stopping out at your dad’s first.” He aimed the casual words right at her.

      “Why?” An icicle slid down her spine. She sounded defensive to her own ears. Even when she didn’t mean to.

      “Because it’s the holiday. Because that’s what you do. Because I haven’t seen much of him lately.”

      “Don’t try and make me feel bad,” she snapped.

      “I’m not.”

      The implication was that she didn’t need his help. But she didn’t need to justify anything to him.

      “You going to the party?” he asked into the snappy, crackly silence.

      “No,” she said.

      “Really? As an employee I would have figured attendance was mandatory.”

      “I’m heading up to Fort McMurray, Alberta.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Well, I’m making some stops, along the proposed path of the pipeline, but—”

      “It’s Christmas Eve.”

      There was a hard stone in her throat. “It’s just another night, Dean.”

      She made the mistake of looking up and meeting his eyes. And in the wide white and blustery world, his eyes were hot. Points of light, directed her way. The heat there—in him, in his face—cut through the cold. Cut through the past. Through the silence and all her prickly discomfort. It sliced right into her shame. Her guilt.

      Only to reveal her longing for him stretched and threaded through nearly every moment in the last year.

      I’ve missed you, she thought. So much.

      “I’m sorry I waited so long to call you back.” The words flung themselves from her mouth, like convicts taking advantage of a sleeping guard and an unlocked door. And they were wrong. All wrong. Totally wrong. Not at all what she wanted to say, or how she wanted to say it. But the cold and the heat—the care in his eyes, no matter how much he didn’t want to show it to her—was making her short-circuit. “It’s just been so—”

      “Come on,” he said, and he grabbed her elbow.

      “What? Where?”

      “Get in the truck. I’m not having this conversation out in the cold.”

      He opened the driver side door of his truck, and she climbed in and slid across the bench seat to the passenger side. He got in behind her and shut the door. The silence was loud.

      “I was saying I was sorry I waited so long to—”

      Dean kissed her.

      He leaned over the seat, grabbed her head and kissed her.

      Yes! This! She’d missed this. Missed him.

      In the cold his mouth was hot, so hot. And she melted against him. Wrapping her arms around his neck, opening herself up to him. Her mouth, her tongue, everything. She offered all of it with a low sigh, a happy groan. He held her so hard. Like he was trying to absorb her.

      Trina began to shrug out of her jacket. Just so she could be closer.

      Dean wrenched himself away, resting his head against hers. Their breath fogged in the cold air between them.

      “Dean?”

      “I’m dating Rachel Smith,” he said, and she pulled back so fast her hair got pulled on his gloves.

      “What?”

      “I’m dating Rachel. I have been for about a month.”

      “Then why are you kissing me?”

      He sat back, leaning against the driver side door, and she tried not to notice how handsome he was, how…real. How strong and virile and exciting. He was seeing someone else.

      “Because you’re Trina Crawford,” he said. “And I always want to kiss you.”

      She blinked.

      “I waited the better part of year, Trina,” he said. “For you to call me back. And then I remembered the one thing I have always known about you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You don’t forgive and you don’t forget.”

      “That’s not true!” Except it was. It absolutely was.

      “Remember who you’re talking to,” he said. “I’ve known you your whole life. Your mom, your dad. And me.”

      “I called you back!” she cried.

      “Right. And pretended like we were strangers. Like nothing happened between us. Ever.”

      She heard the pump thump off, but she didn’t care. She could only stare at him blankly.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “You know, I just got to thinking that you were right. There is too much between us.”

      “No, no, Dean, it’s not true. There isn’t.”

      “Tell me,” he said, instead of answering. “Did you ever call your dad?”

      “You’re so sure I didn’t?”

      The look he gave her was as old as sand.

      “Yeah, well, you’re wrong, Dean. I’ve called him three times. The first time we actually talked. I told him I was in town and working for your dad. He hung up on me. He didn’t call me names or ask me any questions, he just hung up on me, because that’s all I mean to him. The second time he was so drunk he didn’t remember we talked, and the third time he thought I was my mom and screamed at me. So tell me, what am I supposed to forgive and forget?”

      Man, the pleasures of Christmas Eve just kept giving. All this bitterness and grief was way underground most days of the year, but tonight it all came to the surface, like a miserable crop.

      “Trina.” He reached for her, just his hand toward her shoulder, and she flinched away.

      Five minutes ago, this was just a night. A cold night with slow gas pumps and work, stretched out ahead of her. And now it was in tatters. Broken and awful, all her monsters running amok.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t call you back right away,” she told him. Wind blew her hair in her face and she shook it back, half of it stuck in her lip gloss. “But I’m tired of being hurt, Dean. And I haven’t figured out how to stop getting hurt.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said. “But I don’t know how not to.”

      She felt like a landmine. And maybe she was. Maybe that’s all she was.

      “I have to go.” She couldn’t sit there any longer. So close and impossibly far away. She couldn’t grab hold of her thoughts. She couldn’t line them up. They scattered like marbles every time she tried.

      “I didn’t sleep with you that night to get back at my father.”

      “I know,” she breathed with what felt like the last air in her lungs.

      “I’m sorry, too,” he said. He wasn’t angry. He was sad. And his sadness broke her.

      In answer, she did what she did best. She climbed out of his car, walked across the cement, and got into her car and left.

      Merry Christmas, Dean, she thought, watching him in her rearview mirror get smaller and smaller. Until he just disappeared.

      

      Dean stood at the gas station, watching Trina’s brake lights until the darkness swallowed them up.

      I am an idiot.

      I thought I was over her. I really did.

      After she left that message as if it hadn’t been the better part of a year since they’d talked, he’d decided his lifelong obsession with Trina Crawford was officially done.

      This thing he had with Rachel, it was easy, but it was halfhearted at best. On both their parts. She was getting over a bad breakup. He was getting over one amazing disaster of a night with his former best friend.

      And somehow he’d convinced himself the job of giving a shit about Trina was done. Only it wasn’t. One random run-in at a gas station and he was all in again. Like he was twelve, watching her at that big grand piano, waiting for her to give the count to begin “Silent Night”.

      Screw this, he thought. He wanted to check in on Roy, make sure the bastard was still alive, and then he’d go and make nice at the family party.

      That was the plan. He would stick to it.

      He started the truck, put it in gear and pointed it out to Trina’s old house.

      It looked about like he expected. The walkway hadn’t been shoveled. Or the porch steps. There weren’t even footprints—nothing but fresh snow. He was surprised that there weren’t coyotes circling around the door. He knocked and rang the buzzer, but after a few minutes of waiting in the cold he just opened the front door, which he knew would be unlocked.

      “Roy!” he yelled, and walked right into a wall of smell. Part old socks, part unwashed body. All bad. “Holy— Roy! It’s me, Dean!”

      The mud room opened up into a small, dark kitchen, every inch of counter space filled with dirty dishes and open soup cans.

      “Good God,” he muttered. The dining room wasn’t much better—the carpet was thick with fuzz and dust. Milton, the old dog, came up and barked once, then sniffed him and limped away.

      “Roy!”

      The wind howling around the old house was his only answer. And it wasn’t like he believed wind could be anything other than wind. But that was a bad wind.

      At the stairs, Dean headed toward the den. It was Roy’s drinking room, and the dirty-sock smell was coming strong from that area.

      Please. Please don’t be dead.

      He didn’t want to call her with this news. He didn’t want to hurt her anymore.

      “Hey? Roy?” He knocked hard on the door.

      There was a thump and a grunt, some rustling from the other side of the door. He braced a hand on the door frame and hung his head for a second.

      Thank you, God.

      The door was yanked open and Roy stood there, six feet of stubborn cuss in a stained shirt and unwashed hair. Dean stepped back, away from the foul smell of stale booze that rolled out with him.

      “What?” Roy blinked into the relative light of the hallway. Behind him the den was dark, eerie in the light of the muted television.

      “Roy? You okay?”

      “I’m fine. Why are you here?” Roy’s hair used to be red, but now it was beige with silver. His jeans hung off his far-too-thin frame. Guilt gnawed at Dean. He knew the old man had no one looking in on him. He’d chased off anyone who might care. I should have stopped by earlier. Made sure the guy was eating at least.

      “Everything all right?” Roy asked.

      “That’s what I’m here to ask you.”

      “The herd—”

      “It’s fine.”

      “This storm, we might have some wander—”

      “The boys are on it.”

      “Then what are you doing here?”

      Why am I here? Excellent question.

      “I haven’t seen you in about a week.”

      “Chest cold. Knocked me out.”

      “You can come up with something better than that.”

      “And you can get the hell out of my house if you’re gonna call me a liar.”

      Roy shuffled out into the hallway. Milton came from the kitchen to meet him, and Roy gave the old dog a scratch on the head. “Anyone feed you yet today?” he asked the old dog. “No? Let’s take care of that.”

      Roy was better to that damn dog than he was to any person in his life. Including and especially his daughter.

      “It’s Christmas Eve,” Dean said.

      “Well, then you must be Santa Claus.”

      “That…that doesn’t mean anything to you?” Lowest damn point in your daughter’s life and you’re cracking jokes?

      Roy rubbed a hand over his face, his eyes sharpening as they glanced over at Dean.

      Yeah, he thought, you know I’m talking about Trina.

      “Shouldn’t you be at your parents’ party?” Roy asked.

      “I wanted to check on you first.”

      “Check on me?” Roy blinked up at him, laughed in his throat. “I don’t need checking up on. Unless you got a case of beer in your truck.”

      “No beer.”

      “Then go on to your party. Say hi to your father for me. Tell him he can go screw himself, that the land is mine. Will always be mine. And he can sic as many of his lawyers on me as he wants, but I ain’t selling. Not one rock. Not one mineral right. Merry Christmas to him from me.”

      Roy shuffled off toward the kitchen.

      “What about Trina?” Dean asked.

      Her name spoken out loud in this house changed the air. The hair on his arms stood up. And he wondered how long it had been since Trina had been talked about inside these walls. Inside any of Roy’s walls for that matter. Since her mom left? Twelve years. Did people even say her name to him? Ask him about his daughter?

      Dean hadn’t in the last year, because he had too much pride. Because he knew Roy wouldn’t know anything about her.

      It was as if she’d been erased, and he felt sick that he’d been a part of it to some degree.

      Roy stopped. He didn’t turn around, he just stopped. Like right there his battery died.

      “What about her?” Roy’s voice was a wheeze. A gasp. The sound something made when it was dying.

      “Did you know she was in town?”

      The old man turned and had the grace to look guilty. “I talked to her some a while back.”

      “You hung up on her.”

      “She’s working for your old man. What have I got to say to her?” Ah, yes, that was truly enough justification.

      “So what? She’s trying her damnedest to stop that pipeline. And she’s your daughter.”

      Roy’s pale skin was paler. His shaking hands shakier.

      “Is she going to that party?” he asked. “She always did like it. She was a fool for that yule log. And you…playing music with you. She liked that too. She never said that, but you could tell. She just kind of glowed at that piano.”

      Something about this old dirty drunk talking about his daughter like that—like he knew her, like her feelings about the yule log and their playing music together was enough to fulfil the requirements of fatherhood—made him furious. Like… beyond furious. Like something actually broke inside of him.

      “You know, Roy.” He walked into the den and smacked the light switch. Oh, man, the den was worse in the light. He grabbed the first empty beer case and started to shove empty cans into it. “I stayed out of it with you and your daughter. I watched her kill herself trying to make you notice. To make you care.”

      “What are you doing?” Roy asked, coming back into the room.

      “I’m cleaning up.”

      “Why?”

      Dean stared at him incredulously. “Are you kidding? Because you are one step away from being a show on TLC. Because I am running your ranch and I could be robbing you blind. I could be stealing your herd and you wouldn’t even notice.”

      “You wouldn’t do that.”

      “No. I wouldn’t. But you are going to die if you keep this up.”

      Roy rubbed a hand over his face, the sound of his whiskers against his calloused hand audible in the hushed and closed room.

      “Your daughter is here. Your daughter has been in town for a year and she’s called you three times—”

      “She called once.”

      “Three times, Roy. Three. You don’t remember because you’ve been too drunk.”

      Roy didn’t say anything. He knew. Of course he knew. Guilt was a stench that just rolled off him.

      “She grinds herself into dust for you and you don’t even notice. And you’re running out of time.” We are running out of time. “You are going to miss out on your amazing, smart and driven daughter, who, her entire life, has only wanted you to notice her. To love her.”

      Dean picked up two empty bottles of rye and shoved them into the empty garbage can next to the threadbare recliner.

      “I’ve always loved her.”

      “Well, excuse me for saying but you got a crap way of showing it.”

      “I don’t…I don’t know how to do that right. I never have.”

      Dean stopped, gave Roy his attention.

      “Her mom and I, we were so young when we had her. We barely knew each other.”

      “That’s no excuse.”

      “I know. I know. But she just had those eyes, you know. Those level eyes that saw everything. And every time I looked at her all I could see was how much I was failing her.”

      “Well, you were. You did.”

      “So, how do I make that right? Huh? You got all the big ideas, you tell me how I start to make this right with her. Because I got no idea. Not one.”

      “Well, I imagine the first step is to stop drinking.”

      “Stop?” Roy laughed, a dry rumbly broken sound.

      “Stop. Or this is how you end. In this room all alone. And if that’s what you want, say the word and I’ll leave you to it.”

      Roy was silent, his mouth open. But he was standing there.

      Dean put another bottle in the garbage. A paper plate. Finally, the closer he go to the couch and the easy chair, the empty bottles turned into half-full bottles, and then mostly full bottles, and he grabbed as many of them as he could and shoved past Roy, who didn’t put up a fight.

      In the kitchen he cleared a bunch of junk out of the sink, throwing stuff on the floor. Cereal boxes and empty jars of peanut butter.

      Once the sink was clean, he began taking the caps off the booze and dumping it down the drain.

      Roy stood in the corner and watched him.

      “Then what?” Roy asked.

      “Call her.”

      “And say what?”

      “Say… let’s have lunch. Let’s have a coffee. Let’s go to church.”

      “She won’t go.”

      “Oh, you stupid son of a bitch, of course she’ll go.”

      It took him twenty minutes to drain all the booze he found in the den.

      “Is that all of it?” he asked. For a moment he felt bad for the man. Because he was a shell. Alone in a shitty, smelly house.

      Roy nodded. He could be lying, but since the man was living here alone, Dean wasn’t sure why he’d feel compelled to hide alcohol.

      “I’ve always liked you,” he said. “You are a mean, stubborn, blind son of a bitch. But I appreciate this job and the trust you’ve given me, running your land here. But—and I mean this, Roy, I really mean it—if you don’t stop drinking, I’m leaving.”

      Roy swallowed and ran a hand, wrinkled and thin, over his face.

      “Why are you doing this?” he asked, his eyes—Trina’s eyes—runny and mournful. There were a lot of regrets in those eyes.

      Because I love your daughter. I have always loved your daughter. And I’m never going to get a chance unless you start loving her too.

      Roy swallowed, as if he heard Dean’s thoughts. Or maybe he knew. Dean’s mother figured it out when he was a teenager. He’d never been very good at hiding his feelings.

      “Okay,” Roy said.

      “Okay you’ll quit?”

      “I’ll try. It will probably kill me.”

      It might.

      “You better get going if you want to make it to the party,” Roy said, sitting down at the kitchen table. Alone and lonely and surrounded by empty bottles and food containers.

      Dean shrugged out of his coat, pulled loose his tie.

      “I think I’ll stick around.”

      He cleaned up the house. Got the old man in the shower. Made him a sandwich.

      Looked up alcohol withdrawal on his phone and began to hunt down some supplies.

      They watched A Christmas Story on his old TV, and Roy wept, silent, awful tears.

      “I don’t know if I can do this,” Roy said.

      “Well, for your daughter, you’ve got to try.”

      It wasn’t the best Christmas Eve. But it was far from the worst.
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      Dean wasn’t sure where he should go. Which door was the right door? Why didn’t they mark these things better?

      But when he ran past the emergency room, the big glass doors opened, so he took that as a sign and sprinted in.

      It was warm in the emergency room. And quiet. The only sound was a tiny motion-sensor dancing snowman on the front desk to his left. It started singing “Jingle Bell Rock” the second he walked in.

      “Anyone here?” he called. It was the damn emergency room—where were the doctors?

      A nurse showed up behind the counter, wearing scrubs with wreaths on them. She had earrings wrapped up like presents.

      It was Christmas Eve.

      Briefly, because he couldn’t help it, because it was what he always did on Christmas Eve, he wondered where Trina was. If she was okay.

      “Can I help you?” the nurse asked.

      “I’m looking for Marion McKenzie. I’m her son.” The words were torn from his chest. He’d been a very bad son to his mother this last year.

      “Well, officially visiting hours are over, but since it’s Christmas and all.” The nurse dropped her voice and smiled at him. “I don’t think anyone will mind. Just follow the red arrows.”

      “She’s okay?” Dean asked, feeling like something was short-circuiting in his brain.

      “Well, she broke her wrist and the doctors are worried about a concussion.”

      “Concussion?”

      “Doctors are keeping an eye on her. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      Well, it sounded like doctors were worried about a concussion. He rubbed a hand over his face and the snowman started up again.

      Holy hell, he was going to tear that thing’s head off.

      As if the nurse knew, she pressed a button on the decoration, and the silence was blissful.

      “She’s on the second floor. Room 214. Go on up. She’ll be happy to see you.”

      Dean followed the red arrows to the elevator and punched the Up arrow. And then again, because the elevator was so damn slow. And then one more time, because it kind of felt good and he had a lot of fear and stress that had no place to go.

      Finally the silver doors opened. He stepped inside, then jabbed at the Close Door button.

      “Hold that! Excuse me. Hold the door.” He shoved his arm in the way of the closing doors, and they popped back open. There stood a woman in a silver ball gown. Something slinky and long that hugged a compact, strong body.

      Trina’s compact, strong body.

      “Dean!” She blinked at him, her arms full of soda cans and little bags of nuts and chips and licorice from a vending machine. “You’re here.”

      In jeans and T-shirt, in shapeless winter jackets, naked as a jaybird, she was and always had been the most beautiful woman in the world. And in that sexy, sophisticated dress she nearly dropped him to his knees.

      The sight of her was like getting bucked off a horse, a weightless sense of falling. And then a bone-jarring impact.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “Your mom fell,” she said, looking at him with wide eyes. “Didn’t you get the messages?”

      “I got the messages.” Three from his father. Two from Trina. He’d been cleaning his stuff out of Holly’s and missed the calls. “But you were fired.”

      “No. I quit. Big distinction. One your brother isn’t so keen on making clear.” The doors bounced back away from his arm again, and a buzzer started. “You gonna let me in or do I have to take the stairs?”

      He stepped out of her way.

      “You’re not family,” he said, and she blinked, stepping into the corner, like he’d put her there.

      “The nurse gave me a hard time about visiting hours, but you’re here and you’re not family.”

      “The nurse said it didn’t matter. Christmas Eve and everything.”

      Pretty lax around here with the rules, if you asked him.

      He reached past her and pushed the button for the second floor, and the silver doors slowly slid shut.

      I should have taken the stairs.

      It was claustrophobic and close in the elevator, and every breath he took tasted like her. No matter where he looked, he caught the flash of her dress in the corner of his eye. A mirage. He leaned back against the far wall as far from her as he could get.

      “You quit?”

      “Four months ago.”

      “But I heard—”

      “Josh has been telling everyone I was fired.”

      He told himself he didn’t care why she quit. Or why Josh was telling people she was fired. It was bullshit. Of course he cared.

      He looked at her and he…he just wanted her. And now, right now, he just wanted to grab onto her and hold her tight. And it hurt, a lot, that she didn’t want him. Not really.

      A piano version of “Silent Night” pumped out of the tinny speakers.

      He wanted to ask her if she’d played at the party, but he kept his mouth shut, the question stinging his lips.

      “They hired a harpist,” she said, watching the numbers switch over on the digital screen above the door. “She was good.”

      “Only the best for my folks,” he muttered with a darkness he couldn’t seem to control.

      She wrapped her arms over her chest as best she could with her hands full. He saw goose bumps on her shoulders and arms. And concern for her was a river he could not stop. No matter how hard he tried.

      “Where’s your coat, girl?” he asked.

      “Upstairs. I thought you’d be there tonight,” she said, over her shoulder at him.

      “At the party?”

      She nodded. Her creamy skin just a little pink.

      It would be nice to pretend, even for a second, that she’d dressed for him—in the hopes she’d see him. But he’d fallen victim to that kind of false warmth before. It was dangerous, that false warmth. It came right before hypothermia.

      “My invitation must have gotten lost in the mail.”

      The door slid open and she walked out of the elevator, leaving him in an eddy of her perfume. He’d never known her to wear perfume. It was nice. She smelled like rich flowers. And he wished he didn’t notice those things. Wished he could turn off the way he felt for this prickly, awkward woman who never ever looked at him the way he could not stop looking at her.

      The thin straps of her dress left her back bare, and he watched those thin muscles under her skin shift as she walked away.

      He followed her down a short hallway to a slice of light falling across the marble floor from an open door. She stepped ahead like she was going to push open the door, but he stopped her, his hand briefly touching her elbow. Just that, his fingers against her bare skin for a second, and electricity zipped between them.

      “Do you know what happened?” he asked.

      “You don’t?”

      “Just your messages. The texts. She fell?”

      “Ice on the steps. She fell, broke her wrist and hit her head. I found her—”

      “Found her?”

      “She was unconscious, just for a minute.”

      He took a deep breath and let fly with his worst suspicions. His darkest thoughts.

      “My father?”

      “Was inside the party. He didn’t…he wasn’t there. He’s not like that with her.”

      Dean knew that, but he lived with the fear that would change. That without Dean there to bully and slap, Dad would turn on his mom.

      “She’s okay?”

      “Fine. Really. Hungry.” She lifted the snacks she was holding in her arms.

      “Yeah, sorry. Let’s go.”

      Trina pushed open the door ahead of them. “Look who I found,” she said in a bright voice as Dean followed her into the small hospital room.

      Mom sat up in the bed, surrounded by pillows, wearing a blue silk robe from home. It was a run-of-the-mill hospital room. Pale yellow with nondescript pictures. But Mom turned it into something special. Something slightly regal. A queen’s sitting room, perhaps.

      “Dean!” Her smile was the same one she’d given him since he was a child. All warmth. All welcome. “You didn’t need to come out in this weather.”

      “Mom.” He leaned down to kiss her cheek, careful of her head and her arm in the sling. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here earlier. I got the messages late.”

      “Well, it’s a lot of fuss for nothing if you ask me.” She still wore her hair, white and snowy, up in a bun from the party. He touched one of the glittery pins that held it all in place. Her fancy hairdo seemed as out of place as Trina’s ball gown.

      “You would say that,” he said.

      Trina put the cans of soda and the junk food on the small rolling table beside Mom’s bed. “Here,” she said. “Let me get my stuff and you can have my seat.” She began to gather up all her things. A long cashmere coat. Black shoes. A purse.

      “No, honey, stay,” Mom cried, and Dean wondered when Trina became honey. “You were so hungry.”

      “I can grab something—”

      “It’s Christmas Eve. Nothing is open.”

      “Well.” Trina glanced over at him with unsure eyes.

      “Don’t leave on my account,” he said with just enough attitude that his mom cut him a surprised look.

      “Sit. Eat,” Mom said, and then looked over at him. “And you. Be nice.”

      “I’m nice,” he said, and sat down on the other empty bed. And once upon a time he’d been very nice to Trina. “Where’s Dad?”

      “Still at the party.”

      “What?” he cried, looking to Trina for confirmation. She’d cracked open the Cheetos bag and her fingers were covered with orange powder. She shrugged. “He let you come here alone?”

      “I’m not alone. Trina is here.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “There are two hundred people at our home tonight, Dean. Someone should be there.”

      “Yeah, and he should be by your side.”

      Mom sighed, heavily. “Open up those almonds for me, would you, Trina?”

      “Why are you acting like this is no big deal?”

      “Because there is no arguing with you about your father.”

      “That’s not Dean’s fault,” Trina said, shaking almonds into Mom’s open palm.

      Dean stared at Trina, surprised to hear her stepping up to his defense.

      “No,” Mom said with a sigh. “I don’t suppose it is. I swear, since the moment you were born, the two of you found something to fight about. If I put you to bed, you went down so sweet. If he tried bedtime it would be three hours of screaming and wailing. From the two of you.”

      He sighed, rubbed a hand over his face. He’d been a hearing a version of this story for as long as he could remember.

      “He’s the father,” Trina said, still staunchly defending him. “The adult. If anyone should rise above it, it should be him, don’t you think?”

      “Of course I think, but there’s no convincing Eugene of that.”

      Dean dropped his hand and stared at the two women. What was happening here?

      “I don’t think it’s fair to blame a child for something an adult didn’t do,” Trina said. She had a red blush climbing up from her neckline.

      “True,” Mom said. “But he’s not a child anymore, is he?”

      “You know I’m sitting right here,” Dean said. “I can hear you.”

      “Then hear this,” Mom said. “Your father is just a man, like any other. And the only power he has is the power you give him.”

      “That might work in your marriage, Marion,” Trina said. “But Eugene is Dean’s father. For years, he had all the power.”

      Mom sat back against the pillows, staring at Trina like she’d never heard her language before.

      “Would you like some ginger ale?” Trina asked him. “Or Coke? That’s all they had except for that gross vending machine coffee.”

      Dean felt a little bit like he had slipped down a rabbit hole. “Do you have anything stronger?”

      “Sorry, she said. “Spiked hot chocolate is your forte.”

      She was smiling, slightly. A careful smile. A tentative one.

      Remember? her smile said. Remember how close we used to be? Remember that awful night when we trusted each other more than anyone else on earth?

      The reminder was unnecessary and bitter.

      “Don’t,” he said, and the smile dropped from her face. Last year, he could smile and pretend. This year, in his mother’s hospital room, he didn’t make nice.

      Mom was watching them, her shrewd eyes taking in all the things he didn’t quite have the power to hide tonight.

      “Trina? Can I see you outside?” Without waiting for an answer, he got up and walked into the hallway.

      There was a limit. And he’d just hit his.

      

      It wasn’t like she didn’t know what was waiting for her out in that hallway. Dean was mad. Furious. And frankly, he had every right to be. And she’d had this stupid plan, which of course had gone wrong. Because really what she should have done was call him. Months ago.

      But she’d wanted to get rid of some of the stuff between them. Some of her stuff.

      “Just tell him, honey,” Marion said.

      Trina patted the woman’s hand and followed Dean outside. Her feet were nearly numb from the cold floor, but anything was better than the devil shoes she’d been wearing most of the night.

      She found him in the little waiting room at the end of the hallway, pacing between walls covered in watercolors of cowboys and dogs.

      “What the hell is going on?” He spun on her when she stepped into the room.

      “I didn’t think your mother should be alone.”

      “That’s great, but when did you get to be honey?”

      She blinked. This wasn’t quite the conversation she’d been expecting.

      “She’s been really good to me. Always has been.”

      He pulled off his hat and tossed it on the chair. His hair was all clumpy and sticking to his forehead. If she’d done things right, if she hadn’t been so angry and scared and dumb, she would have had the right to unstick his hair from his head. She could ruffle it and feather it back.

      She could touch him the way she wanted.

      Because he would be hers.

      “Your mom’s been helping me since I left your dad’s company. I’m still fighting the pipeline. I’m just doing it away from your brother, who, I might add, is worse than your father could ever dream of being.”

      “How is my mother helping you?”

      “Money. Logistics. Making introductions to the right people. You’d be surprised by how politically connected your mother is.”

      “Nothing about my mother surprises me.” His voice was cold. Hard. Don’t tell me about my mother, it said.

      “Of course,” she said, uncomfortable and awkward. “She’s your mother.”

      This was not how this all was supposed to go. There had been a plan. A dress. A fancy hairdo. She’d anticipated champagne. Olives. Not Cheetos fingers.

      It was actually kind of amazing how awful she was at this. How every step she took was wrong.

      “Those things…you said in there. About me.” He shook his head. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”

      “No. Of course it matters.” She took a deep breath. “You matter, Dean. You’ve always mattered.”

      “What am I supposed to say to that?”

      “You don’t have to say anything.”

      But please, please say something.

      Only he took her at her word and turned away from her, to stare, silent and broody, out a dark window to the parking lot below. She twisted her fingers together and took a step closer to him. In the window she could see the reflection of his face.

      He was watching her.

      But from a distance. Or an angle.

      It was just another way for both of them to hide. And she didn’t want that. He might reject her. He might laugh in her face and tell her she’d missed her chance, but she wanted to look him in the eyes when she told him.

      She’d spent enough time hiding from him. Hiding from her feelings.

      “Could you please turn around?” she asked, wishing her voice was stronger.

      He did what she asked, his hands in his jeans pockets. His thick wool sweater pulled taut over his shoulders and chest. He had always been so big and so able to hold her up, take on her weight and her problems. She’d wanted to do the same for him. Just a little.

      “I asked your mom for an invitation to the party because I wanted to see you.”

      He shrugged nonchalantly with one shoulder, as if that was all the effort that was required. “You could have seen me anytime,” he said.

      “I know.”

      “I’m going to check on my mom.” He grabbed his hat and headed back toward Marion’s room. She got in his way. Frowning, he stepped to the right to get around her and she stepped with him. He stepped left and she was still in his way.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Telling you I’m sorry.”

      “I’m done with apologies from you, Trina.” Again he tried to step past her, again she stuck to him, refusing to let him by until she had her say. “What? Are you ten?”

      “I wanted to call you back a thousand times,” she said. “Once I was done being mad, I felt stupid because you were right. Your father had good intentions hiring me. He did. But your brother just wanted to use me as a tool to gather up land, including my father’s.”

      “And you thought what? I was going to rub your face in it? Look, I’m really sorry about the situation with Josh. You deserve better. You’ve always deserved better. But it’s been two years, Trina.”

      “I’ve been spending a lot of time with my dad,” she said. “This year. Since I quit, really.”

      “Trust me, I know. It’s all he talks about.”

      “You got him to stop drinking.”

      “I just poured out the rye. He did the hard part.”

      She still fought the instinct not to give her father any credit. But he’d been sober for the better part of a year, and sometimes she had to remember that. She had to work hard to see the man he was trying to be and not just the man he had been.

      “We go to church together,” she said. “Have coffee after. It’s not great, but it’s good. Frankly, I’m still mad a lot of the time, but we’re trying.”

      “That’s nice. I’m glad.”

      “Thank you.” She wished her voice was stronger. “Thank you for giving us that chance. You were right. Last year, what you said at the gas station, that I don’t forgive or forget. You were right. And I’m working on it,” she said. “That’s what I’ve been doing this year. Working on that. On me, I guess. Trying to be the kind of person who deserves a guy like you. I wanted to call you—see you again, when I was the best version of myself.”

      His eyes went wide. His mouth fell open a little bit.

      “I had this big plan tonight. I made sure your mom put the instruments down in the foyer—”

      “We haven’t played together in years.”

      “Right. That was pointed out to me. That’s why the harpist was hired. But I was going to ask you to play with me. I was going to tell you how much that meant to me when I was a kid. How I never felt as close to anyone as I did while playing those songs with you. Except for that morning…three Christmas Eves ago. When you made me look at you while—”

      She cut off her rambling mouth, blushing. Really, Trina. You’re in a hospital.

      “I remember,” he said quietly. Warmth kindling in his eyes. He took a step closer, and then another, and her knees nearly buckled with relief. Was this working? Was this actually working?

      “What I want, more than anything, is to feel that close to you again. So I went to that party. Hoping you would be there. Hoping you would see me in this stupid dress—”

      “Hey now, I like that dress.”

      “I wanted you to see me in it and I wanted you to want me.”

      “Mission accomplished.”

      She sucked in a breath, blood pounding in her cheeks.

      “But then, when everything happened with your mom, all I could think about was how hard this would be for you and I couldn’t stand the idea of you being here all alone.”

      “You didn’t want my mother to be alone.”

      “I didn’t want you to be alone.” A tear slipped from her eyes and she didn’t brush it away. She was done hiding from him. “I’m here for you. For my friend. Because you’ve always been there for me.”

      He grabbed her hands in his, squeezing them so hard they nearly hurt. Her breath shuddered. The look on his face…she’d never seen him so intense.

      “I don’t want to be your friend,” he said.

      “What?” she breathed, pain rippling through her.

      “It’s not enough. Not anymore.”

      She swallowed. The strap of her dress slipped down her shoulder. “That was what I was scared of. Because it’s not enough for me either. It’s not nearly enough.”

      With shaking hands, they stroked back each other’s hair. And she felt impossibly open to him. Like she’d been unzipped somehow and was standing in front of him with everything showing. And it was the same for her with him.

      She’d always seen him so clearly. The vulnerability he guarded with jokes. That physical ease that hid an emotional want that never got answered. Never got fulfilled.

      And she’d been a part of that. She’d hurt him. With her own fear. Her own vulnerability. Probably in ways she didn’t even know about.

      I’m sorry, she thought again.

      But instead of saying it, she slipped her hands across his cheeks. Holding him still. Looking him right in the eyes, she didn’t hide. Or look away.

      This is me, she thought. All of me. Wanting all of you.

      He sighed, said something soft she didn’t hear or understand, and his hands gripped her waist, the strange fabric of her dress sliding between them, amplifying every touch, broadcasting it all over her body.

      Hey! Dean is touching me now!

      She rose up on her toes. He bent down. They met halfway.

      His lips were dry. He smelled like pencil lead. She wrapped her arms around his neck and held on as hard as she could. For as long as she could.

      I won’t let you go. Not again. Never again.

      “Let’s go check on your mom,” she said.

      “And then what?”

      “Will you come with me?” she asked, pulling away from the kiss.

      His eyes, his touch, everything about him said yes.

      “Where?”

      “To my house.”

      “I’ve never been to your house.”

      She wrapped her arm through his, pulling them into motion. “Well, you are in for a very short, very boring tour.”

      “What are we going to do there?” he asked.

      “Talk,” she said.

      He booed.

      “I think we have a lot we need to say,” she said. “I know there’s a lot I want to tell you. About how sorry I am and how much I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too.”

      “I remember when we were kids and you said that this place would poison us. That our parents would.”

      “I remember.”

      “They almost did, Dean. They almost took all this away from us, and I think we need to get out all the poison.”

      “Okay. Get out poison. Then what?”

      “Well, then I imagine we’re going to be so emotionally wrung out and exhausted that we’ll fall asleep.” Now she was just having fun with him. And she wanted to keep having fun with him forever. She wanted it to never end.

      “Nap. Got it. And then?”

      “Monkey sex, Dean. Then monkey sex.”

      “Excellent!”

      “We got time, boy. We got plenty of time.”

      He stopped and pulled her in close, breathing kisses across her face. “Merry Christmas, Trina,” he said.

      “Merry Christmas, Dean,” she whispered back.

      They stepped back into Marion’s tiny little hospital room and were both brought up short by the sight of Eugene, in a big black overcoat, leaning over Marion’s bed, pressing kisses to her forehead.

      She felt Dean’s entire body tense up. And she wanted, badly, to get him out of here before something happened between Dean and his father.

      “Sorry,” she said in a low voice, but the two adults jumped back as if they’d been caught necking.

      “Trina,” Eugene said in his deep voice. “Thank you for taking care of her.”

      “It’s no problem. None at all. Let me just get our stuff.”

      Dean stepped out of the shadows with her and Eugene’s eyes beneath the bushy white eyebrows went wide.

      “Dad,” Dean said with a short nod of his head while he grabbed his jacket off the bed.

      “Dean.”

      Trina nearly rolled her eyes. The testosterone was so thick she could barely see.

      “Glad to see you could make it to your wife’s hospital bed,” Dean said while shrugging into his coat. “Had to finish that last cigar, I suppose.”

      “Your mother asked me to stay at the party,” he said.

      “Because that’s what Mom does,” he said. “Mom says that kind of thing.”

      “And I mean it,” Marion said. “Stop, Dean.”

      Trina had her feet wedged into her shoes and her coat and purse over her arm. She went back to Dean and put a hand against his chest. “Let’s just go, Dean,” she whispered.

      Dean’s eyes went from his mother to Trina and she wasn’t sure what he was thinking. And she had that strange sensation of knowing him both really well and not at all. Not really. And instead of making her daunted or worried, the thought was a happy one. An exciting one. Getting to know all the parts of this man would be happy work. That would make for happy days.

      He touched her hair, pushed it behind her ear. “Maybe I need to do some work to deserve you,” he whispered for her ears alone.

      “Is there something happening between you two?” Eugene asked, pointing a finger at Trina and Dean.

      “If it is, I can only say it’s about damn time,” Marion said, holding his hand. “Wish them a merry Christmas and let them go back to their evening.”

      Eugene seemed slightly baffled, as if he’d walked into the wrong room.

      “Merry Christmas, Dean. Trina,” he said with a sort of head bow.

      “Merry Christmas, Dad,” Dean said, then wrapped his arm around Trina’s shoulder and led her out of the room.

      “That was strange,” she said. “Did you think that was strange?”

      “Things are always strange with my dad,” Dean said. “I’ll drive. We can come back to get your car in the morning.”

      “But that was stranger than usual, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah. We didn’t fight.”

      “Right,” she said, with a smile. “You didn’t fight.”

      “It’s a Christmas miracle.”

      “Wait,” she said as they stepped into the elevator. “Why are you driving?”

      He pushed her back into the corner of the elevator, pressed his body full length against hers. Hips to chest. His arms around her waist. “Because I want to make out in my car,” he said into her mouth. “Because I don’t want to let you go for as long as it takes to drive to your house.”

      “I like the sound of that.”

      In the end they had hot monkey sex. In the truck. And on her couch.

      Then they talked. They talked until the sun came up.

      And it was Christmas Day.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      December 24, 2013

      6:32 PM

      

      All right, Dean thought, staring at the red wreath made out of beads on Trina’s front door. This is not going to be easy. I need a plan. Maybe a speech. A speech would be good.

      He didn’t have a speech.

      He took a few minutes out on the porch before opening the door to try and think of a speech.

      But he had nothing.

      Just the mad stupid pounding of his heart and few song lyrics he couldn’t get out of his head.

      The front door was pulled open and there was Trina, her face rosy. Her hair pulled back in a ponytail that fell down over her shoulder.

      “Why are you standing out here?” she asked, glancing around their front porch. “You hiding presents?”

      “No. Just thinking.”

      “Thinking? You do that better in the snow, do you?”

      “Not really.”

      “You are so weird.” She pressed her warm lips to his cold ones and pulled him in at the same time.

      “You’ve been drinking,” he said, smiling against her mouth, kicking the door shut behind them.

      “Just a little.”

      He kissed her again, slipping his tongue into her mouth, and she moaned, melting against him in an instant. That’s what Trina did, she melted against him. She just went boneless.

      He loved it. Hard.

      “Maybe more than a little,” she whispered.

      “Drunk Trina is kind of my favorite Trina.”

      “You only say that because she’s easy.”

      “Shhh, that’s my drunk girlfriend you’re talking about.”

      He kissed her again. Wrapping his arms around her as if he could absorb her through the leather of his coat, the shearling beneath that. His stupid suit and his skin beneath that. Into his blood, that’s where he’d absorb her if he could. Right into the heart of him.

      That’s where he’d carry her.

      “I missed you,” he said.

      “I know, I missed you too. Four days is too long, isn’t it?”

      “The fourth day was the worst,” he agreed. “I almost drove to the Canadian border to meet you.”

      “I would have liked that.”

      She kissed him, slipped her arms around his waist, under his coat, resting her hands on the top of his butt.

      “Hey.” He broke the kiss, though that was the last thing he wanted. But they had some serious ground to cover tonight. And that wouldn’t happen with her hand on his butt. Nothing would happen with her copping a feel.

      “There’s something…” He got distracted by the sight of an open cooler on the kitchen island between the living room and the kitchen. “What did you do?”

      She clapped and spun, and he ducked back to avoid getting sliced by the end of her ponytail. “I tried to recreate the ice sculpture at your parents’ party.”

      “Are those snowballs?”

      “They are!”

      “How many did you use?”

      “Thirty-two. Artfully arranged. And there’s a flashlight in there somewhere that will probably short-circuit at some point. Not quite as good as the tree falling over, but it should prove to be exciting.”

      “Everything with you is exciting.” He stroked back the ponytail so it was flat between her shoulder blades. “I like your T-shirt.” It was Santa and Rudolph wearing Batman and Robin costumes. He truly didn’t know where she got these things. But over the last year she’d gathered a lot of Christmas stuff. After years of boycotting the holiday, she was all in this year. She was a one-stop Christmas shop.

      “You better change,” he said. “Or we’re going to be late for the party.”

      “Right,” she said. “About that. I’ve decided we’re not going.”

      “Not going?” Part of him, he couldn’t lie, leapt with excitement. He nearly pulled off the damn tie and flung it over his shoulder. “You’ve been talking about this party for weeks. You’re excited about the party.”

      “I know, but—”

      “We’ve been practicing.” The calluses on his fingers had calluses.

      “And that’s been great. So wonderful.”

      “Yule log, Trina. Yule. Log.”

      “Ah ha, we don’t have to leave the house for a yule log either!”

      She slipped her fingers through his and led him into the kitchen. The counters were full of party food. Olives and sausage rolls. Shrimp. Cheese cut into little cubes with toothpicks sticking out of them.

      “What is going on?” he asked, snagging a chip as she tugged him past.

      Trina opened the fridge with a flourish. “Ta da.”

      He ducked down and looked into the old Frigidaire. On the top shelf there was a huge brown lump. “Oh God, Trina, is that—”

      “A yule log!” she cried.

      Yes. Of course. A yule log.

      “That is amazing, but all of this food will be at the party too. And an open bar. Drunk Trina loves an open bar.”

      “I’ve got that covered, too.” From the cooler on the kitchen island she grabbed a Bud and twisted off the cap. “For you.”

      She grabbed the beer she’d been drinking from the counter and gave his bottle a tap with hers. “Cheers. Merry Christmas, baby.”

      “Merry Christmas,” he said. “But why are you doing this?”

      “Right. Well, I noticed that every time I talked about how excited I was about the party, you seemed to get less and less excited.”

      “That’s not true,” he lied, and she shot him her patented litigator look. “Okay, it’s true. But it’s only because Dad and I are still trying to be civil, and that’s exhausting, and—”

      “Your brother is there,” she filled in for him. “And he’s a jerk and you hate ties.”

      He slumped, sad that he’d somehow managed to ruin all her excitement. “I do hate ties, but once a year I will suffer a tie for this party because I know you love it.”

      “I do.” She whispered a kiss across his cheek. And then the other one. And then his mouth.

      He hummed low in his throat, loving her sweetness.

      “But I love you more.”

      He groaned and set down his beer so he could wrap her up in his arms. “I love you, too. So much.”

      “So ditch the tie, babe. You’ve got something here you can change into, don’t you?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Totally sure. Now go.”

      Dean practically sprinted into the bedroom, where he kept a lot of stuff. He ditched the tie and the suit and slipped into a worn pair of jeans and a long-sleeve henley. He sighed with relief when he kicked off the pinchy dress shoes.

      “All right, here’s the deal,” he said, stepping back into the warm living room that glowed with the lights from the tree. “This year we don’t go, but next year…”

      He stopped because Trina was standing next to the island, holding out a small box wrapped in red and green paper. A lopsided bow was falling off the top.

      “I was going to do this later,” she said. “But I’m so nervous I just want to get it over with.”

      “Isn’t gift giving for the morning?” Crap. This was why he needed that damn speech. The gift he’d wanted for her, the real one, he’d been unable to get, and he was worried there was some bad stuff working behind the scenes to keep it from him. From her.

      “Please,” she said, shaking it out at him.

      “Well, if this is an engagement ring, the answer is yes.”

      “You didn’t… It’s not.” She looked utterly stricken.

      “Relax, baby.” He kissed her lips. “That’s my job.”

      And frankly, he was pretty sure she wasn’t quite ready for that. It had been a slow-moving courtship, but by her birthday, he thought. In the summer. He’d give her his grandmother’s engagement ring. She’d like that.

      Which made the fact that he’d failed to get her the gift he wanted to give her even worse.

      He tore open the paper and flipped open the small white box. Inside, on a little piece of cotton, was a key.

      A house key.

      “Move in with me,” she said, and then blushed. “Please.”

      He could make a joke, tease it out a little bit, but she was so clearly on edge and he didn’t want anything to put a shadow over tonight.

      Because what he had to tell her kind of had that shadow thing covered. And it was a freaking shame too, because she’d been excited about this Christmas. The first one in years.

      “Come here.” He reeled her in, against his chest. Where she belonged. “Of course I’ll move in. I can’t wait.”

      She slumped against him, laughing a little. “I don’t know why I was so nervous,” she said.

      Because we’re still sorting through the poison from our fathers.

      “I love you,” he said again, because he couldn’t say it enough. “But there’s something we should talk about.”

      “Uh oh. I don’t like that voice.” She pulled away from him. She liked distance when they talked about serious stuff, and he liked her right up next to him. It was something they were working on. The compromise was he held her hand and she let him. “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s a gift I wanted to get you,” he said.

      He watched her eyes go wide. “That gift?” she asked, the blind panic in her voice plain to hear. Well, it was good to know he was right about his grandmother’s engagement ring. Now was not quite the time.

      “No. Not that gift. The key is the right move for us right now.”

      “Because it’s not like I don’t want…that gift. I just… Well, I thought we’d talk about it more. You know? Have a few discussions.”

      “A pro/con chart?”

      “No. Well, not unless you wanted it.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “You have it already, don’t you? You’ve started a pro/con list about getting married.”

      “If it makes you feel better it’s mostly pro.”

      He kissed her and then leaned away, otherwise it would be another hour before they talked about this. “That’s not the gift I wanted to get you. I wanted to buy you that land, the acreage your dad owns that our parents fought over. The land the oil people were interested in. It’s not much—I mean, we could build a house on it someday, but that’s about it. It’s mostly grazing for your dad’s herd. And the mineral rights are pretty significant. But I wanted you to have it. To know that it was going to be in good hands. To know that it wouldn’t cause any more rifts between our families.”

      “You wanted to buy that land.”

      “I did. And I thought your dad would agree once I told him what it was for. But when I went and talked to him earlier today, he said he’d sold it.” He pulled her in closer, trying to stave off a freakout if that was what was about to happen. “And I know Josh has been leaning hard on him for that land. And I know that your dad is feeling a lot of guilt over his relationship with you, and I don’t know if maybe he sold Josh the land for some stupid amount of money so he could give that money to you.”

      “Do you think my dad would do that?”

      “When it comes to you, right now, your dad doesn’t make sense all the time.”

      “Dad said Josh offered him three million.”

      “Oh my God, he did it,” Dean breathed, his stomach in knots. “He sold the land to my asshole brother. Okay.” He grabbed their beers and put them in the sink. “Go get your shoes.”

      “What? Why?”

      “We need to go talk to your dad. It’s probably not too late to reverse the sale. Or whatever. Or maybe we should go talk to Josh. Crap. Three million is so much money. We could ask my mom, maybe, but I don’t know if she’s got that.”

      “You want to buy the land back from Josh?” she asked.

      “What else are we going to do?” He looked at her. “Why are you so calm? It’s freaking me out that you are so calm right now.”

      “Because Dad didn’t sell it to Josh. He gave it to me.”

      She walked back into the living room, to the tree with the lights and the ornaments, all newly bought this year. She pulled from the branches two envelopes.

      One envelope had her name on it and the other envelope had his scrawled across it.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “Dad told me about the offer from Josh, and he told me it was tempting so he could give me three million dollars, but that he knew I’d be heartbroken. So he gave me the land. To do whatever I wanted with it. I was talking about it with your mother when we were up in Fort McMurray, and when we got home she gave me this.”

      She handed Dean the envelope with his name on it.

      “I didn’t open it,” she said. “I was waiting for the morning.”

      “I’m so relieved your dad didn’t sell that land,” he said.

      “I’m so touched you wanted to buy it.”

      He wanted to pull down the moon for her. Buying that land seemed easy.

      The envelope in his hand crinkled in his grip. “Open it,” she said. “Now I’m dying of curiosity.”

      He tore open the seal and pulled out five pieces of paper.

      “It’s a land deed,” he said, rifling through the papers.

      For you, the letter said in his mother’s handwriting. My dear Dean. I know you don’t want any part of Dad’s company, but I want to leave you something. Something just for you, for the future. This is the last of my family’s original ranch. My mother deeded it to me with the promise that I would never sell it. And I haven’t. It’s the same promise I am asking you to make. That’s the only string attached. Please don’t sell it. Otherwise it’s yours, in good health.

      “She’s giving me some land. Wow, two hundred acres. The last of her mom’s original ranch.”

      “Is this a map?” she asked, as one of the other pieces of paper slipped from his hand. They held it together, pulling it straight. “That’s the creek,” she said, “between our properties. That’s the land Dad just gave me.” She pointed to all the land west of the creek. The land east of the creek was marked off in pink highlighter.

      “And that’s the land Mom gave me,” he said. The acreage connected at the creek, and together it meant they had roughly three hundred acres of Wyoming.

      “Oh my,” she breathed. He glanced over at her and saw the tears in her eyes, and he couldn’t quite hide the tears in his.

      It was a legacy, and it was theirs. Without strings. Without poison.

      “What a gift,” she breathed. “What a beautiful gift.”

      You are, he thought, watching the red Christmas lights turn his skin to rose. You are the gift.

      She glanced up and met his eyes, a smile slowly illuminating her face.

      “I love Christmas Eve.”

      “Come on,” he said, glad to be laughing. “You’re just saying that.”

      “Nope. It’s true. As of right now, it’s my favorite day.”

      “We fixed it?”

      “You fixed it. It was all you, baby.”

      He disagreed, but she was kissing him. And taking off that Santa shirt. And then his shirt came off too and he couldn’t remember what he was disagreeing with. It seemed like a bad idea to disagree with a girl who was taking off her pants.

      That night they ate yule log for dinner and they played each other their favorite songs on the stereo. She asked him to move his guitar in first thing in the morning, and he told her he had bought her a piano. An old standup he’d found outside of Laramie. That was his Christmas gift to her.

      They lay in each other’s arms and held hands, watching the tree and the snow gather at the edges of the window.

      “Merry Christmas, Dean,” she whispered.

      “Merry Christmas, Trina.”

      And it was. And it would be. Forever.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thank you for reading CHRISTMAS EVE: A LOVE STORY!

      Read book one of Beth and Tommy’s thrilling romance in LOST WITHOUT YOU.

      

      BETH

      Tommy and I grew up together in a foster home that nearly killed us both. We loved each other with our whole hearts until the world tore us apart.

      And now I’m in the back seat of his car and he won’t tell me where he’s taking me.

      As the days pass, one thing is clear: the attraction between us is as powerful as ever. His kisses are still sweet. His touch irresistible. But I don’t know if the boy I loved is going to save me? Or ruin me?

      

      TOMMY

      One last job and my debt to the dangerous man who holds my life in his hands will be paid. My slate wiped clean. To save my life I have to kidnap Beth, the only woman I ever loved, and deliver her to the one person who wants to destroy her.

      She's just as sweet and beautiful as I remember and resisting her is impossible. But falling for her again could get us both killed.

      ONE CLICK LOST WITHOUT YOU >
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      What's better than celebrating the holidays with your loved ones?

      How about sprinkling some mistletoe, spankings, rum balls, and polished axes in the mix?

      Join some of your favorite Real Men this holiday season with six stories that'll show you exactly the lengths they’ll go to keep their women happy.
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            A Lumberjack Holiday

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jake

        Mistletoe, Rum Balls, and Polished Axes

      

      

      

      “This one?” I asked and looked over at Vivian. She held Ollie, who at a year old was already big as fuck. He was for sure taking after his old man.

      And Jackson, who was dressed like he was ready for a blizzard, held Viv’s hand, looking up at me, as if pleading with his eyes for me to help him out of the outfit.

      “No, that one,” Vivian said and pointed to the next tree over. I looked at it, then back at her. “It’s exactly like this one.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not.”

      I knew better than to argue.

      I unsheathed my ax from the leather case strapped to my side, brought the rag to it to give it one good polish before using it, and glanced back at the love of my life and our sons. Then I went to work chopping that fucking tree down. I brought the axe across the trunk, over and over again, the scent of pine and sap filling my head. Jackson started laughing, and Ollie giggled and clapped his mitten-covered hands.

      I worked on that tree for a good twenty minutes, sweat starting to bead my brow and the length of my spine, but feeling power and adrenaline move through me.

      If my woman and sons wanted a freshly cut tree, they’d get exactly that.
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        Vivian

      

      

      I put the finishing touches on the rum balls, grabbed two glasses out of the cupboard, and poured some eggnog into each of them. I went to go into the living room, but right before I made it, Jake was there. He used his big body to block me, the wicked grin on his face already present.

      I handed him one of the glasses, and watched as he brought it to his nose and smelled it.

      “What’s this?” he asked and lifted a brow.

      “Eggnog.”

      He made this look and chuckled. “Woman, you now I’m a man. I drink beer or do shots of whiskey.”

      I rolled my eyes and laughed. But the look on his face had me sobering. “What are you up to?”

      He didn’t say anything, and glanced up. I followed where he was looking, and smirked when I saw the mistletoe hanging above us from one of the wooden beams.

      “When did you put that up?” I looked at him, seeing he already had his focus trained right on me.

      “I’ve had it up all day, baby.” He grabbed the cup out of my hand, set both of them down on the foyer table right beside us, and pulled me into the hardness of his body. He cupped his hand on the back of my head, pulled me impossibly closer to his hard, muscled body, and leaned in to kiss me. His beard tickled my face and I moaned, wanting more. I loved the fact he wasn’t clean-shaven, and got wet at the fact he was rustic and all male.

      He stroked my lips and inside of my mouth with his tongue, groaning in that gritty, deep way he did when I knew he was turned on. Hell, I even felt his raging hard-on pressed right to my belly.

      He kissed me for another long minute, and I melted against him. He smelled so good, and tasted even better. When he pulled away I groaned in disappointment.

      “Come on, baby, let me rub your feet.”

      To some women maybe it would surprise the hell out of them to have their husbands say that, and actually do it, but not with me … not with Jake. To him I was his world, and to me he was mine.

      He always went above and beyond to make sure the boys and I were taken care of, and although I’d never believed in soul mates, being with Jake had made that change real fast.

      Once on the couch he pulled my legs over this muscular thighs, took off my socks, and went to work on rubbing my feet. I stared at the tree we’d just finished decorating a few hours ago, and couldn’t help but smile. There was a lot to be thankful for, and it had all started when I’d gotten lost in the woods all those years ago.

      Christmas themed wrapping paper, and toys were scattered over the floor, some of them wrapped for the holiday, others still in the bags.

      “We spoil these boys,” I said with happiness thick in my voice. I could hear it.

      I felt Jake place his hand on my belly and I looked over at him. He stared at me intently. He still sported that full beard, and the flannel shirt he wore was blue plaid. God, he looked so good, and every day I fell in love with him even more.

      “What if I said I wanted to try for another baby?” he asked softly. My heart started beating a little harder. “Ollie isn’t that old, I know, but I want our house full of little ones, Viv.”

      I didn’t stop myself from smiling. Before he could say anything else I sat up and moved over to him. After straddling his legs, and sitting fully on him, I told myself to behave. But it was hard seeing as Jake was … hard.

      “You want more babies?” I asked and wrapped my arms around his neck.

      “I do, a lot.” He grinned, his straight white teeth flashing.

      “The boys are already a handful, you know.” He pulled me forward so my chest was pressed to his.

      “We’ve always handled things well. I thought we did a good job.” He had his mouth at my neck, sucking at my flesh. I tipped my head back and moaned, the feeling of his lips on my throat, and his beard scratching at my skin, making me wet and ready for him.

      “What do you say?” he said in a husky voice against the side of my throat. “Wanna try for that little girl?”

      I grinned even though I knew he couldn’t see me.

      “What if I told you we didn’t have to try?” I felt him tense against me a second before he pulled back. He stared into my eyes, realization settling in. “What if I said you already got me pregnant?” I cupped his cheeks, his beard soft under my palms.

      He didn’t say anything, just shifted on the couch so I was now lying on it with his huge body over me. He had his hand on my belly, and the grin he gave me could have lit up the whole room.

      “I was going to tell you tonight anyway. I just found out myself.”

      He pressed his mouth to mine and kissed me so passionately I lost my breath for a moment.

      “You make me so fucking happy, Vivian.”

      “I love you,” I replied.

      He groaned, and then we were working our clothes off. When we were both naked, Jake’s big body pressed to mine, his chest hair rubbing against the smooth flesh of my breasts, I breathed out slowly.

      “I’ll never get enough of you. Never.” He reached between us and placed the head of his cock at my pussy hole. While holding my gaze with his, Jake slid all the way into me in one fluid move.

      I moaned.

      He grunted in pleasure.

      “It’ll only ever be you for me.” He pulled out and pushed back in agonizingly slowly. “You’re the only woman I’ll ever want by my side.”

      I held on as my man made love to me. It was sometimes fast and raw, but also sweet and gentle.

      What it was all the time was full of love.

      Every day I fall more in love with this man. That’s how I know this is exactly where I’m supposed to be.
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            A Virgin Holiday

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Quinn

        When I look into your face I see my entire world

      

      

      

      “She looks like you,” Isabel said, and I glanced up to stare at the one woman who had always held my heart. I glanced back down at our daughter. She slept in my arms, her tiny one-year-old body dwarfed in my tattooed hold.

      Our baby girl had looked like Isabel when she’d first been born, but as the months had passed I’d watched in awe as she’d changed to resemble me. She was beautiful, just like her mother, but I could see myself when I looked in her eyes, and it made this happiness in me grow to something monumental.

      Isabel leaned forward and kissed Cecily on the forehead, then moved up to give me a kiss. I could have stayed like that forever: my daughter in my arms, and the woman I was head over heels in love with kissing me.

      “I’m going to put her to bed so we can finish wrapping the ridiculous amount of gifts you bought for her.” She took Cecily and I grinned.

      Yeah, I spoiled my baby girl. This would be her first real Christmas where she could enjoy unwrapping and playing with the toys. Last year she’d been too tiny to understand or enjoy any of it.

      God, I can’t wait to watch her grow, to see the person she becomes.

      Isabel came back out after putting Cecily to bed, and together we sat on the floor wrapping gifts. I’d put some music on, and the low melody filtered around us. I wasn’t ashamed to say I was soft around my woman. Whatever she wanted, or needed, was hers. Always.

      I glanced up at the tiny Christmas tree on the breakfast counter. We couldn’t do anything big, not with Cecily moving around, grabbing everything in sight and putting it in her mouth.

      I stared at Isabel for long seconds, watching as she hummed softly and went about cutting the gift-wrap. I could have watched her for fucking hours. There was nothing more precious in this world to me than the woman right in front of me, and the little girl we’d created.

      “You’re staring,” she said softly, and looked up at me, a smile already in place.

      “I am.” I didn’t bother lying. What would be the point? She knew how head over heels I was for her, and that looking at her made my damn day.

      Before I could say anything else she was crawling over the wrapping paper and climbing onto my lap. I wrapped my arms around her waist, and felt my cock punch forward instantly. The fucker knew what it wanted, and that was this gorgeous woman making me feel like a real man.

      “I love you,” she whispered, and leaned down to kiss me before I could say it back.

      I plunged my tongue between her soft, sweet lips, stroked the inside of her mouth, and gave her everything that I was. I was so ready for her, my dick hard, my balls drawn up to my body.

      “Baby, I want you so damn badly.”

      She moaned, and that’s all I needed to hear. I made quick work of getting her out of her clothes, and pulled her back on my lap. I didn’t care that we were on the floor. I needed to be inside of her.

      I was frantic for her.

      I unzipped my jeans and pulled my dick out through the now open fly. “Lift up, baby. Let me get inside of you.” She did as I asked, and when I felt her hot wetness cover the tip of my dick, I clenched my jaw. “Take me into you. Slide all the way down until you can’t go anymore.” A guttural groan left me as I felt her pussy engulf my cock. She was hot and wet, tight and primed for me. I was barely hanging on as it was. I had my hands at her hips, digging my fingers into her soft flesh. “Ride me, Isabel.”

      Our faces were only an inch apart, our breathing mixing as one. She started rising up and pushing back down.

      Over and over again.

      Faster and harder with each passing second.

      The smell of her, slightly musky, so fucking sweet, and all mine, filled my head. I grew drunk from it. I was going to come before this even got started, and as much as I wanted to make love to her all night, fuck her until she was sore tomorrow, but aching for more, I wanted to explode.

      “I’m so close already, Quinn.”

      Good.

      That’s exactly where I wanted her.

      I held onto her hips, and helped lift her up and bring her back down on my dick. The wet sounds of us fucking filled the living room, and beads of sweat covered my brow.

      I wanted to fill her with my cum, make her take all of it. I wanted her smelling like me, marked by me.

      I wanted my seed slipping from the tight confines of her pussy, reminding her of what we did.

      “Come on, baby. Get off for me. Squeeze that pussy around my cock.” She closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around my neck. Then she really started riding me. With her head thrown back, her eyes closed, and her mouth parted, she looked like a goddess. Isabel slammed herself down on me and I felt my pleasure rise to a place where there was no going back.

      And then I felt her inner muscles contract around me and knew she was coming.

      I held off as long as I could, because I wanted to watch her face as she came for me. It was the most gorgeous thing I ever got to witness.

      I flipped her over so she was on her back now, my cock still in her, and pounded away. I couldn’t help myself, not with her. Not ever.

      When I knew she’d reached her peak and stared to descend, only then did I allow myself to fall over the edge. I pulled almost all the way out and slammed back in so hard she slid up on the floor. I didn’t stop myself from coming.

      My body grew tense, and every muscle was strung tight. I filled her up, made her take all of my cock, all of my cum. She held onto me, digging her nails into my skin, making it hurt so fucking good.

      My hips seemed to jerk on their own, wanting to be even further in her, although that was impossible. When my balls were drained dry I didn’t pull out of her. I shifted so I was the one on my back and Isabel was draped over my chest. I just held her, my cock starting to soften, but I wasn’t about to pull out of her warmth. I didn’t even care that I felt my cum start to slip from her body and slide down my length.

      I liked that I was in her in every imaginable way.

      For long moments we just lay there. I ran my hand up and down the length of her spine, feeling her flesh react to my touch. She smelled so good, felt so warm and soft on me.

      “Tell me again how much you love me,” she asked softly.

      I smiled, although I knew she couldn’t see me.

      “There are no words for me to explain exactly how much I love you.” She lifted up, and I pushed the hair off her shoulder. “I’d never be able to fully express how I feel with only those three words, Isabel.” I stared into her eyes. “How much do you love me?” I asked, teasing her.

      She sobered, her expression growing serious. “More than you’ll ever know.” She leaned down and kissed me. “More than I can ever tell you, Quinn.”

      Soul mate, love, all of it was too tame of an explanation for what I felt for Isabel.

      I knew it was the same for her, too.

      And now that we had Cecily—a little piece of both of us wrapped up in one beautiful little being—everything had come full circle.

      What we had was a once in a lifetime love, a breath-stealing, body-numbing consumption that made everything fit perfectly.

      It made everything seem right.
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            A Baby Fever Holiday

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dex

        Holiday songs and homemade apple pie

      

      

      

      Five years after the ending of Baby Fever

      “She’s so damn cute.”

      I smiled over at Eva. “Yeah, she is. She’s doing so well, too, and she looks like a little badass up there on stage.” I stared at my daughter, feeling so fucking proud. She might be five already, so not technically a baby anymore, but she’d always be daddy’s little girl.

      The boys were starting to get loud, and I glanced at them, giving them a “cut the shit now” look. They might be getting restless, but they’d respect their sister as she performed her first kindergarten holiday play.

      “Oh, here she goes.” Eva straightened, her hands up at her chest, and her smile wide.

      And then my baby girl started singing. Of course it was a little nervous, and yeah, she might have forgotten some of the words, but shit, she was rocking it. I couldn’t have been prouder.

      There she was, this tiny little thing—taking after her momma—dressed as an angel, and singing her heart out. I had one of the boys’ video tapping it all, because no way in hell was I about to miss having this as a permanent memory.

      It wasn’t long after that when the recital ended.

      I made my way past the other parents, their “what the fuck” gazes latched on me. Yeah, I might not be the traditional father, not with my beard, manbun, and the tattoos covering my arms, but I was one hell of a dad. I knew that, strived for it.

      I scooped Helena up in my arms and kissed her little head. “You made Daddy so proud, baby girl.” She beamed up at me. I handed her over to Eva. Jackson, already ten, and our eight-year-old twins, Harlow and Mav, were acting like perfect gentlemen. I pulled Jackson in and ran my knuckles over his head, messing up his hair. He grinned and pushed me away.

      “Stop, Dad.”

      I saw him glance in the other direction, and followed his gaze to where a little blonde girl his age was standing with her parents.

      “Jackson has the hots for Bridgette O’Donnell,” Harlow teased. That had Mav laughing and high-fiving his twin.

      I should have told them to leave Jackson alone, but I could only shake my head and chuckle at the redness that covered Jackson’s face.

      “Harlow, Mav, your day will come soon enough,” I said. I glanced at Eva, the woman I loved more than life itself. She pulled our four children closer to her, and listened to each of them go on about their childish rambling. All I could do was watch in wonder.

      This woman was so fucking special to me. She was the mother of my children, my wife, and the one woman I’d lay my life down for in a heartbeat. I looked at my kids, each of them a little bit of us. I tried to be better each and every time for them.

      It was always for them.

      This was what I’d always wanted. My heart and life were filled with love and happiness, and fucking hell, could that make a man fall to his knees and thank the heavens for miracles.
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        Eva

      

      

      I stayed silent from the kitchen as I watched Dex read a Christmas story to the kids. The smell of the apple pie I just pulled out of the oven saturated the kitchen, the soft sound of holiday music coming from the radio, and the sight of the twinkling white lights and decorations scattered around the house made this calm settle over me.

      Helena was already nearly asleep, curled up on Dex’s lap. Seeing her rubbing a piece of Daddy’s hair between her fingers as she dozed off had a smile curving my mouth.

      Jackson and the twins were only half-ass listening, but they were being quiet, so there was at least that.

      “Come on, bed time,” Dex said, and I stayed back as I watched my husband, and the man I’d spend the rest of my life with, take our children to their rooms for the night.

      I turned and grabbed a wine glass out of the cupboard, grabbed a bottle of wine off the rack, and went about popping the cork and pouring myself a glass.

      I had just taken my first drink when I felt strong arms wrap around my middle. Dex pulled me back against him, and I stared down at his tattooed forearms and biceps. There wasn’t anything on this man that didn’t turn me on. All he had to do was look in my direction and I was so ready for him.

      Like I was right now.

      My panties were wet form my arousal, and my nipples were rock hard.

      I also could feel his desire for me digging in the small of my back, that long, hard and thick pole he sported between his thighs making every feminine part of me rise up violently.

      “You smell incredible,” he whispered by my ear.

      I closed my eyes and rested my head on his chest. “It’s the pie.” I felt him move his hand down my belly. He stopped at the junction of my legs, his fingers long, strong. A gasp left me when he added some pressure on my pussy with those manly digits. My jeans formed to the most intimate part of me.

      “No, it’s all you, baby. You smell so fucking good,” he growled out low. “You always smell so damn good.”

      He spun me around and took the wine glass from my hand. I didn’t stop this. No, God, I wanted this.

      Before I knew what was happening, Dex had my shirt and bra off. The image of him sucking on my nipples slammed into me, and I was a second away from begging for him to do just that. But before I could utter a word, I watched as he grabbed a knife from the drawer, made a slice in the apple pie, and started to move his finger along the top where the apple pie insides were starting to come out. The smell of sweetness intensified, and my pussy grew wetter.

      “Dex…” I whispered, but he didn’t let me say anything else. Instead, he ran that apple pie filling-covered digit along my nipple. The flesh puckered up for him even more.

      “You already taste so sweet,” he murmured, and lowered his head to suck the tip into his mouth. The groan that came from him rocked me to my core. “But I couldn’t resist doing this, baby,” he said against my nipple. He took the next few seconds to suck the filling off my peak. He ran his tongue up and down, cupped my breasts, and made this animalistic sound.

      “Baby, I need you.”

      “Then take me, right here, right now.”

      His groan was all I heard before he all but tore my pants off, lifted me off the ground, and set me on the kitchen counter. I watched as Dex unzipped and unbuttoned his jeans, pulled out his already hard dick, and stroked himself a few times. Even after all these years our sex life was still amazing, still like it had been in the very beginning.

      It was passionate, raw, and all consuming.

      “Hold on, baby, because I am so fucking primed for you.” Dex stepped between my thighs and placed his cockhead right at my pussy hole. He stared into my eyes, and in one move buried himself fully in my body. I gasped at the intensity of his thrust, at being stretched, filled totally.

      He fucked me then.

      This wasn’t about us making love, which we did plenty of times. This was about scratching that erotic itch we both had.

      Dex pounded in and out of me, and soon sweat covered my body. My tits bounced between us, my breaths grew shallow, and I let myself go over the edge only minutes after he’d impaled me.

      “Fuck, that’s it. Come for me. Milk my cock. Take it all in.”

      I had my head tossed back, my eyes closed, and just rode out the pleasure. My pussy was contracting around his dick, and I could tell by the fast pumping coming from Dex, and the sounds that left him, that he’d fall over the edge very soon.

      “Come on,” I said, and forced myself to open my eyes and stare at him. “I want you to get off, too.”

      He grunted. “You want my seed all up in your cunt, baby?”

      God, I loved his dirty talk.

      I nodded.

      “You want my jizz to slip from your tight little pussy when I pull out?”

      I gasped, feeling another orgasm rising to the surface.

      “Tell me,” he demanded in a guttural groan.

      “Yes, I want it all.” And then I was getting off again.

      “Yeah, that’s so fucking it, Eva.” He thrust once, twice, and on that third pump he buried his dick all the way in me. He came long and hard. I could see it on his face, on the way his entire body was so tense.

      When he breathed out and stilled, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him closer. He held me too, his head on my shoulder, the power coming from him tame after his orgasm.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      I stroked his back, and felt the cotton of his t-shirt damp from his sweat.

      “I love you, too.” He lifted his head and stared at me, and I cupped his beard-covered cheek.

      “You’re it for me.”

      I felt my heart jump at his words.

      “You’ve always been it for me.”

      “I love you,” I said again, and leaned in to kiss him. I tasted the subtle hint of apple pie on his tongue.

      He pulled out with a groan, but had me cradled in his arms only seconds later, and was striding out of the kitchen.

      “What are you going?” I asked, smiling.

      “I’m going to run you a bath, properly wash that luscious body of yours, dry you off, and take you to bed.” He stepped into our room and went into the master bathroom. “And when that’s all said and done, I’m going spread your thighs, and eat your pussy out until you get off again. I’m going to make you come for me so many times you’re exhausted from it.” He set me on the edge of the tub and just stared at me for long seconds.

      He cupped my cheeks, and the seriousness in his face went deep. “You’ll love me forever?”

      To hear this big, strong man asking me something so vulnerable could have had me crying. Even after all these years my love for him was stronger than ever.

      “Because for me, it’s just you, Eva.”

      I kissed him, and pulled back to look into his face this time. “Every day I love you more. That’ll be how it always is, Dex.”

      He pulled me in close and just held me. This was nothing better than having this man hold me like I was his world.

      “You are my world,” he said, and I smiled.

      Fairytale endings do happen. I was living proof of that.
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            An Experienced Holiday

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sabine

        Age is just a number when it comes to love

      

      

      

      I could have watched the man I loved and our daughter play dolls and have tea parties all day long.

      Hugo sat on the ground, a small pink plastic table between him and our two-year-old. Our little girl spoke in Russian to him, her voice tiny, and her words hard to make out if you didn’t listen carefully.

      I loved that Hugo was teaching her his native tongue. I wanted her to experience all that life had to offer. I wanted her to know where her roots came from and embrace them.

      The little boy I carried kicked wildly, and I placed my hand on my rounded belly. At eight months pregnant I was ready to have baby Anton. Hugo came in with Bella in his arms. He wore a too-small tiara atop his head, and a tiny red lip print on his cheek thanks to Bella getting into my lipstick earlier. I couldn’t help but laugh as I took Bella from my husband and brought her over to the highchair to eat dinner.

      I was about to turn and grab the plate of food I’d prepared for her, but Hugo was already on it.

      “Sit, lyubov moya. I’ll feed her while you rest.”

      I sat in the chair across from them and smiled as I watched Hugo lay out the cut food for Bella. She played with it for a moment before finally starting to eat.

      “You’re okay?”

      I looked at him when he spoke. I had my hand on my belly, and rubbed it while I smiled. “Yeah, just tired.”

      “You do too much around here.”

      I liked staying busy. Hugo was such a big help around the house, and he’d since cut back on his work schedule. Unless it was a family trip, he only left out of country once a year. Maybe that was still too much for some, but compared to his schedule before it was an astronomical adjustment.

      “You need to let me do more around here, although you’re so stubborn.” He smiled and gave me a wink. “Bella definitely takes after you in that regard.” Just then Bella threw a cut-up piece of food at him. We both laughed.

      When she was finished eating and was down for a nap, Hugo came back into the kitchen. He helped me off the chair and together we went into the sunroom. It was cold out, and the snow was starting to fall. We sat down; the room was heated so it wasn’t like an icebox.

      For long moments we just sat there, Hugo having his arm around me, and nothing but the beautiful silence, and the love of my life holding me close.

      As the years progressed and our lives had changed for the better, I realized a lot of things. Without love in your life you’ll always be missing something. Without that positive energy, and the feeling of being someone’s world, that puzzle piece would always be absent. At least these were the things I realized for my own life. They were things I wouldn’t change, and what I wished I’d come to understand sooner.

      He was older than me.

      We came from different backgrounds.

      Our relationship may not have been typical or conventional.

      And in the beginning outsiders looking in had seen our relationship as “wrong.”

      But in the end none of that mattered. We had our daughter, a little boy on the way, and we loved each other more than anything else.

      What was important was he loved me and I loved him, and our family gave their support. Everything else was just background noise that needed to be tuned out.
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        Hugo

        Two Months Later

      

      

      The smell of freshly baked cookies and honey ham filled the room. I stared at my wife, the most beautiful woman in the world, and felt like the earth opened up and swallowed me whole.

      How did I get so lucky?

      This was how I felt each and every time I looked at her.

      She sat with her mother and father, and Bella on the floor playing with her new Christmas toys. I looked down at my sleeping son in my arms.

      He was so tiny and fragile, and a little piece of Sabine and myself.

      The wonders of this world never ceased to amaze me.

      Bella called out for me, the Russian I taught her making me smile. Her little toddler voice made the words sound sweet, even when she screamed out in a tantrum. Sabine answered her, the Russian my wife knew making me feel pretty fucking proud.

      “Go see Daddy, honey,” Sabine said in English this time.

      Bella came over, her new doll hanging from her grasp. She stared down at Anton, her little face pinched in confusion. When she lifted her hand and stroked the dark hair atop his tiny head, I smiled at her.

      “You’re so sweet, lapochka.” I leaned down to kiss the crown of her head. I picked her up and set her on my lap. Bella rested against my arm, and I saw how tired she looked. I started singing her and Anton a Russian lullaby. It was one my mother used to sing to me when I was a child. I was aware of gazes on me, and lifted my head to see Sabine and her parents watching me. The smile on my wife’s face made the entire room light up.

      I wanted my wife with me. I wanted her close, wanted to smell the sweet scent that always surrounded her.

      I wanted the other half of my soul with me, and the little ones we’d create to stay right by me no matter what.

      Sabine’s parents left twenty minutes later, and when my world sat beside me I instantly leaned over and kissed her. She took Anton from me when he started getting fussy, and I adjusted Bella in my arms. My baby girl had fallen asleep, but I wasn’t ready to put her to bed. I watched as Sabine undid her shirt to feed Anton. I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her in close.

      There was nothing more important to me than the three people in this room. I’d make sure that there was so much love in this house we suffocated from it.

      I was complete, but only because of them.
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            A Roommate Holiday

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Brendan

        Holiday balls and spiked apple cider

      

      

      

      Our house was packed, our parents were passing baby Elisabeth around, and I had Meghan close to me. All felt right in the world. Hell, it always felt right with Meghan and our baby girl in my life.

      Some upbeat holiday song played from the radio, and the laughter and cheer was enough to leave this thick sensation on the skin.

      But it was the good kind of feeling. It was the kind that made you know you were loved. I took another drink of my spike apple cider … that shit potent as hell and having this fire start in my belly.

      We’d just finished dinner, and although I was ready to relax, having Meghan close to me had me thinking of other things. Hell, she just had to breathe and I was ready for her. It didn’t matter that family was all around us, or that I should have had some semblance of control.

      My woman was fucking gorgeous, and I loved her too damn much to try and control myself and be PC.

      She shifted on my lap as she went to reach for her glass. And just like that my fucking cock rose to attention. It was like a starving animal that had just been thrown a morsel of food.

      I pushed the fall of hair off her shoulder. I leaned in, inhaling deeply, my cock jerking.

      “Brendan,” Meghan said, her voice hushed, shocked, but also sounding like she knew what was coming and anticipated it.

      “How about we head to the bathroom real quick, and I make you feel good?” I felt her shift again, and I closed my eyes and held in my groan. No doubt I wanted to be deep in her pussy, feeling her tightness around me. But what I wanted more right now was to get her off … with my mouth. “Meet me in the bathroom.” I helped her off me, kept my hands in front of my crotch to hopefully hide my boner, and headed down the hall and away from everyone.

      Once in the bathroom I pressed the heel of my palm down on my dick. It seemed like forever before the bathroom door opened and Meghan stepped inside. For long seconds we just stared at each other. Her cheeks were red, her pupils dilated, and I could see the way her pulse beat wildly right below her ear.

      I wanted her. Now.

      Before she could say anything, hell, before I could even try and talk myself out of this, seeing as our families were right outside, I was right in front of her. Cupping her ass in my hands, I groaned softly at the feel of the fleshy mounds. She was so fucking perfect.

      “As much as I want to fuck you right now,” I said and lifted her onto the bathroom counter, “I want my mouth all over your pussy.” I kissed her then, stroked my tongue along her lips, and held in the guttural sound that would have left me. “I want you to come with my tongue thrust deep in your cunt, baby.” She made the sweetest sound. Not wasting another moment, because we really didn’t have a lot of time before someone realized we were gone, I went to my haunches in front of her. She placed her legs on my shoulders, her dress rising up. I got to see between her thighs. The white panties she wore were so fucking hot.

      I didn’t even bother getting her underwear off. I just slipped my finger under the elastic side, pulled it over, and placed my mouth right over her pussy. The smell and flavor of her was so damn addicting. I plunged my tongue in and out of her, but couldn’t hold myself back from moving up and sucking her clit into my mouth. I hummed, knowing she felt the vibrations. She clutched at my hair, pulling the strands hard enough it hurt … hard enough it felt incredible.

      My cock throbbed, my balls were drawn up to my body, and it was damn hard keeping that fucker in my pants.

      This is about your girl.

      It was always about Meaghan. Always.

      I devoured her then. I licked at her clit, ran my tongue down her cleft, and loved the little mewling sounds she made. I was frenzied for her, wanting desperately to get her off like I needed to take my next breath. I held her legs open with my hands on her inner thighs, and groaned at her flavor. I was so drunk on her it was a miracle I could even function right now.

      “Yes, Brendan,” she whispered. I looked up, but didn’t stop from plunging my tongue in and out of her. “I’m going to get off.” She pulled at my hair even harder.

      I fucking loved it.

      “Come on, baby. Give it to me.” I renewed my efforts, and just when I felt her tense, knowing she’d climax, I reached up and covered her mouth with my hand. She moaned, the sound muffled. The position I was in was slightly awkward, but I didn’t move. I kept eating her out until she sagged against the mirror, breathing hard, her hands now at her sides on the granite.

      I rose up, and not bothering to wipe her juices from my mouth, I reached out and cupped her nape. I brought her close, slammed my lips on hers, and made her taste herself. My cock was throbbing, but I told the fucker later we could have all the fun with Meghan. Right now, seeing her get off, and tasting that on my tongue was like fucking heaven.

      I pulled back, my hands still on either side of her face. “I love you so fucking much.” She was still trying to catch her breath, and damn, that made me feel good.

      “I love you too.” She leaned forward and kissed me.

      I helped her off the counter, adjusted her dress, and made sure it didn’t look like I’d just been mouth-fucking my woman. Not that I cared if I did, but our family didn’t need to know any of that.

      When we were as presentable as we were going to get, we headed out of the bathroom and to where our family was. As our daughter got doted on, I looked at Meghan. I got lost in everything that was this woman.

      Every day I fell more in love with Meghan, and I knew it would be like that until the day I died.
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            An Arrogant Holiday

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Noah

        Eggnog and spankings

      

      

      

      Before Harley came into my life all I’d thought about was making accomplishments with my career. I’d done a pretty good job of it, too, but it wasn’t until she walked into my office all those years ago that I realized the greatest goal I should have strived for was making sure the woman I loved more than life itself was always happy.

      And so far I was making sure that was a reality.

      There was nothing more important than Harley. There was no other priority more important than providing for her, and making sure that she never wanted for anything. She needed her space at times, and I gave it to her, well, as much as I could. I was a possessive bastard, territorial of her, and made sure she knew that.

      I made sure everyone knew that she was mine.

      The last of our dinner guests were heading out, and thank fuck for that. I enjoyed entertaining, liked throwing and attending parties, but tonight I had something more important on my mind.

      “Fabulous gathering, Noah.”

      I smiled and nodded at Harrison Keely, one of my businesses associates, but my focus was on my wife.

      “Thanks for coming.” We shook hands, I gave his date a smile, and Harley saw them to the door. Once they were gone, the door was shut, and the sound of Christmas music that played in the background wasn’t drowned out by conversation, Harley turned around. The white lights we had around the place made her glow, and fucking hell, did she look gorgeous.

      She wore this white lace dress with feather accents around the bottom hem. Her curves were out of this damn world, and there wasn’t anything more I wanted to do right now than tear the fucker off and be with her.

      The look she gave me told me everything I needed to know.

      She was ready for me.

      “Maybe we should clean up?” she asked, lifting an eyebrow and glancing around. I didn’t give a fuck about the messy table, or the half-empty glasses of eggnog around the place. My dick was hard, my balls were full and drawn up to my body, and I wanted to fuck my wife.

      I wanted to put my baby in her … tonight.
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        Harley

      

      

      The way Noah looked at me had shivers racing up my spine. We’d only been married a year, but since our honeymoon we’d been trying for a baby. It had gotten to the point we’d gone to see a specialist. Tracking my cycle, making sure we did it when I was ovulating, kind of took the “fun” out of it all. But we both were ready for a baby, and there was nothing more I wanted than starting a family with Noah.

      But I was ovulating right now, my temperature had spiked, and right now he needed to be together. If the dinner party hadn’t already been planned ahead of time, and I was adamant we keep it as planned, I knew he would have said fuck it all.

      He would have said that in a heartbeat.

      Yeah, I knew he didn’t care about any of this, not when it came to me. If that didn’t make a woman feel wanted, I didn’t know what in the hell did.

      “Come here, baby.” That tone of his, so arrogant, so commanding, did something wicked to me.

      I was in front of him only seconds later. He had his hand behind my head, had his fingers tangled in my hair, and leaned down to kiss me. There was no foreplay, no waiting for this to happen. It wasn’t just about trying to make a baby. He was ready for me, had been watching me the entire night … following me with his gaze for hours.

      My man wanted to devour me.

      He slid his other hand down and cupped my ass. He gave it a squeeze, and groaned in response.

      “I want to make love to you, but I’m so fucking worked up, Harley.”

      Yeah, I was too.

      “I just need you inside of me.” He groaned against my mouth, and before I knew what was happening, we were moving into the kitchen. He had me bent over the granite island, pushed my dress up so it pooled around my waist, and pulled my panties down. My pussy was soaked, my nipples were hard, and I knew I’d get off before this even really started.

      The sound of his zipper going down was an auditory orgasm.

      And then I felt his cockhead at my entrance only a millisecond before he plunged into me. He pounded my pussy like he owned it…

      Because he does.

      When I came I didn’t hold in the groan of pleasure that left me. It felt good. He felt good.

      His cock was so big, so thick and long, that all I wanted was to be stretched to the max. Even after all this time it felt like this was our first time back in his office.

      He pulled out, and I knew he hadn’t finished. But before I could say anything, Noah had me turned around, his hand cupping the back of my head, and was kissing me until I was breathless. Despite having gotten off once, I wanted more.

      He pulled back, and the look he gave me was full of love, full of promise. “Let me take you to bed. Let me make love to you.”

      He’d gotten me off, held back his own orgasm, and now wanted to take this slow.

      I smiled, wrapped my arms around his neck, and pressed my chest to his. I loved this man more than anything else, and the one thing I knew would make us complete, would make us a family, was both of us in one little person. I rose up and kissed him, my frantic need turning warmer.

      “Take your wife to bed, and let’s make a baby.”

      He made a deep sound before scooping me up in his arms and carrying me to our room.
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        Noah

        Five weeks later

      

      

      I could see she was nervous, so I reached out and pulled her close. My heart was thundering, my palms were sweaty, and I was so fucking nervous I felt nauseous. I’d felt like this numerous times over the last twelve months, and not knowing what that test would reveal.

      It was like I was on a ledge about to fall over.

      I looked over Harley’s head at the white stick on the counter. That little fucker would tell us if she was pregnant or not. It would let us know if we’d be parents or have to try again.

      It had the possibility to break us with just a line.

      I leaned back and cupped Harley’s cheeks. I stared in her eyes, willing her to try and be calm. “No matter what this says, things will be okay.”

      She smiled and nodded, but it didn’t really reach her eyes. “And what if it says negative?” Her voice was soft, distant. She was so worried that it ate at my heart.

      “Then we’ll try again, and again, and again.” I smiled. “We’ll try however long it takes, baby.”

      She closed her eyes and exhaled. “What if we can’t have children?”

      I shook my head. “That doesn’t matter. There’s always adoption. There are always other avenues. We’ll get through whatever is thrown our way together.”

      I pulled her in for another hug and kissed the top of her head.

      “Is it time?” Her voice was muffled because it was pressed against my chest, but I heard the nervousness in it. I pulled back. “You want me to look?”

      She hesitated for a second before shaking her head. “Let’s do it together.”

      We’d looked at a lot of “not pregnant” tests over this past year, and I saw the chunk it took out of Harley every single time. I prayed this time was different.

      She grabbed the stick off the counter and I saw her hand was shaking a little. I reached out and placed mine over hers, steadying her, letting her know I was here for her no matter what.

      Harley stared down at the test for long seconds, but I was focused on her face, on how she was doing. When she lifted her head and stared at me I saw the shock on her face. I couldn’t tell if that was good or bad.

      It was then I looked down at it, my heart in my throat. There, on that little screen, were two pink lines. I picked it up, and felt my breath stall.

      “A baby, Noah,” she said, her voice so soft it was almost inaudible. The happiness in her voice was so tangible. “We’re going to have a baby.” She was smiling and laughing now. I set the stick down and picked her up in my arms, her feet barely touching the floor. I held her close like I thought she might disappear. I kissed her face, not stopping until I had marked every inch of it.

      “God, you make me so happy.” I set her back down and instantly fell to my knees before her. Looking up, I saw the startled look on her face. I might be a bastard in the boardroom, but with her I treated her like the queen she was. Framing her belly with my hand, I rested my forehead on it.

      “I can promise you I’ll make sure this world knows how special you are to us.” I looked back up at Harley. “I love you so fucking much.” She was crying, but the smile she had on her face told me exactly how happy she was. I rose to my feet again and pulled her in for an embrace.

      And then I thanked whoever was listening for allowing me to be the luckiest bastard in the world.

      
        
        The End
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      Thank you for reading A REAL MAN HOLIDAY!

      

      He hasn’t been with a woman in five years.

      She hasn’t been with a real man … until now.

      

      Vivian

      

      I’ve had enough of the crap that goes along with living in the city. So, I packed for a weeklong vacation in the mountains. Isolation in a cabin for the next seven days sounds like a good way to recoup and get my life back in order.

      After getting lost while hiking, I stumble upon a cabin that has me questioning whether to ask for help, or if I should brave staying the night in the woods.

      

      Jake

      

      I left everything behind years ago after the woman I was with betrayed me. Now I work as a lumberjack and live my life as a recluse.

      Being celibate for the last five years says a lot about my self-control, but I’m a man and have needs, and not giving into what I really want is hard as hell. But I can’t let myself get close to anyone, not even for a few hours. Getting close is how I got screwed over before.

      As soon as I see Vivian, I know I have to have her. It’s been forever since I’ve had a woman. Because of a storm rolling in, she’ll have to stay with me overnight. We could do a lot of filthy things in that time.

      I pride myself on my control, but when it comes to Vivian, I don’t know if I can keep my hands to myself.

      I know I can’t.

      I have needs, and it’s clear Vivian’s in need of a real man to help her unwind. I can certainly help her in that department.

      ONE CLICK LUMBERJACK (A REAL MAN, 1)

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Getting Scrooged

          

        

        
          Eden Bradley
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          Eden Bradley

        

      

    

    
      Blinded to the present…

      

      Holly Knight doesn’t have time for Christmas. As the head of Knight Enterprises in Chicago, she doesn’t have time for anything, not even a personal life—other than her brief, secret liaisons with men who remain strangers. Until a new stranger comes to town…

      

      Ebenezer Hall is a ‘closer’. His job: negotiate a merger with a woman who is as notorious for being a hard-ass as he is for being a charmer no one can resist—and he’s not above mixing business with pleasure as long as it’ll get him what he wants.

      

      The chemistry is sizzling hot, and things get even hotter when Ben’s friends and long-time lovers Justin and Kit arrive in Chicago. Three gorgeous men are even more exciting than one, and Holly’s body is sated in ways she’s never even dreamed of. But she can’t allow herself to be distracted for long—her priority is always business…and protecting her heart.

      

      Can an infamous playboy and a hard-hearted corporate mogul ever admit to their heart’s desires? Or will it take a little holiday magic for them to realize that all they want for Christmas is each other?
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      Holly had always known tequila was dangerous. She lifted her glass and licked the salty rim of the margarita her cousin had insisted they order, anyway.

      “Come on now, Holly. Drink up,” Marley ordered.

      “I’m drinking. And since when does my assistant get to give me orders?”

      “Since this isn’t one of your business dinners. Since I’m off the clock. Relax, Holly. It’s me. I promise I won’t judge if you get sloppy and decide to dance on the table. We’re supposed to be having a night of fun, just us girls, like we used to.” She raised her glass in a toast. “To fun.”

      “I’m a little afraid of what this is going to do to me. Tell me again why it’s called a Cadillac margarita?” she asked.

      Marley grinned. “Patrón tequila, baby! And because two will get you totally sloshed.”

      “I know we haven’t gotten together to hang out in a long time—”

      “In forever,” her cousin said wryly.

      “I know, I know. But does getting drunk have to be part of the deal?”

      “It does in your case. You need to let your hair down and relax. Badly. Know how I know? You showed up to a Mexican restaurant—a dive on the South Side—in a Chanel suit, for God’s sake. Drink.”

      “It’s Gucci. And the fact that it’s a Mexican place only makes this holiday music even weirder.” Marley slapped a hand to her forehead and Holly had to laugh. “Okay, okay.” She took a long swig of her cocktail. She had to admit it tasted good. A lot better than the single highball she usually allowed herself during business dinners and parties. Which were the only kind of dinners or parties she’d been to in ages. Years, literally. “See? Drinking.” She took another good swallow of the sweet concoction.

      Two Cadillacs later she and Marley were laughing together and it felt as natural as it ever had when they were younger. Before Holly had to take over the family company. Before she had the heavy load of responsibility she’d been carrying for the last eight years. Actually, it was before she’d grown up and gone to work for her father at the Knight Corporation. But she wasn’t going to think about that tonight. Hell, she’d barely been able to think straight at all after barely finishing the first drink. One enormous drink, but still.

      “Another one, cous?” Marley asked, trying to wave down a waitress.

      “I’m already slurring. And I have an important business meeting tomorrow.”

      “Not until dinnertime—I’m the one who scheduled it, remember? I explicitly allotted time for hangover recovery. No excuses. You’re having fun, right?”

      “More fun than I’ve had in…truthfully, I can’t even remember the last time I even used that word in a sentence.”

      Marley gestured with her glass toward the bar, her margarita tilting and splashing a little on the floor. “He looks like fun.”

      Holly turned her head to look at the tall, dark-haired guy ordering a beer.

      “Yeah, he’s cute.”

      “But…?”

      Holly shrugged. “He’s not my type.”

      Marley leaned toward Holly across the table, her green eyes shining. “When was the last time you…” she waggled her eyebrows. “…You know. Had fun?”

      “Marley!”

      “You can tell me. I’m no prude. And I’m your only real confidant…other than Fezziwig. And he’s not talking to me right now.”

      Holly laughed. “I do not tell my cat about my sexual exploits.”

      “Ah-ha! So you do have sexual exploits. Now you have to tell me.”

      Holly rolled her eyes.

      “No, no—out with it,” Marley demanded.

      She took another long sip from the last of her drink, letting the tequila loosen her bones—and her mouth. “Well, I really don’t have time for dating, so I…” She paused to lean in closer. “Marley, if you ever tell this to a single soul I’ll have to hire a hit man.”

      Marley sat up straight and laid a hand over her heart. “I slolem…” She giggled. “I solemnly swear.”

      “Okay. So…sometimes I go to the bar at the Four Seasons or the Omni, usually later in the evening when I’m done with work. There are some great-looking guys there and…I figure it’s safer than some dive bar, you know? Don’t look at me like that. I’m not a nun. I have my needs.”

      “Wow. I’m not judging. I’m impressed and wishing I had half your nerve. So, you have a wild night with a non-dive-bar guy, and then what?”

      “Then I go home.”

      “And you never want to see any of them again? Talk to them?”

      “We never even exchange names. That’s one of my rules.”

      “That’s hard-core. I am impressed.”

      Holly giggled. The tequila was really hitting her. “Ohmygod, Marley, you should see some of these guy’s faces when they realize I mean it.”

      “I’ll bet. But seriously, Holly, don’t you ever want more? Romance? Something?”

      “Sure, there’s plenty I want. But when do I have time for anything I want? My life is all about making the board—the family and our shareholders—happy.”

      “It doesn’t have to be. Hell, you’re about to turn forty, Holly. You need to think about what you want, for once.”

      Holly groaned. “Forty. Don’t remind me.”

      “Well?”

      “Well, what? I’m not even sure I know what I want.”

      “Then it’s past time to think about it. But we need another drink first.” Marley waved her hand and the waitress approached the table. “Two more, please.”

      “Marley, I’m getting hammered.”

      “That’s the idea, cous. You’re going to need it. Because we…” she paused to slide her purse from the back of her chair. She dug in it for several moments before pulling out a pen and a small pad of paper. “We are going to make you a bucket list.”

      “A what?”

      “A list of everything you still want to do with your life. Everything you should have experienced but haven’t because you’ve practically sacrificed your virginity to your job.”

      “Phht.” She waved a hand around. “That was gone a long time ago. And my job had nothing to do with it. That was Greg…whatever his last name was.”

      “Oh, yeah. I must be drunker than I thought I am. Was. Whatever.” She flipped her wild auburn curls—the same hue as Holly’s own more controlled tresses—over her shoulder. “Anyway, since you turn forty on Christmas Eve and these are your last days as a thirty-nine year old, you need to write down thirty-nine things. Better get to it.”

      Marley handed Holly the pen and paper. Holly blinked.

      “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Start with something salacious!”

      Holly giggled. “Okay.”

      She bent over the paper and wrote.

      “Give it to me. What’s number one?” Marley demanded.

      “Have a three—or more—way with a few gorgeous men.”

      “Ha! I knew you were hiding your inner perv in a basket. Or under a bushel. Whatever—you know what I mean.”

      “Marley!”

      Her cousin grinned. “Oh, don’t get me wrong—I’m proud. More. Do more.”

      Over most of another drink and several pauses where the two women burst into fits of hysterical laughter Holly managed to fill out the list. She couldn’t believe how easy it was to find so many things she hadn’t done. So many things she still wanted.

      “Done!” she announced.

      “Hand it over—I wanna see.”

      Holly pushed the list across the table. Marley reached for it, sloshing her drink.

      “Damn, I’m sorry.” She wiped at the soggy list with her tiny cocktail napkin.

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s stupid.” Suddenly embarrassed at how much truth she’d written on that little piece of now-damp paper, Holly took it and crumpled it up.

      “Hey! I didn’t get to see it.” Marley grabbed it from her and smoothed out the wrinkles on the table.

      “It’s never going to happen, anyway, Mar. Work is my life. I don’t have time for anything else.”

      Her cousin reached out and laid a hand on her wrist. “Never say never. That’s an order, even if I am your assistant. Anyway, it’s Christmastime. You know what they say. Anything can happen.”

      “Christmas hasn’t made any difference in my life for a long time. Maybe it never has.”

      “Don’t turn into morbid Holly on me. I don’t want you going home, listening to those depressing operas of yours, and taking your sorrows out on your cat. I’d never forgive myself.”

      “What? I would never hurt my Fezziwig!”

      “Oh yeah—I forgot.” Marley grinned impishly. “He’s your boyfriend.”

      “Hardly.” Holly tipped her glass and drained it, then set it carefully down on the table, which had gone a bit fuzzy, like everything else. “His name is BOB. As in Battery Operated Boyfriend. He doesn’t kiss and tell.”

      Marley snorted. “Who doesn’t know BOB? I hear all the best ladies are dating him this year.”

      “And on that note, I’m going home and getting some sleep. I have a long day tomorrow, and I’m pretty sure a hangover is not going to help, despite your genius scheduling abilities.”

      She stood a little unsteadily and pulled her cell phone from her purse, dialing her driver. “We’re ready to go, Karl. Pick us up in front. Thank you.”

      “You know,” Marley said, trying to pull her coat on and getting tangled up in the sleeve, “I seem to recall you being wilder the last time we did this. If memory serves, the experience included a tattoo parlor and you jumping into a fountain in your bare feet.”

      “That’s just another thing I won’t have to add to my list.”

      “Another tattoo or the fountain?” Marley wrinkled her nose. “But speaking of…” She tucked the wrinkled piece of paper into Holly’s purse. “You’re going to need this.”

      Holly shook her head. “It’s no use.”

      “Hang onto it, anyway. Just in case. Besides, if you leave me with it I’ll read it. And then I’ll nag. You know how good I am at that.”

      Holly took it, but she knew better. Drunk or sober, she didn’t have time for a bucket list. She didn’t have time for a life. And list or not, fortieth birthday or not, Christmas or not, that fact was not about to change.
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      Holly had just been seated at a table which was thankfully free of the Christmas decorations that seemed to be multiplying like rabbits all over Chicago. The potted poinsettias on the windowsills were the only nod to the holiday season—that and the low jazz tones of Christmas carols. But once she got down to tonight’s business it would be easy enough to ignore.

      Now all she needed was her dinner companion—aka her opposition—to arrive. She checked her watch. He was already ten minutes late.

      But when she glanced up, she saw him.

      He was too damn handsome. Tall and lanky and broad shouldered, moving with the sort of graceful self-assurance that signaled a predator.

      Had they sent him on purpose to tempt her? She was certain they had.

      Holly tapped her short, well-kept nails against the cool side of her water glass. She’d known he was the ‘closer’, the one Helton-Ritter Publishing had sent to ensure the merger between their company in the UK and Knight’s Bridge Publishing, one of the Knight family’s many holdings. Ebenezer Hall. Known for his ability to charm his way through any business transaction—or into any woman’s bed. Or any man’s, if the dossier Marley had delivered to her yesterday had been correct.

      He strode through the muted elegance of the restaurant with an air of absolute confidence afforded only those men who had earned it. His blond hair was short, thick and spiky on top, but just enough to make him look young and hip in his beautifully tailored pale gray suit—Prada, her well-trained eye for detail told her

      She watched as a hungry-eyed waitress stopped in her tracks to let him pass, pausing long enough that one of her fellow servers had to nudge her back into action. That simply didn’t happen at Tru, one of Chicago’s finest and most popular restaurants. It was a place frequented by the beautiful, the powerful, the famous. But the waitress wasn’t alone in her reaction—several of the diners seemed to have the same response. Holly steeled herself against the instant heat of her own body, fighting for her usual cool reserve.

      He’s only a man. He’s only the enemy.

      She would have taken a calming sip of water if he hadn’t already reached the table.

      God, he was even taller up close. And his eyes…gray and penetrating, like smoke on cut glass…

      Don’t be ridiculous, Holly.

      She’d better pull herself together, and quick, despite the fading edge of her hangover from all the tequila the night before. Anything else was unacceptable.

      “Ms. Knight?”

      He held out a hand to her and she let him take hers. Oh, his hand was large and warm. And the only thing better than his faint English accent was his slow, wide smile. Electric. That was the only word her brain could seem to grasp as he gave her hand a slight squeeze and heat rushed through her body in a long, liquid torrent.

      Get it together!

      She cleared her throat.

      “Mr. Hall. Thank you for coming.”

      “My apologies for being late. I was held up in traffic. My fault entirely. I always forget how bad the traffic is in Chicago. Seeing you in person, I’m even sorrier I didn’t arrive sooner.”

      The smooth compliment ran over her skin like a brief, fluttering touch. When she realized he was still holding her hand, she pulled it back.

      “Please sit down, Mr. Hall. I’ve taken the liberty of ordering you a drink. Grey Goose on the rocks. I hope it suits you?”

      “You’ve done your homework, I see.” He slid into the seat across from her. “And please, call me by my first name.”

      “Ebenezer, then.”

      “Ben,” he said, smiling at her again. Making her melt a little.

      She smiled tightly, nodded. “Ben.”

      “And again I must apologize. Had I arrived sooner I could have ordered your Tanqueray and soda.”

      “Touché, Mr. Hall.”

      “Ben,” he insisted, command in his voice that she couldn’t quite find rude. He lifted his vodka, sipped, never taking his calm, gray gaze from hers. “I like to get to know the people I’m to work with. It’s refreshing to see we have that in common.”

      “You like to get to know your opponents, you mean.”

      “I prefer to think of it as two factions joining together in harmony.”

      She caught the slide of his fingers over the edge of his glass from the corner of her eye. There was something almost sensual in the way he caressed it with his long fingers.

      “Working me already?” she asked, meeting his gaze.

      His smile spread into a grin that was oddly boyish. “You wound me, Holly.”

      “And you take great liberty with my name, Mr. Hall.”

      “Ben,” he insisted once more, the grin never leaving his face as he flagged a waiter and ordered her drink.

      He was too damn charming. But surely nothing she couldn’t handle. No man ever had been.

      “Ben,” she repeated, allowing him that one privilege.

      “That’s better. First names are so much…friendlier, don’t you agree?”

      Was he purposely using sexual innuendo? Or were her own wicked thoughts infusing the simple sentence?

      “But since you appear to want to get right down to business, why don’t we go ahead and order?” he suggested, handing her a menu.

      “Certainly, let’s order.”

      “The swordfish looks quite nice, although I’m in the mood for a good steak. Some red meat for us both, then, to fortify us for the upcoming battle of wills?”

      He glanced at her over his menu, and she noticed again the cocky tilt of his mouth as he spoke. A man should never have such sensual lips. Lips meant for kissing. Hot, endless kisses, the kind that would leave you breathless. Out of control.

      She bit back a sigh. When had he taken control of this meeting? When had she ever lost control so easily to anyone?

      Other than her father.

      He would have been very disappointed in her performance today. How quickly she’d given in to her opponent’s informality. How easily he was distracting her. Not that that would have been any different from her father’s usual disappointment. In the fact that Holly hadn’t been born male. In anything she did, no matter how hard she’d always tried—strived—for his approval. Even now, eight years after his death, that need still drove her.

      And today would not be any different.

      She nodded decisively. “Yes, let’s order and discuss the business at hand.”

      She gestured for a waiter before he had a chance to upstage her again. She ordered the swordfish, which made him smile.

      “Well played,” he said quietly.

      “Oh, I’m not playing.” She leaned down to pull a file from her Hermès briefcase. She opened it and pretended to study it for a moment. Of course, she had every detail memorized. “I have the initial offer here. Unfortunately, I don’t believe I’ve seen agreeable terms.”

      “Which is why I’m here. I understand that Knight’s Bridge Publishing is part of your family business, Ms. Knight. I’m sure the emotional component of this merger—”

      “Ben,” she interrupted, “don’t make the mistake of assuming I’m sentimental because I’m a woman.”

      “I would never. Perhaps I only make the mistake of assuming sentiment in a family venture.”

      She had to pause for a moment. That would be true of most families, she supposed, but there was no closeness in her immediate family, other than between her and Marley. “This is business. I have shareholders to answer to. The only goal here is to achieve what’s best for them, and for the Knight Corporation in the long-term.”

      One of the wait staff—a young woman—came by to deliver Holly’s drink, smiling at Ben. He smiled back, winked at her. “Thank you, sweetheart.”

      Sweetheart.

      Ridiculous that he should call her by that pet name. Ridiculous that it made her stomach flutter simply hearing the word in his lovely British accent.

      Ebenezer Hall was every bit the secret weapon he was reputed to be. She hated to admit how dangerous he might be for her. How his looks and the charm oozing from every perfect pore made it difficult for her to think straight.

      Maybe she’d better get past the admitting part—not to him, of course—just so she could accept it, swallow it down and get on with what she had to accomplish going forward with this merger. Or not, if they couldn’t come to an agreement.

      He raised his dark blond brows in question and she realized she’d been sitting in silent thought for several moments. Not the way to play this game. Not the way to win.

      She decided to switch strategies.

      She lifted her drink. “Tell me something about yourself Mr. Hall…Ben.”

      “Something other than what you found in your very thorough research of me?”

      She shrugged.

      “Alright, then.” He paused, sipped at his vodka. “Let me think…Well, I believe you know I’ve been in the States for quite some time, and currently live in New York. You probably also know my mother is American, so I have a dual citizenship, which is how I was able to stay here. You also know, I’m quite certain, that I have degrees in International business and communications from Oxford. I’ve represented Helton-Ritter before in several merger and acquisition projects, so I’m quite familiar with what my current employers will want. From me, as well as from you.”

      “Tell me what you believe your employers want from me.”

      He raised a dark blond brow. “Impatient?”

      She set her glass down. “As a rule, yes.”

      He leaned toward her, until she could see the glossy sheen of his clear gray eyes in the dim lighting of the restaurant. “I know that about you, too. Luckily I have enough for both of us. Patience, that is. It comes with the job description.”

      “The same job description that leaves out the need to answer my questions directly?” She smiled. She wasn’t sure when—or why—she’d started to enjoy herself. “Or is that simply…you? You’re not used to discussing private details, are you?”

      “Not any more than you are, Ms. Knight. Luckily, we seem to speak the same language.”

      She leaned forward a few inches, rested her elbow on the table and her chin in her hand. “Call me Holly.”

      Good Lord—was she flirting with him? But she couldn’t help it. This verbal sparring with such a gorgeous man was definitely a turn-on. If he’d been one of her secret pick-ups, some total stranger at the Four Seasons bar, she would be looking forward to a spectacular evening of no-strings sex, followed by her quick escape. Then again, if he’d been one of her secret pick-ups, the last thing she’d be doing was telling him her name. But at least she could have this…whatever it was. Maybe even more exciting because of everything that was at stake.

      Oh, you are turning into a sick woman.

      Marley was right. She definitely needed to relax more if she was wound up so tightly she was turned on by business negotiations. But she was going to do this anyway—flirt a little with the enemy. See if she could beat him at his own game. Allow herself to enjoy it, which was not something she usually did. Not even the sex, really—that was more about scratching an itch.

      Ben Hall made her itch all over, in the best way possible. But she would keep her eye on the prize. She always did.

      She straightened in her chair, took a sip of her gin, let it burn going down her throat.

      Nice.

      Ben leaned in further, covered her hand with his. “Holly, then. What do you want to know?”

      “Why are you really here? I don’t mean doing this job in particular, but why do what you do?”

      He leaned back in his chair, seeming to relax. “That’s easy enough. I like the thrill, the challenge. Just as I like the thrill in deep-sea diving, skiing, riding motorcycles. There’s always the threat of imminent death, isn’t there?”

      She laughed. “Death by merger negotiations?”

      One corner of his mouth quirked. “Only the really boring ones.”

      She laughed again, took another small sip of her gin. “And is this boring you? Are you in danger of imminent death?”

      “Not even close. So, what about you?” he asked. “Do you have hobbies?”

      “Oh, we’re really making small talk, are we?”

      He cocked an eyebrow once more, and in that one small, characteristic gesture she felt how deep his utter confidence ran. “Why not?  I gave you a few of mine. These negotiations are often quite lengthy. We’re a bit like members of a jury, you and I, waiting to see what the decision might be. And while we wait, we’ll argue, try to come to some sort of agreement, argue some more, won’t we? So we’d better try to at least be friends while we’re stuck with each other for the duration.”

      How had he turned things around so this getting to know each other thing seemed like his idea?

      “I suppose that’s one way to look at it. What’s that term? ‘Frenemies’?” She smiled as she said it, only half meaning it. But the deeper she looked into his crystal gray eyes, the more she wondered which half.

      God, he was spectacular. Gorgeous and smart. Lethal.

      And lord help her, she was thinking about what it would be like to sleep with him. Really imagining it—what his hands might feel like on her naked skin. How his body would feel pressed against hers. How big his…

      No, no, no!

      “So?” he asked. “Hobbies?”

      “I…don’t really have time for hobbies. Well, I like to read.”

      “Anything besides the Wall Street Journal?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes. I like biographies. I just finished one on Margaret Thatcher.”

      She wasn’t going to admit her secret love of romance novels. He was still the enemy, no matter how handsome and charming he was.

      “Ah, a powerful woman. Like you.”

      She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You think I’m powerful?”

      “Intoxicating.”  He leaned in closer again, his gaze steady on hers, and she realized only in some distant way that his leaning in, then leaning out, then back again, was part of this game of cat and mouse. She wasn’t certain who would turn out to be the cat—an unusual feeling for her. He lowered his voice. “Beautiful. Intelligent. And yes, powerful. A woman like you could bring a man to his knees.” His slow, flirtatious grin made her stomach tighten. “Or run a country. But really, would you willingly sign up for that job?”

      Her cell phone went off, the tone that signaled her automatic dialer—the line she’d set up on her computer to call just when ‘the closer’ might think there was any chance she’d give into him.

      She wasn’t about to give in. Business or otherwise.

      What did she even mean by that?

      “Would you excuse me? I have to take this call.”

      “Of course.”

      He stood as she rose to her feet, and even as she answered the fake call and turned to walk away she was acutely aware of his towering height, of how much more impressive a man he was when he was standing a few feet from her.

      Stop acting like some starry-eyed schoolgirl.

      She walked into the lobby of the restaurant to let Ben know he wasn’t the most important thing about her evening. And to get ahold of the lust singing in her veins, settling with a low, thrumming heat between her thighs.

      Ben Hall may be one of the best-looking, most charming men she’d ever come across, but he was not going to get the better of her tonight.

      But God, if it were any other night…if they were any two other people…all bets might be off.
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      Ben watched the gentle sway of her hips and the perfect heart-shaped ass encased in her pencil skirt as she moved through the restaurant, her phone pressed to her ear. He didn’t mind that she’d taken a call during their meeting. He needed a few moments to collect himself.

      He’d heard the head of the Knight Corporation was an attractive woman, had seen newspaper clippings with her photographed at fundraisers and political dinners, but the photos had done her no justice. She was stunning. And damn it all to hell, he was stunned.

      Maybe it was the color of her hair—auburn, but with subtle dark gold streaks running through it. It reminded him of a fine grain of wood, but made of silk, the way it laid over her shoulders, swung across her back as she’d walked off to take her phone call. Her brown eyes were almost the same color. Impossible. But true. And tilted a bit at the corners. It made her look like some siren. Feline. Flawless cheekbones. And with a mouth made for kissing. Long, rough kisses. Lips to bite, to lick…

      She smelled like elegance and confidence and a little like flowers. And it was driving him wild. He was trying to keep his head in the job he was there to accomplish, and he didn’t mind the hint of seduction he was never too proud to use on a client, but he wasn’t used to being so…affected by one. By anyone.

      Lust was something he could control as much as he did anything else. His work. His life. He didn’t like surprises, and this one was knocking him off his feet.

      He sipped at his vodka, and had to remind himself to slow down on the alcohol. This was still work.

      A busboy moved by the table, heavy tray in hand, and knocked Holly’s purse from the back of her chair. The contents spilled onto the carpet.

      The busboy looked at him helplessly. “I’m sorry, sir, I…Just let me set this tray down.”

      “I have it. No bother.”

      Ben knelt on the floor with one knee and gathered the sparse contents of the handbag: a wallet, a tortoiseshell compact, a tube of lipstick, a hairbrush. And a wrinkled, soiled bit of paper that smelled strongly of…tequila? He paused to look at it as he stood and replaced the purse on the back of the chair. The paper even had a fleck of rock salt stuck to it. He couldn’t help but notice the heading: ‘Holly’s Bucket List’.

      He glanced at it. And grinned when he saw the first line. ‘1-Have a three—or more—way with a few gorgeous men!!!’

      “Oh, Ms. Knight, you naughty, naughty girl,” he murmured.

      He took in the next couple of lines, and without wasting a moment took his cell phone from his pocket and snapped a quick picture of the list before he shoved it into her purse and slid back into his chair. Just as she came back to the table.

      “My apologies,” she said.

      Why did she look ten times sexier to him now than she had before he’d seen the list?

      A three—or more—way…

      Lord help him. He was not going to get hard while sitting in the middle of a restaurant having a business dinner.

      She pushed her gorgeous, long auburn hair behind her ear as she settled back into her seat.

      “It’s no problem,” he said. “I hope it was nothing urgent?”

      “It’s been taken care of.”

      Ah, she was all business again. He flexed his fingers and determined to keep his mind firmly on business himself. And not on the firm rise of her lush breasts between the buttons of her pin-striped blouse.

      He had always loved a pinstriped shirt on a woman. Especially if the shirt was his and she was wearing it after they’d shagged all night.

      Luckily their meal arrived, saving him from further distracting contemplations of sex on the dinner table with this delectable woman. A woman he planned to have before their business was over. Or after—he wouldn’t be picky about it. As long as he had her.

      He had to have her.

      “How is your steak?” she asked.

      “What? Oh, shall we see?” He cut a bite and lifted his fork across the table to her mouth—a gorgeously plush mouth glossed in pink.

      “Oh, I don’t think so.”

      “Come on, Holly. It looks delicious.”

      So do you.

      “Well…”

      She parted her lips and he slipped the bit of meat in. She closed her lips around the fork and he slid it out. And bit back a groan.

      All he could think of was slipping his cock between her lips. The soft heat of her mouth.

      He shifted in his chair.

      “Good?” he asked.

      “Yes. Wonderful. I don’t eat red meat often.”

      “Don’t you?”

      He could change that…

      

      She could see the shift in his features, the softening of his mouth. The way his eyes gleamed. And she recognized it for exactly what it was. Heat. Desire. It took all her will not to ask him to take her right to bed. But that was something she never, ever did. She let the men want, yearn for her. She let them make the move. Let them think they were in control, when in fact it was their very desire that controlled them—their desire for her that allowed her to be the one holding the reins. Anything else would be dangerous.

      And just like last night’s tequila, Ben Hall was dangerous. But she liked it.

      They made small talk while they ate. At the end of the meal she was dismayed to find Ben beat her to the check.

      He waved her hand away as she reached for the dark leather envelope. “I insist.”

      “Don’t think you have to be gallant. This is business.”

      “Yes, but either way, I am the one courting you.”

      Why did that make her shiver all over?

      “Alright, but I’ll get the bill next time.”

      “Fair enough. I take that to mean the first steps in this ritual courting dance are over?”

      She smiled. “Yes. For now.”

      “Let me walk you out.”

      She nodded, stood and dialed her driver while Ben walked her through the restaurant, a hand at the small of her back. She supposed it was nothing more than good manners, but his palm burned into her as if he was skimming it over her bare skin. She made an effort not to shiver while he was touching her, while he might be able to feel it.

      He got her coat from the coat check and held it for her while she slipped into it.

      “Shall we continue this tomorrow evening?” he asked. “Or do you have a lunch open?”

      “Tomorrow’s not good for me—Saturdays are always work days— or the day after, but let me have my secretary check my schedule for Monday evening. You’re staying at the W Hotel?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll have Douglas call your cell, or leave a message in your room if he’s unable to reach you.”

      “Excellent. We can continue the courting ritual…I mean our business then.”

      He flashed her a crooked, mischievous grin and she found herself smiling back. Had it been anyone else speaking to her this way they would have found themselves up against a cold wall of reserve. But Ben made her melt, damn it.

      They reached the front of the restaurant and her car was at the curb. She let Ben walk her out.

      “Shall I drop you at your hotel?” she asked.

      “No, thank you. I’ll get a cab. I need to make a stop.”

      “I’ll speak with you on Monday. Thank you for the meal.”

      “My pleasure. Absolutely my pleasure. Holly.”

      He stood watching her for a few long moments, his gray gaze on hers. So direct, and still glittering with desire. Making her pulse jump. Making her body heat. Making her nipples pull tight beneath her silk bra simply looking at her.

      No, not looking at her—watching her. Searching her for the desire they both knew damn well was there.

      Her driver opened the car door and she turned away and climbed in, glad to be safe inside her car. She pulled in a breath. Ben Hall was more than dangerous. He could be disastrous if she didn’t get this raging lust under control and handle him just right. Professionally. And maybe even personally.

      As the driver pulled into the dark Chicago street, she pressed the intercom and said, “Take me to the Omni, Karl.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The bar at the Omni was quiet tonight. The vaulted windows that made up one long wall reflected the colorful gleam of holiday lights decorating the mirrored shelves behind the bar.

      Christmas music again—this time some old Big Band crooner, which was a slight improvement.

      Holly moved in and found a place at the bar, where she ordered a San Pellegrino with a squeeze of lime. She wasn’t there five minutes when a man in a suit—a man much younger than her, not that it was anything unusual—approached her.

      “Can I buy you a drink?”

      He was slender, but she didn’t mind a lean, athletic build. His dark, button-down shirt and dark purple tie set off his blue eyes. He was handsome, dark-haired. Smiling at her.

      “I already have one, thanks.”

      “Do you mind if I sit down, anyway?”

      She flashed a small smile at him. “Please do.”

      He slid onto the barstool next to her and she caught a hint of expensive cologne. Nice.

      “Are you staying here at the hotel?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I’m in town for work. You?”

      “Me, too,” she lied.

      He put a hand out. “I’m—”

      “No, don’t tell me,” she interrupted. “Let me guess.”

      He laughed. “What?”

      “Let me guess your name.”

      He seemed to like the idea. They usually did. It was a game, and they both knew the purpose. “What do I get if you’re wrong?” he asked.

      “What do I get if I’m right?”

      “I’d offer to buy your drink, but as you just reminded me, you already have one.”

      She lowered her tone. “I’m sure you can think of something.”

      He lifted his chin a notch. “Okay. Go ahead and guess.”

      Oh, he was eager, this one. That was fine with her. She needed to get out of her head for a while.

      “Is it…Lawrence?”

      “Do I look like a Lawrence?”

      She laughed. “Not really. How about Stanley?”

      “Hardly.”

      “Wilber?” she asked.

      “You’re not even trying.”

      She caught his gaze. “No, I’m not.”

      He stared for several seconds. “How would you like to find out what I get if you’re wrong?”

      She said quietly, “How would you like to find out what you get?”

      “Really?”

      She smiled once more. He reached out and ran his fingers cross the back of her hand.

      “Let me sign for my tab.”

      He waved the bartender over and turned away from her to deal with his bill. He had a nice profile. Muscles under the well-cut shirt. She should be feeling that flutter of excitement, of the taboo, that always came with these discreet forays into sex with a stranger. Why were they absent tonight?

      Why could she think of nothing but Ben? Wasn’t that why she’d come? To stop thinking about him?

      “I’m…I’m sorry…”

      “What’s wrong?”

      She started to get up. “I’m sorry. I just realized…I have to go.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yes.” She shook her head. She wasn’t about to explain anything to him—to this stranger she had almost been about to have sex with.

      She grabbed her purse and her coat and strode out of the bar, leaving him sputtering.

      She punched the button for the elevator, punched it again when it didn’t arrive quickly enough. She had to get out of there.

      The doors slid open and she stepped in, leaning against the wall with a sigh. What in the world was wrong with her?

      By the time she was safely back in her car, her driver whisking her back across town to her building, she knew exactly what was wrong with her.

      Ebenezer Hall.

      She bit her lip and looked through the dark glass, watching the blur of Christmas lights as the car moved through the city streets. Every intersection was strung with lights, garlands of evergreens with red bows, the wires hung with wreaths and bells. It was the first week of December and already the city was in high gear for the holidays.

      She hated the holidays. They only made more demands on her time with ‘important’ parties to attend. They got in the way of her work.

      So did Ben Hall.

      She was going to have to find a way to work him out of her system. There was no one else to manage this deal. She would have to pull herself together.

      They reached her building, Dickens Towers, named after her paternal grandmother’s family. It was a sleek black glass high rise made up of two towers with an elevated walkway running between that held a greenhouse she employed a task-force of gardeners to keep up. It was one of the Knight family’s many real estate holdings, and she’d lived in the penthouse executive suite ever since taking over the company. The uniformed doorman rushed out to help her from the car the moment it stopped at the curb.

      “’Evening, Ms. Knight.”

      “Good evening. Oh…you’re not Chapman.”

      Their doorman had worked at the building for as long as she remembered, and seemed to be there almost around the clock. She’d never seen this stout, older man with the close-cut white beard and sparkling blue eyes.

      “No, ma’am. I’m Frost. J. Frost. Mr. Chapman’s on vacation.”

      “Vacation?”

      “That’s right. First one he’s had in years, or so I’m told. It’s a shame for a man to go so long without taking a little time for himself. Or a woman, for that matter.  It’s been too long since you’ve had a vacation, too, Ms. Knight.”

      “What? Who would have told you that? I mean, it’s true but…”

      “I’m sorry. I’m keeping you out here in the cold.” He stepped onto the wide blue mat and the doors opened. He walked her inside, across the slick white marble floor to the high, curved brushed steel security desk by the private elevator that went only to her penthouse apartment. “Have a wonderful evening, Ms. Knight.”

      “Thank you, Mr…?”

      He smiled, his plump cheeks a shiny pink. “Frost, J. Frost. And don’t worry. Mr. Chapman will have a great time in Hawaii.”

      “Hawaii?” What was he talking about?

      Mr. Frost pressed the call button for the elevator and the doors slid open silently. He gestured for her to go in.

      “Goodnight, Ms. Knight.”

      “Goodnight.”

      The doors closed and she felt that small surge of pressure that came with an express elevator.

      She shook her head. What a strange man. Or maybe it was simply surprising to see someone new at the door. He’d certainly been nice enough.

      By the time she reached her floor and the doors opened to her apartment, all she was thinking of was getting her shoes off. She loved her stilettos, but they were killer on her feet. She kicked them off in the black and white marble foyer, bypassed the mail her housekeeper had left on the console table and stepped down onto the plush, pristine white carpet of her living room, her toes sinking in.

      “Ah, much better.”

      She felt the brush of fur against her leg and looked down to find Fezziwig curling around her ankles. She picked him up, cradling him like a baby in her arms, and rubbed his furry white belly.

      “How’s my baby? You had a long day alone, my poor boy,” she crooned.

      He gazed up at her adoringly, his emerald eyes contented slits as he purred.

      She took him into her designer kitchen, with its granite counters and dark cherry woodwork, and opened the glass-fronted refrigerator with one hand, the other full of eighteen-pounds of snow-white, long-haired cat.

      “Let’s find a treat for you,” she murmured to Fezziwig. “Ah, here it is, sweet pea.”

      She pulled out a container of roasted chicken she kept in there for him—she didn’t keep much else in her refrigerator, other than mineral water  and some milk for her morning coffee —and somehow she managed to open the lid and pull out a small piece. Still lying in her arms, Fezziwig stretched his neck out as she offered him the tidbit.

      “There, that’s my good boy.”

      She carried her cat across the apartment to the windows that spanned one entire wall of the living room.

      “It’s cold out there, Fezzi—be glad you have a built-in coat. I never did like December.” She rubbed his soft belly fur. “All this Christmas busy-ness. It takes forever to get across the city. And to get inside a building and out of the cold…always getting stopped by someone asking for money for one thing or another. Mother does enough charity work for the entire family. For the entire city of Chicago. And never stops giving me a hard time for not doing more. As if I have time with running the family company. Mother owes the continuation of her cushy, vapid existence to the fact that I was willing to take over after Father died. Fan certainly wasn’t going to do it. She’d escaped too long before.”

      Her gaze was aimed out through the cool glass, but she wasn’t really seeing the lights below, or the moon struggling to shine through the clouds. She was seeing Fan with her belongings packed, pulling out of the driveway in that old VW Bug she’d loved so much, off to college. Leaving nine year old Holly behind to deal with their cold mother and disapproving father. Not that their parents didn’t disapprove of Fan— short for Francesca—either. But Fan had never seemed to care much. She’d gone her own way. Holly envied her sometimes. Not that she didn’t enjoy her work—she gloried in it. But if even once she could have a day where she didn’t have to report to anyone, didn’t have to be the solid shoulders holding up an organization the size of the Knight Corporation…

      Fezziwig blinked up at her and she leaned down to kiss his belly as she moved toward the long, white leather sofa.

      “You’re the only one around here who doesn’t want money or work or important decisions from me, Fezzi. Well, you and Marley and now Tim. I could barely convince him to take an apartment here. He’s my nephew—I don’t get it. Except that maybe he’s really Fan’s son, with all her ideas about independence from the family. But that’s okay. I don’t need anyone else, do I?”

      The cat blinked again, yawned.

      Did she?

      An image of Ben filtered through her mind, all tall, British blondness and broad shoulders.  Those clear, gray eyes and a mouth that could kiss the pants off anyone, she had no doubt.

      Maybe even her pants.

      No. Definitely her pants.

      She set Fezziwig down on his white faux-fur blanket on one end of the couch and made her way down the hall to the master bedroom, where she unbuttoned her blouse as she moved into the walk-in closet.

      Why was she thinking about Ben again? Why couldn’t she seem to stop?

      She slipped her blouse off and opened the laundry chute in the center island of her dressing area that went directly to her personal bin at the dry-cleaner in the basement of the building. Her skirt and sheer tights followed. Chilled in nothing but her silk bra and thong—regular underwear always left panty-lines, and she never wore anything but a thong—she ignored her thick robe and headed into the bathroom to run a hot bath.

      The bathroom was her favorite room in the apartment. It was enormous—she’d even given up some of the custom-built closet space to ensure her bathroom was as decadent as her architect and interior designer could possibly make it. With white marble counters, warm mahogany cabinets and thick white rugs on the heated marble floors that matched the counters, the space was utterly modern, spare and luxurious at the same time, the white accented by a pair of exotic green orchids flanking the large vanity mirror. The glassed-in shower stall could easily fit a small party, and had every shower head and massage sprayer known to mankind. But it was her bathtub she really loved.

      It was raised up on a dais of pure, white marble, surrounded by dozens of white candles in varying heights, overlooking the city of Chicago through a ceiling-high window. With one press of a button on her complex remote control that handled the lighting, fans and  heating, as well as the flat-screen television and stereo system,  an opaque privacy film appeared on the vaulting panel of glass as if by magic. And since she didn’t understand how such gadgetry worked it may as well have been magic. All she knew was that being in that tub was pure heaven.

      She hit the button that turned on the water to her favorite pre-set temperature and stripped out of her underthings, letting the huge tub fill. While she waited she went to the vanity and swept her hair up into a clip.

      What would Ben Hall think if he could see her now, all of her business-bitch attitude stripped away, along with her clothes?

      She ran her hands over the sides of her breasts, and her nipples went hard.

      Ben.

      That man was too damn beautiful. Too charming. Too tall.

      She shivered as her fingers brushed her nipples, wished it was his hands smoothing over her skin as steam rose in the room.

      Oh, she was in need of some release—all the tension of the day, and especially the sexual tension she hadn’t been able to release tonight with one of her strangers.

      She didn’t want to think of why she’d left that guy behind at the bar. He’d been a perfect opportunity to burn off some of this energy—a dizzying level of sexual energy that had been running through her body ever since she’d laid eyes on Ben.

      Ben.

      He was all she wanted to think of now.

      Catching her own fevered brown gaze in the mirror, she slipped her hand between her thighs, found the damp heat there.

      “Oh…”

      She was burning up, needing his touch. Needing release.

      The tub chimed when it was full and she climbed in, sighing as she slid under the water. She let herself luxuriate in the sensation for only a few moments before opening a filigreed silver chest on the marble platform surrounding the tub and pulling out one of her favorite waterproof vibrators. Her body shivered as she held the large, pink phallus, ran her hand over the textured surface, up and down as if it were Ben’s swollen cock she was stroking.

      Oh, yes.

      She teased herself for several moments before she turned it on and lowered it beneath the surface of the water, so anxious she didn’t even bother to roll a towel to rest her head on. She spread her thighs, lifted her feet to rest them on the edge of the tub, and with one rough shove, pushed the vibrator into her aching pussy.

      She groaned, thrust it deeper, angling it to hit her g-spot. She was trembling on the verge of climax already.

      “Fuck me, Ben,” she whispered as if he were there with her.

      She slipped the big vibe out until only the tip rested inside her, letting the vibrations shiver through her. She bit her lip, tried to hold her climax back. But in her mind all she could see was Ben, naked, poised over her, panting with desire, his cock waiting to ram into her.

      “Come on. Do it!”

      She plunged the vibrator inside her pussy, in and out, hard and fast, letting it hurt. The little bit of pain drove her on, and in moments she was coming, panting, moaning. Pleasure shook her, her mind going blank, and still she came, her hips bucking, her insides clenching at the plunging phallus.

      “Mmm….ah, Ben…”

      She was whimpering when it was over. Because she’d come so damn hard. Because it wasn’t enough.

      She fumbled in the silver box again, until she found what she was looking for—a powerful bullet vibe with a textured head. She turned the big vibrating phallus up a notch and leaned back against the side of the tub, lifted her feet to the edge once more. She spread her legs wide and slid the big vibrator into her still-needy sex once more , pushed it in deep, and sighed, her hips already arching into the toy.

      “Ben, just…fuck me with your hand, yes…and now…suck my clit.”

      She turned on the smaller bullet vibe and lowered it beneath the warm water, pressed it onto her swollen clitoris.

      “Ah!”

      Sensation knifed into her, sharp and aching as she pressed the bullet harder onto that small bit of sensitive flesh, the big vibrator still humming inside her.

      “Yes, more!”

      With her other hand she moved the big vibe in and out, imaging it was Ben’s hand…his cock…his mouth on her clit, licking her pussy…

      This time her orgasm was a blinding torrent of pleasure, making her cry out. Making her arch out of the water. She couldn’t stop coming. Couldn’t stop wishing it was Ben there with her, doing these things to her body.

      Ben…

      Finally the waves subsided and she collapsed against the side of the tub, pulled the still-buzzing phallus out of her. She switched both toys off.

      How could she still feel such a deep, driving need? She’d come twice, so hard she was weak and shaking. And still, she wanted more, needed more.

      Needed Ben.

      No.

      But it was true. Her body would not be satisfied until she had him.

      She cursed under her breath.

      Ben was definitely the one man she shouldn’t have sex with. And the only one she wanted.

      Craved.

      She was screwed.
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      It was snowing. Cool, white flakes fell all around him, spangling the night-time snow on the ground with reflected holiday lights in green, red, gold. She was wearing a red dress, tight-fitting, showing all her slender curves.

      “Come on, Ben,” she said.

      He knew exactly what she was asking for, somehow. Or maybe it was that what he wanted was exactly the same thing.

      He moved toward her, pushed her down gently into the snow. She was naked suddenly, her bare flesh pressed to his. He ran his hands over the mounds of her breasts, smoothed his fingertips over her hard nipples. They were gorgeous, succulent and red against her pale flesh.

      When he reached down between their naked bodies he found her wet slit, and his fingers slipped right in.

      Lord, he loved a woman’s cunt. Loved to feel it wet and wanting. He pressed deeper, two fingers, then three, filling her up. She moaned, and it went through him like a blast of pleasure, his cock hardening.

      Holly. Need to be inside you, need to fuck you.

      “Yes,” she said, opening her thighs for him.

      He paused, holding himself so that the tip of his cock pressed against her. So damn wet he could hardly stand it, his cock pulsing. Then he drove in, piercing her body, his cock going so deep his balls met her hot flesh.

      “More,” she demanded.

      He pulled back, drove again, then again, and again, his thrumming cock iron-hard.

      Just fucking you, fucking you, Holly…

      Pleasure seared him, and he bit it back. Too soon to come. He needed to really enjoy this. Enjoy her.

      Holly.

      Fucking her.

      Yes.

      “Holly!”

      He woke up, shaking, his cock so hard it hurt. Immediately he began to stroke himself, his hand fisted tight, his hips arching. In moments he was coming, pleasure like a storm, rolling over him, through his cock, his body.

      “Fucking you…” he panted, coming and coming. “Holly…Lord…”

      He gasped for breath as the last edge of his orgasm shivered through him. The scent of his own come was sharp in the air.

      Holly…

      He couldn’t stop thinking about her. Couldn’t stop wanting her. Which would have been fine if the wanting wasn’t a need so fierce it was almost painful.

      He pressed his free hand over his eyes, realized the other hand was still gripping his now-sticky cock. It was still half-hard. Still wanting her.

      He pulled in a deep breath.

      He needed to get this under control. So that he would be in control. He wasn’t there to fuck Holly Knight, although he would, and hard. But work first. At least, he had to keep his goal foremost in his mind, even if he didn’t wait until the deal was brokered before getting Holly into bed. Or in the back of her limo. In the fucking snow.

      He groaned as his cock started to really harden once more.

      “Down, you beast,” he muttered, giving his raging cock a small smack, but that only made it worse.

      He turned onto his side, facing the window of the plush hotel room. The sun was rising, casting silvery light over the cloudy Chicago skyline. He had to get over this obsession. Get his brain in order. Get his rutty cock under control, damn it. But his hips arced of their own accord, pressing his erection into the tangled sheets, and soon he was pumping into his fist once more, Holly’s face, her hot, slinky body in his mind.

      “Fine,” he muttered. Maybe rubbing one off a few times would help. And when he’d come two or three times, he’d have his composure back. Or four. Or five.

      How many times could a man come before he had to start his day? He pumped into his hand, a sharp, stabbing thrust that caused a shiver of pleasure to course through him. He was about to find out.
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      The evening sky was as cloudy as it had been that morning, but there was more on Ben’s horizon than the setting sun. In an hour he and Holly would meet in the bar downstairs. The W had a fine restaurant on the main floor, and although there were far fancier places he could take her to in order to wine and dine her into submission…so to speak, of course… staying close to his temporary home was a necessary part of the plan for the evening. And the evening was to be a part of his plan for winning this game they played, as well as for their mutual pleasure.

      She was an expert player, that one, making him wait two days before seeing him again. That and her clever way with words. But Ben Hall never lost. He’d built his career as a deal closer on that very fact. He’d never found anyone, man or woman, he couldn’t win over, whether sex was involved or not.

      He would take consummate pleasure in knowing sex would indeed be a part of this particular deal.

      But Holly Knight was a hell of a challenge—that was certain. He admired her for it, but he was damn thankful he’d found the list. It was the one thing that would give him an edge, both personally and for the job he’d come to Chicago to do—an edge he needed more than he wanted to admit. Ben needed this merger to go through as badly as he needed to get Holly into bed—he wasn’t used to losing. Ever. And since the phone call he’d had that morning, ‘operation wish list’ was well under way.

      He looked over the list he’d transferred from his cell phone to his laptop once more.

      1-Have a three—or more—way with a few gorgeous men!!!

      2- Go to a strip club.

      3-Wear lingerie for a man who really appreciates it and isn’t just eager to have it off.

      4-Kiss someone until I’m breathless—without doing more than that.

      5-Stop to breathe.

      6- Go to the Lincoln Park Zoo.

      7- Go to the ballet—in jeans.

      8-Go out and get lost in the city, with no plans, and end up…anywhere.

      9-Go ice skating.

      10-Eat pizza from a street vendor.

      11-Go to a smoky little jazz club, drink too much wine and stay out until 2AM.

      12-Spend an evening with Marley painting each other’s nails like we did when we were kids.

      13- Spend a whole day lounging around in bed.

      14-Go to the Shedd Aquarium.

      15-Take classes in art history, cultural anthropology, philosophy—all those subjects I never had time for while earning my degrees.

      16- Read an entire book in less than a month.

      17-Learn to make a really good pasta dish.

      18-Go to Las Vegas.

      19-Take a yoga class.

      20-Learn to give the perfect blowjob.

      21-Celebrate my 40th birthday with someone who means something to me, rather than going to another ‘important’ holiday party with people I barely know.

      22-Learn to shoot a gun.

      23-Knit a blanket.

      24-Play a video game.

      25-Throw away my cell phone.

      26-Go to those out-of-the-way art galleries, art house movie theaters, small live theater-anyplace where I can just be me and enjoy myself, rather than because I ‘should’ be seen there.

      27-Sing karaoke.

      28-Get spanked.

      29-Watch porn.

      30-Have sex in the shower.

      31-Ride one of those dinner tour boats down the Seine in Paris.

      32-Spend the weekend at a quaint inn in Maine or a log cabin in Colorado.

      33-Ride a carousel.

      34-Let a snowflake land on my tongue.

      35-Eat cotton candy.

      36-Ride a motorcycle-even on the back.

      37-Decorate my own home.

      38-Watch a reality TV show.

      39-Do something completely, insanely spontaneous-so spontaneous I don’t even know what it is yet!

      There were a few wishes on that list he could grant her, and happily. Not only the sex—although he was pretty damn happy about those particular items—but there were a few others he’d find interesting. He had a motorcycle. Well, he had three, actually, although all in New York. Still, he was certain he could find one to rent for an afternoon.  Eating pizza, the smoky jazz club…oh, yes, several of these ideas appealed to him. Especially if Holly were there with him, if he was the one to show her these things. And if granting his opposition a few of her wishes without her knowing how he knew of her fondest desires convinced her to agree to this deal, then all the better.

      He glanced over some of the hotter items on the list.

      What would it be like to watch porn with her? Then maybe sex in the shower, spanking her while the hot water poured over their bodies, the wetness of her naked skin making the spanking sting all the more...

      He grew hard imagining her under his hands, all wet and squirming girl. For no matter the hard businesswoman she was, there was still a girl underneath. A girl who needed desperately to loosen up and have some fun in her life. Who needed to be kissed until she couldn’t breathe.

      He’d love to kiss her breathless, right before he gave her a lesson from wish number twenty.

      But it was the first item on the list that really had his attention. And now that Kit and Justin had called to say they were arriving in less than a week for their holiday in the US, he’d have plenty of help in making wish number one come true.

      They’d slept together any number of times over the years—Ben and Justin, Ben and Kit, Justin and Kit, with or without a woman in their bed. It hadn’t started out that way. They’d met at university when Ben and Kit had been dorm-mates. Ben had brought a girl home one night, and when Kit had arrived back from an evening out sooner than expected, one thing had led to another, and they’d found out they were as attracted to each other as they were to the young woman in question. No one had made a big deal out of it, and adding Kit’s best friend Justin to the mix had only made things more interesting. They both still lived in London, but they all got together whenever they could. Sometimes there was sex, sometimes not—it wasn’t a necessary part of their friendship, simply a nice bonus.

      The night of their arrival promised to be a very nice bonus, indeed.

      But tonight he needed to get Holly warmed up. Not that he minded.

      He glanced at the time on his computer, shut his laptop and got up to finish getting ready. He sprayed on a subtle mist of cologne and pulled on a dress shirt, tied his tie. He grabbed his suit jacket, then decided to leave it—he wanted to downplay the importance of their meeting, see if he could get her onto a more relaxed, personal track. They were still in the courting stage right now, and any more serious business discussions could take place during office hours.

      He took one last glance at his hotel room. He had a bottle of Perrier-Jouët Belle Epoque on ice and candles ready to be lit, the curtains open to the spectacular view of Lake Michigan and the lights of the city skyline. A perfect setting for a perfect tête-à-tête.

      Such a polite term for the very dirty things he planned to do to Holly tonight.

      Which he’d better stop thinking about if he was going to stay on top of his game over dinner. He had a deal to close and a woman to charm in that direction. He’d do well to stay focused.

      Too damn bad Holly, the key to this entire thing, was such a distraction. But he was going to enjoy this challenge, as he did any other.

      Holly found Ben already in the bar of the W hotel when she arrived, only fifteen minutes behind schedule—done on purpose, of course. She knew she would do well to show him she still had the upper hand. He was as gorgeous as ever in a crisp black shirt and a silver tie. A little more dressed down than he’d been that first night, but then, so was she. Tonight she’d worn a plum-colored knit wrap dress with every intention of showing a little cleavage. All was fair in love and war. And this was definitely war.

      She strode across the bar in her high black heels, aware of Ben’s direct gaze on her, as well as those of a number of men in the room. She didn’t mind—she liked it. She’d always enjoyed attention from men, and she was especially pleased to see her outfit was having the desired effect on Ben. Pleased because it suited her purposes, and because she wanted him to want her. Because part of her plan tonight was to get Ben to take her to bed. She’d realized while she was fantasizing for the eleventeenth time that day about Ben’s naked body pressed to hers, inside her, that there was no getting around this insane attraction. She may as well give in to it, and get it out of the way. She was certain that once they’d had sex a time or two, she’d be done with it and able to move on.

      He stood as she approached the bar. “You look gorgeous, as always,” he said, leaning in to brush a brief kiss across her cheek.

      She had to suppress a shiver. He smelled so good she wanted to take in another long breath. Instead she took a step back.

      “You’re looking good yourself.”

      “I’ve already taken the liberty,” he said, gesturing to a Tanqueray and tonic on the polished black granite bar.

      “Thank you.”

      He made a small bow, and waited while she slid onto the barstool, then took his seat next to hers. “I thought we’d spend tonight getting to know each other a bit more.”

      She took a small sip of her drink. “Did you?”

      “We have plenty of time to dive into the business details.”

      “Hmm, yes. But we should at least start on the discussion. And doing it over drinks is more…friendly…don’t you agree?”

      He didn’t seem at all shaken that she’d thrown his own words back at him. Instead he looked pleased.

      “By all means.” His manner was all business now—except for the gleam in his gray eyes that was always sensual, no matter what he was talking about. “Let me begin, then, by saying this: a merger between Knights Bridge Publishing and Helton-Ritter could expand the reach for both companies, with my clients gaining easier and more far-reaching avenues of distribution here in the States, and the same happening for Knights Bridge in the UK and British Commonwealth. And since you don’t currently have a UK office, you must agree that Helton-Ritter has more of a pulse-beat on the Brit market—book covers, marketing and promotional opportunities, which book sellers are the most important to target.”

      “We’ve always made very good connections at the Frankfurt Book Fair,” she pointed out.

      “Certainly. But it’s not the same, you must admit.”

      She lifted her drink. “I’ll concede that point.” She paused to take a sip. To make him wait a moment to continue the conversation, something that could make an eager man jumpy. “But tell me exactly what Helton-Ritter hopes to gain.”

      “Obviously more direct access to the much larger American market, which I’m sure you already know. But both companies stand to increase their budgets for all of these things, plus shelf placement in the stores, editorial salaries, budget for acquisitions. More dollars to put behind book releases and into author branding makes all the difference in sales. You can’t hope to break an author from mid-list into being a top-seller without publisher support. And we must face the fact that the rough economies both the US and the UK have experienced in the last several years has cut into budgets on both ends.”

      “I agree.” She paused to wonder why talking business in such an informed fashion made him even more attractive. “But the fact remains that Knights Bridge is a small fish in a sea of big players. How do I know my company won’t be completely absorbed by the larger mother ship?”

      “Those are details I hope you and I can hammer out. And truly, Holly, this is not The Shop Around the Corner we’re talking about. Knights Bridge is a publishing conglomerate in its own right. It’s simply not as large as my client’s.”

      “So the ‘mother ship’ theory still stands,” she argued.

      She was enjoying the game of parry and thrust, the edge to their conversation. She found it stimulating, and not just mentally.

      “In theory only,” Ben insisted. “Helton-Ritter appreciates what Knights Bridge has accomplished in the industry—otherwise you and I would not be here having this discussion. But joining forces will strengthen both entities, which, you must admit, both companies will need in the changing face of publishing, particularly since the advent of and consistently growing popularity of e-books. They’re not going away. And the traditional print publishers have not yet found a way to keep up with it.” He paused, shook his head. “Oh, I know that’s not a popular stance if you’re speaking with any of your top editorial staff, or the publisher herself, but we know quite well it’s true.  We won’t be the only ones doing this.”

      “Yes, of course I’ve read the reports.”

      He leaned toward her, until she could see that gleam in his clear gray eyes. They’d gone wide, a little glossy. She could see he really did love doing business in the same way she did, discussing the details, the challenge of it. And he did it intelligently, too. A smart man could always make her melt—or the idea of one, anyway. She’d never met a man she felt was truly smarter than she was. Until now. It made her wary. Careful. Hot all over.

      Ben reached out and stroked the back of her hand, just the lightest brush of his fingertips, but it made a small shiver of desire flutter over her hand, up her arm, and settle deep in her belly.

      How could she be wet from that one small moment of contact? But she was.

      She raised her eyes to his. His were still glittering in the soft light of the bar, but it wasn’t about business any longer. She wasn’t sure when—or how—things had shifted, but at that very moment they were on the same page—and the story to be told there was all about sex.

      She inhaled, breathed in the subtle scent of him, something expensive and masculine.

      “Holly…” His voice dropped an octave, went soft. “…Let’s be done with this conversation for the moment. There are other matters to concentrate on.” He stroked the back of her hand again, his gaze locking hard on hers. She flexed her fingers a little, and he smiled. “Aren’t there?”

      “Mmm…possibly.”

      But she had just purred at him—the game of subterfuge was over.

      Ben leaned in even closer, the hard muscle of his shoulder pressed close to hers. He turned his head so that his mouth was only inches from her ear. He said very quietly, “You and I both know we’re going to sleep together before this is over.”

      Her breath stuttered in her throat for a moment. “Excuse me?”

      “Come now. Why do you seem so surprised? Is it that I feel what you do? No, you already knew that, didn’t you? Felt it all the way down to your bones, the same way I do. So then it must be that I put it on the table so bluntly.”

      He paused while she held her breath.

      He moved in even more, until she could feel his breath against her cheek. “What would you think of dispelling this…tension?”

      She laughed, a sharp, ragged sound. She was so turned on she could hardly stand it.  “Now?”

      “What better time than the present? Unless you’re hungry, of course. For food.” He was running his hand up her arm now, slowly, and she swore she could feel the scorching heat through the knit cashmere of her sleeve. “Or are you hungrier for me? Because I don’t mind telling you I’m starving for you, sweetheart. I feel as if I might tear you apart with my teeth. But you might like that, wouldn’t you?”

      She closed her eyes for a moment, an image of him putting his bared teeth on her sending a sharp stab of need through her body.  She blinked. “Or I might tear you apart.”

      “Either way works for me. You’ll find I’m quite flexible. In every way.”

      He lifted her chin with his fingers, bent his head and brushed his mouth over the tender flesh of her neck, and she sighed aloud.

      “Oh, you’re ready for me. And I’m ready for you. Come upstairs with me.” He laid a kiss just below her jaw, added another an inch or two lower. “Don’t think about it, Holly. Just do it.”

      There was no resistance in her. She knew she was going back to his room. After all, it had been her plan all along. And apparently his, as well. The evening was going to work out perfectly.

      Sex was the one arena aside from business where she felt utterly confident. She could bring this man to his knees in one night—it was something she did all the time. And after it was over, Ben Hall would mean nothing more to her than those attractive young businessmen from the Omni or the Four Seasons did.

      Meanwhile, she planned to enjoy herself. She had a feeling Ben was capable of more than simply scratching her itch for sex. Perhaps it was about time she found a lover who lived up to her fantasies. Ben could be just the one.
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      They were in the elevator as it rose, paused to let people in, then to let others out, until finally they were alone. Ben moved in, wrapped a strong arm around her waist, and kissed her.

      There was nothing tentative about it, as first kisses so often were. He pressed her lips hard with his, swept them with his tongue, pushed his way in.

      God, his mouth was sweet. Maybe something about the glass of vodka he’d drunk. Or maybe it was just him.

      His hand went into her hair, held on tight as he angled her head, forcing her to open to him even more.

      His tongue delved, explored, demanded. His body pressed closer, pressed her right up against the wood paneling of the elevator while it rushed upwards, ten stories, twenty. She felt as if her breath were rushing at that same pace, emptying her lungs. She gasped, and Ben backed off enough that she could take in some air. Then he dove back in, kissing her so hard it made her lips ache. Made her body ache for him.

      As if reading her mind his arm tightened around her waist, and his hulking size made her feel small and feminine. Taken over in a way she couldn’t deny. She wanted to fight it. But the kissing was too good.

      His hips arched, and she felt the press of his erection against her thigh, couldn’t help but part her legs so he could slip his muscular thigh in between.

      Oh, yes…

      And he never stopped kissing her, so sweet and hard at the same time, his tongue soft and wet and oh God, the man could kiss!

      She wound her arms around his neck, trying to hold him closer. His muscular thigh pressed between hers, a lovely pressure on her swollen mound. She spread a little wider, and even through his clothes and hers she felt the insistent pressure of his leg against her aching clit.

      Could she come simply from this? Need was like a pounding pulse-beat in her veins, her head, between her thighs.

      When he shoved her shoulders hard against the wood behind her, she gasped out a breath.

      “Kiss me,” he demanded.

      “Kiss me,” she countered. “Don’t stop.”

      He lowered his mouth to hers, and she caught the small hint of a smile on his lips before she fisted her hands in his hair and pulled him in. He kissed her in exactly the way she wanted, needed—hungrily, devouring her mouth.

      Finally he pulled back. His blond hair was mussed, his mouth soft and loose, his eyes a study in lust: gleaming, pupils wide, lids sleepy.

      God, she needed him.

      “Need to fuck you properly, Holly. In my bed. Now.”

      “Yes, now.”

      He reached behind her and hit a button, and it was only then she realized he’d stopped the elevator to kiss her. She smiled to herself as the elevator rose once more. His hand never left her waist, his fingers squeezing there possessively.

      The doors opened and they stepped out together, bodies close. It was a short walk down the hall to his room. He pulled the key card from his pocket, opened the door and swung her inside, pushing her back u p against the door once more.

      “You think this is how it’s going to be?” she asked breathlessly.

      “Yes. Because you like it. Oh, you’ll fight me on it. Argue. I don’t mind. I’m still going to strip you down right here, until you’re in nothing but your panties and bra, and maybe these heels that make your legs look so gorgeous. And then I’m going to fuck you with my fingers until you can’t stand it anymore. And only then will I decide if it’s time for you to come.”

      “I’ll come when I’m good and ready.”

      “Oh, you’ll be ready. I know you, Holly, more than you think I do. Perhaps more than you know yourself. I know what you need. I know what your body requires in order for you to really get off. And I intend to make that happen. Over and over. Until you’re shaking so hard you can’t see straight. Until you can’t think, can’t breathe except to beg for more.”

      “I’ll never beg,” she said, knowing it might only be half true with this man. But she wasn’t going to let him think she would do it. Not yet.

      He slid down her body, then up again, so that she felt every wrinkle in their clothes acutely, the buttons of his shirt, all down the front of her body.

      Oh yes, he knew what he was doing. And she was going to let him do it. As long as he didn’t think it was all his idea.

      “Ben.”

      “What is it?” he asked almost impatiently.

      “Do it now.”

      “Oh, you are exactly what I’d hoped for.”

      She laughed as he kissed her neck, laughed against the small electric shocks his kisses zapped through her system. “Am I?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      He pulled back and she held perfectly still, not daring to move her legs, they were already shaking so badly. She could put on the bravado, but her body was responding—and it was crazy, out of control. But she wasn’t ready to hand over the control to him yet.

      She watched as he yanked on his tie until it loosened, then flung it to the floor. As he undid the buttons on his shirt. As he tugged it off, revealing well-muscled shoulders and the tight abs of an athlete.

      She reached out to touch his broad chest, to feel the muscle there.

      “Very nice, Ben. You do keep in shape.”

      “So do you, sweetheart. I can’t wait to see what’s under this dress. But I already know it’ll be grand.”

      She let her palm glide down over his tight abs, smiled at his hissing breath.

      “Not fast enough,” he ground out. He grabbed her hand and slid it lower, and she bit back a moan as he covered his bulging crotch with her palm. “This—this—is how badly I need you. To fuck you hard. Do you feel it? Do you feel my need?”

      She kept her gaze on his as she silently took his free hand and slipped it under the hem of her dress and between her thighs. She sighed as his palm cupped her pussy beneath the soaking wet scrap of silk there.

      “Ah, Lord help me, Holly, you are so damn wet.” He hooked his fingers under her thong, skimmed them along the damp, needy seam of her pussy lips.

      “Mmm…”

      “Is it good? Yes, I know it is. Even better when I slip a few fingers inside you.”

      He did as he said, his fingers pressing into her pussy, two, three, filling her in one sudden thrust.

      She closed her eyes, pleasure a tight knot in her stomach. “Oh, yes. Better…”

      She stroked his rigid shaft through his slacks, loving the size of him, how hard he was, the sense of power she always felt with a man’s cock in her hand.

      “Oh, that’s good.” He pressed her shoulder hard back against the door with a strong grip. “But don’t think you have it over me, my girl. You will stand here and take it. Take it while I fuck you with my hand.”

      He thrust hard into her and she gasped, control beginning to slip away from her.

      “So damn wet, Holly. You can take more, can’t you?”

      “Yes, more,” she demanded, squeezing his cock, feeling it twitch in response.

      He groaned as he added a fourth finger, and pleasure was like a knife, plunging into her over and over along with his driving hand.

      She was shivering, on the edge of coming almost immediately. She grabbed onto his shoulder for balance.

      “Look at me,” he demanded.

      She didn’t want to give in, but she did it. She had to see the lust in his eyes, to see his own pleasure, to see hers reflected there. He sunk his fingers deep into her already-clenching pussy—then stopped.

      Her breath was a panting hitch in her throat. “Ben. Come on.”

      “Ask for it.”

      “What?”

      “Ask for what you want from me, Holly.”

      She started to shake her head, but the words came pouring from her lips. “Fuck me, Ben. Make me come, God damn it.”

      He surged into her, over and over, harder and harder. The heat was exquisite as her climax hovered, waited. And as if he knew, he pressed a thumb to her swollen clit. She came, pleasure bursting inside her, dazzling her. She shuddered, her pussy clenching hard around his rough fingers.

      “Ben! Ah, God…oh…oh…”

      She was coming and coming. She couldn’t stop.

      Then he was on her, tearing at her clothes, his breath a ragged pant. He stripped her bare in moments, his hands everywhere: her sides, her stomach, and finally her breasts. She felt the slick damp from her own climax on her skin as he smoothed his hands over her nipples.

      He pressed her down, and together they slid onto the floor. His body covered hers, his weight lovely and solid over her. She could feel the wool of his slacks on her bare skin, the slight scratch of the carpet under her. She spread her thighs, wanting him. She tore at his slacks, and together they somehow undid them and the weight of his cock fell into her hand.

      He was big. And so hard— a solid shaft covered in velvet.

      She brushed her fingers over the head of his cock, and he growled deep in his throat. “Let’s see what you can do with this thing.”

      “Damn it—hold on,” he muttered.

      He held his body over hers for a few moments while he fumbled in his pocket. He brought a small foil packet to his mouth, tore it with his teeth, and she helped him slip the condom onto his erection.

      She thought he’d thrust right into her, but he held himself there.

      “I need to fuck you, Holly,” he told her.

      “Then do it.”

      She arched her hips, slid her hands under the waistband of his slacks and found the smooth skin of his ass. She dug her nails in, but he pressed down on one hip with his hand, stilling her.

      ”I need to fuck you,” he said again, need tearing at his breath. “Need to fuck you right through the floor. I’ll take my time with you later. I want you to know you can count on that. But for now…for now, I’m so bloody hard I could almost come just looking at you like this. Your hair everywhere…” He paused, arched his hips until the tip of his cock touched her slick, aching pussy lips. “I could almost come just touching your sweet cunt, not even entering you.”

      “Ben…”

      She wanted to tell him to hurry. Wanted to curse him for making her wait like this. But she was shaking all over, unable to speak.

      She spread her legs wider, wanting to take him in. Knowing there was no way she could fight against his superior male strength, that there was nothing she could do but wait until he was damn good and ready to take her.

      Take her.

      She’d never been taken before.

      Pleasure was simmering, ready to boil over. And still she waited, her fingers biting into his skin.

      His mouth was inches from hers—she could feel the heat of his breath on her lips. “Is it torture for you?” he asked quietly. “It is for me. But that makes the prize all the sweeter, doesn’t it?”

      She drew in a long breath. “Damn it, Ben!”

      “Answer me.”

      “Yes. Yes, it’s fucking torture.”

      “Ask me again, Holly.”

      “Fuck me, Ben. Make me come. Do it now. Do it because I’m telling you to.”

      “Good enough.”

      He rammed into her, making her gasp. Pain, pleasure, it was all one thing. All concentrated on his big cock pushing inside her.

      “Ah!”

      He shifted, his chest against her breasts, the weight of him holding her down. His hands went under her buttocks, drawing her up tight against him as he pounded into her.

      Pleasure soared, crested. And as he kissed her neck, bit into the tender flesh there, she came again, her pussy hot and squeezing the weight of his flesh inside her. His hips slammed into hers, his body pressing her down into the hard floor at her back. It didn’t matter. He kept driving into her, kept kissing, licking, sucking at her neck, his teeth grazing her skin. His big hands held her hips to his while she shivered in his arms. And as soon as the first quivering edge of her climax began to fade, it built all over again. Something about the scent of him, dark and male and filling her head. Something about the exquisite sensation of his mouth on her skin: lips, teeth, tongue. Something about the exact way he hammered into her body, held her, both as if he owned her.

      She latched onto his throat, biting into his flesh the way he had hers, and he arched hard, threw his head back and growled.

      “Fuuuuuck!”

      His body went stiff for a moment, then he was like a machine, his cock slamming into her, buried to the hilt.

      “Coming, babe…I’m coming…fucking you. Yessss!”

      Oh, it was good…the way he felt inside her, the things he said, the way he shivered as he came. They were both covered in sweat, sliding together, gasping for air. She’d never felt anything like it in her life.

      

      He couldn’t believe how good she felt. Couldn’t believe he’d been so eager to be inside her he hadn’t been able to control himself. He’d taken her on the floor, his trousers still on, for God’s sake! All his preparations—the candles, the champagne, forgotten.

      She was one wicked minx, this woman. And he loved it, loved the fight in her. Loved what it did to him, making him want to tear her apart, eat her up. Make her come again.

      “Oh, what you do to me,” he murmured with a groan.

      In answer she bit him on the neck once more, and he moaned, pleasure rippling through him all over again.

      He was still trying to catch his breath when he scooped her up and stood her on her feet. She swayed a little, and he steadied her with an arm around her waist. She had the tiniest waist—it made such a pretty curve. And her breasts—now that he had a chance to really look—were perfect. Not too large, not too small, the nipples a dark red against her gorgeous, pale skin. They were still hard. He reached out, brushed a fingertip across one, heard her small intake of breath.

      “Hey!”

      “Are you arguing the point?” he asked, grinning at her.

      “What point?”

      “That you like it?”

      She laughed. “No. Just…arguing.”

      She was grinning back at him. But beneath the sauciness there was something else in her lovely face. Something…different.  Worn with pleasure, her features loose in a way he’d never seen them before—not this hardened businesswoman. He knew sex changed people, but this…she…was something different altogether. And it made his heart surge in his chest.

      He shook the sensation away.

      “Now I’ll take my time with you, as promised,” he told her as he stepped out of his trousers, slipping the condom off and tying off the end.

      She fluttered her long, dark lashes. “So you did.”

      Even her voice was changed. A little softer. A little more pliant. Not that there wasn’t still strength in her. Fight. And he loved the power struggle going on between them, as if the sex itself were some sort of battle.  It was exciting as hell. She was exciting.

      Maybe the most exciting woman he’d ever come across.

      He took her hand. “Come with me.”

      “Where are we going?” She tried to pull away, but he held on.

      “Some spot that’s a bit more conducive to me keeping my promise.”

      “I can come with you under my own steam, Ben,” she insisted, her chin held high.

      “As long as you come.”

      “You do like your double entendres, don’t you?”

      “I like you, Miss Knight.”

      “Oh, it’s ‘Miss’ rather than ‘Ms.’ now?”

      “Now that we know one another, yes.  Come and let me show you how much.”

      She smiled. Beautiful.

      “Okay. Show me,” she said as if it was a dare. Perhaps it was.

      He gave her hand a tug and this time she didn’t pull away as he led her through the sitting room and into the dining area, and stopped before the big glass dining table.

      She laughed. “Here?”

      “Oh, definitely here.”

      “But how—?”

      He cut her off with a quick kiss, a quick nip on her lush lower lip. “This is the perfect spot. Arms around my shoulders, there’s a good girl.”

      “Ben…”

      “No more arguments.”

      She huffed, but she looped her arms over his shoulders, grinning at him, her warm brown eyes shining with a golden light as he swung her up onto the table, her legs hanging off the end.

      “Are you going to fuck me here?” she asked.

      “An excellent idea. But I need at least a few minutes to recover. Meanwhile, lie back and let me explore.”

      He used a hand to spread her thighs, pressed his fingers over her clitoris.

      “Mmm…you can be an awful lot of fun for a stuffy Englishman.”

      He chuckled. “Stuffy, am I? I’ll make you pay for that.”

      He reached out and tweaked one of her nipples, making her gasp.

      “Hey!”

      “No lip from you, missy. Or haven’t I made that clear?”

      “Abundantly.”

      “Right. Now down you go.”

      He pushed her down onto the tabletop. She went right down, still grinning at him—there was none of the expected fight in her for the moment.

      He loved the contrast of the woman she was in business and the glorious naked woman she was laid out on the table before him, freshly fucked, having come hard a few times. It made his cock begin to stiffen again already. But there’d be plenty of time for that later. He’d see to it there was. For now, he was going to do exactly as he’d said.

      He leaned over her and swept a hand over her stomach, felt the answering tightening of muscle there. Swept lower, over the smooth skin of her almost bare pussy.

      “I love it when a woman has nothing more than this small strip of hair. It makes you look even more naked.”

      “Glad you like it.”

      “I also like that little rose tattoo I noticed on your butt.”

      “It’s not my butt! It’s the back of my hip.”

      “Upper butt, then,” he insisted. “Either way, I like it. It says something about your wild side. I imagine there’s a story to go with it.”

      “Just a birthday celebration gone wrong with my cousin.”

      “You must tell me some time.  When I’m not so busy appreciating your tattoo.”

      “Hey! That’s not my tattoo.”

      “Whatever it is…,” he said, stroking a few fingers over her damp slit, “…it’s sexy as hell. You’re sexy as hell, Miss Knight.”

      “This seems a strange time to be formal,” she said, and when he raised his gaze to hers, her eyes were sparkling.

      He saw need there, along with the amusement. Oh yes, she was turning out to be one contradiction after another. Fascinating.

      With his other hand he laid a finger to her pink lips. “Shh. You’re breaking my concentration.”

      “Poor Ben. I’m making this so hard on you.”

      “I’ll make it hard on you again in a bit, my girl.”

      “Promises, promises,” she murmured as he bent over her and laid a kiss on the plush curve of one breast. “Oh, that’s nice. More.”

      He brushed his lips over her taut nipple, then took it into his mouth for a moment, released it and drew back to watch it harden.

      “So very pretty,” he said before bending and doing it again—sucking, swirling his tongue around the stiff tip, then pulling away.

      Her nipple swelled more with each suck, the lovely red darkening. She was beginning to squirm a bit, a small undulation of her lithe torso. He leaned in again, and this time he bit her hard.

      “Hey!”

      He immediately reached down and thrust two fingers inside her.

      “Oh…”

      “You like it. Don’t try to deny it. Your body tells me otherwise. You’re soaking wet, Holly. Your pussy is clenched around my fingers. It seems you want to come again. And you will. Soon. Now stop all the arguing and let me get to work.”

      He slipped his fingers from her, and she drew in a deep breath. She was watching him, her gaze on his face, her eyes a little out of focus. Soft. Quiet, finally.

      He smoothed his hands over her skin—skin so much like pale silk it made his cock pulse with the need simply to touch her. He swept his palms over her thighs, down to her calves, even over her pretty feet, then back up again to glide over her hips, her ribcage. Finally he filled both hands with her breasts, pushing them together.

      “You have the most gorgeous breasts,” he murmured.

      He leaned down and slid his tongue over her cleavage, then moved to her left breast, massaging it as he sucked her nipple into his mouth. This time he sucked hard, making it hurt a bit.

      “Ah, that’s good,” she gasped.

      He sucked harder, until she was squirming, her body bowed, rising up off the table. He knew it hurt her, knew she was loving it just as much by the way she panted, by the way she took it, rather than telling him to stop.

      He was fully hard now, his cock beating a pulsing rhythm of lust. But he would ignore it for as long as he could.

      He moved to the other nipple, sucking the stiff red flesh into his mouth, letting his teeth graze for a moment before he really bit down.

      “Ah!”

      But again she didn’t try to pull away, only panted, moaned, arched into him.

      He reached down and found the swollen folds of her damp pussy, loving the slippery heat of her as he teased her hard little clit.

      Her hips arched hard into his hand, and he pinched at her clitoris, tugging it, rolling it between his fingers. Soon she was moving in pace with him, her hips undulating into his hand, pulling away as he tugged. And all the time he had her nipple trapped between his teeth, nibbling, sucking, mixing pain with her pleasure.

      When she started to climax his cock jumped as if her tight little cunt was clamped around him. He felt her clit pulsing. Could swear he felt her nipple pulsing beneath his tongue as she cried out.

      “Oh my God…Ben!”

      She was shivering, groaning. Her hands went into his hair and held on tight as her hips ground into his hand. Finally it was over, and he swept her up into his arms, holding her close, her breasts crushed to his chest, her legs wrapping around his waist, her hot, soaking wet pussy against his belly.

      “Are you going to fuck me now?” she asked again.

      “Mmm…so very tempting. But I have another thought.”

      He drew her down onto the floor, laid her back, her dark red hair spread out around her. She was damn beautiful. All of her. But he’d had an idea and it was almost all he could think of at the moment.

      “Have you ever had your breasts fucked?” he asked.

      She shook her head, a small smile on her lovely face. “Not yet.”

      “They’re so perfect,” he said quietly, straddling her body. “I have to do it.”

      “You are one very dirty man.”

      “You have no idea, sweetheart.”

      She laughed as he pushed the gorgeous swells of flesh together, his cock pulsing hard knowing what he was about to do.

      He pulled her fingers to his mouth, sucked them in for a moment. She sighed as he released them. Sighed again when he wrapped her hand around his cock. Sighed himself when she squeezed.

      She started to stroke him right away, but he grabbed her hand to stop her.

      “I’ll come if you do that to me, babe. Let’s stick to the plan. Just get my cock wet. I don’t have the patience to get up and find the lube.”

      She pressed her fingers between her own lips, then wrapped them around his cock once more, wet with her saliva.

      “Ah, yes. Perfect.”

      She let his rigid flesh go and grasped his thighs as he pushed the firm globes of her breasts together once more. He paused for one delicious moment before pressing his rock-hard and aching shaft between them

      “Oh, that’s good, babe.”

      Pleasure stabbed into him, sharp, intense. All the better because he could watch her gorgeous face, his cock sliding between her beautiful breasts. Her nipples were still hard. So fucking hot.

      “Ben…come on.”

      She slid a hand under him, cupping his balls, rolling them, and he almost shot off right then.

      “Lord, girl.”

      He fucked her tits faster, his cock pumping between them, and she was massaging his balls, pausing to pull on them a little, stretching his sac. It felt so damn good.

      “So damn good…ah…”

      She brought her other hand to her mouth, watching him as she pressed a finger between her pink lips, sucked on it a moment before slipping it out. He kept thrusting his hips, pleasure grinding deep into his gut. He didn’t have time to anticipate when she moved her hand behind him and slid her finger into his ass.

      “Oh, fuuuuck, babe!”

      He went off like a rocket, come spurting onto her chest, her neck. His cock pulsed with it, pleasure coiling and uncoiling in tight spirals that wound through his cock and deep into his belly.

      When it was over he collapsed onto her, and she wrapped her legs around his back, her hand now idly scratching lightly over his shoulders while he gasped to catch his breath. It took him a long while.

      Finally he said, “That was spectacular, Miss Knight.”

      “Yes, it was, Mr. Hall.”

      He didn’t care that she sounded smug. She’d a right to be.

      “Come on.”

      He pushed himself off her, dragged her to her feet.

      “Ben, I should go. I’m pretty sure you’re tapped out and I—”

      “What? Now?”

      “Yes, now.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Like this? With my come dripping off your beautiful breasts?”

      “Oh.” She looked down at herself. “I suppose not.”

      “Into the shower with you then, my girl. You can tell me later why you suddenly feel the need for a quick escape when we both know damn well we’re not done here.”

      Of course, if she really wanted to go, he wouldn’t stop her. But he didn’t think she did. He sensed that it was almost an automatic response. He was glad when she let him take her hand and lead her into the bathroom. He didn’t want her to go yet.

      He didn’t want her to go for a long while.

      He wasn’t about to ask himself why. He was certain he wouldn’t like the answer.
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      Holly closed her eyes and let the warm water pour over her body. Her breasts ached a little from the beating they’d taken, but she’d loved it.

      “Here, I’ll wash you,” Ben said, and she opened her eyes as the soapy wash cloth glided over her neck and chest.

      “Mmm, that’s nice.”

      No one had ever done anything like this for her. It might have been something small, but it felt…significant.

      What had gotten into her? It was just sex, and sex was never significant. Not in her life, anyway. He’d scratched her itch, and done it spectacularly well. Bu that was it, and now she was done—or she would be once she was clean and out of the shower.

      Or…maybe they could do it one more time.

      He moved the soapy cloth over her skin: her stomach, her thighs, between them. There was a small thumping ache there as he washed her, then he used the sprayer wand to rinse her. She’d gotten off with those sprayers many times—alone, with lovers—but now it was soothing more than anything.

      Strange that Ben would be so gentle with her. It seemed out of character for him—what she knew about him, anyway. Maybe she didn’t know everything.

      “Holly, how are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Relaxed.”

      “That’s good. It seems to me you’re the kind of person who doesn’t get to relax often enough.”

      “That’s true. Definitely true. I haven’t relaxed in…well the last eight years or so, at least. Maybe never, if you want to know the truth.”

      He was washing himself, and she had a chance to really take in his tall, athletic body: the broad shoulders, the strong chest, the bulge of well-formed biceps. Even his forearms were beautiful, taut with muscle.

      “So, what is it?” he asked. “What is it that drives you so hard?”

      She looked up at him. “Why do you want to know?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not about the business between us, I swear it. I just…do. Tell me.”

      She pushed her wet hair from her face. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      And normally she wouldn’t want to. But there was something about being in the shower with him, steam curling all around them, the soothing sound of the running water. Ben’s steady presence.

      “Start anywhere,” he said quietly.

      “Okay.” She tried to shrug as if it didn’t matter. But it did. “My father died eight years ago. Heart attack. He was such a classic type A, it shouldn’t have been a surprise.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you. But I wasn’t…we weren’t close. He didn’t ever really approve of me.”

      Had she ever said those words out loud to anyone? Even Marley?

      Ben stroked a hand down her arm, and for some reason it made her eyes sting. She blinked it away.

      “What about his death changed you?” Ben asked.

      “I don’t know that it changed me so much as it simply intensified the things that had always driven me. The need for his approval, I guess, as classically pathetic as it sounds.”

      “Not at all.”

      “Well.” She stopped, shrugged again. “I never did get it. He’d always wanted a boy, and all he got was Fan—my sister, Francesca—and me. Fan never cared. She’s always just done her own thing. But maybe because I’m younger, and God knows my mother wasn’t about to have any more children for him, he felt like I’d been his last chance…I don’t know. So I tried. I joined the company, worked my ass off, tried to make him happy. Tried to make him see that male or female, I was perfectly capable, but he refused to see it. He was too stuck on this idea about what should have been, and I was simply never going to be the son he’d wanted.”

      “It didn’t get easier after he was gone?”

      “After he was gone there was no one but me to run the company. And I wanted to. I knew I could do it. But there’s always been this sense that I…”

      God, she’d said too much. Too much to the man who was still, in business terms, the enemy. Too much to say to anyone. She wasn’t going to tell him how desperately she felt, all these years later, that she still had something to prove.

      “A sense of what?”

      She shook her head. “Change of subject. Okay?”

      “Alright. Let’s talk about what we’re doing tomorrow.”

      “Did we set up a meeting? I need to look at my schedule.”

      He leaned over her, put one hand up against the tiled wall behind her. “Holly, this isn’t business now. We’re in the shower, for God’s sake. And we’re naked.”

      She had to smile. “I can see that. So, what are we talking about?”

      “About being naked again tomorrow night.”

      “I’ll still need to look at my schedule.”

      “Clear it.”

      “Ben—”

      “Holly,” he interrupted, “you’re the boss. Surely you can make your own schedule when you want to.”

      “I didn’t say I wanted to.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      He bent and laid a kiss on her lips, and she was reminded of the sweetness of his mouth.

      “Okay,” she whispered against his lips. “Kiss me again and I might consider it.”

      He kissed her once more, a brief, feathering press of his lips against hers.

      “You should. I have something very special planned. Be ready at six.”

      He kissed her again before she could argue. But he was right—she didn’t really want to. All she wanted at that moment was to sink into his kiss, into his arms. Into the inevitable.
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      She woke with a start. Where was she? It took her several blinking moments to realize she wasn’t in her own bed, but in Ben’s in his hotel room.

      A glance at the clock told her it was four AM. She’d spent the night with him—or most of it.

      Her heart began to hammer in her chest. She shoved the covers away and scrambled against the tangle of sheets trapping one ankle.

      “Hey.” Ben’s voice was a rough mumble. “What’s going on? You okay?”

      “What? Yes, fine. I’m getting up. I need to go home.”

      He reached out and pulled her onto his chest. “It’s too early to get up.”

      “Ben…”

      She struggled to get out of bed again, but he held onto her. “Stay. You’re nice and warm.”

      Why was it making her chest ache to be asked to stay in a man’s bed? Maybe it was because he was so sleepy and out of it, he wasn’t even asking for sex. But why else would he want her there?

      “Ben, I don’t get it.”

      “What is there to get? This is lovely, isn’t it?” His British accent was even stronger when he was half-asleep. He wrapped a fist in her hair, let it go, stroked the long strands, all of it with his eyes still closed, she could see in the pale light from the streets below the window.

      She relaxed a little against him. “Yes.” After a few moments of listening to the gentle cadence of his breathing she asked, “Are you going back to sleep?”

      “Not yet. I have to stay on guard if I’m to keep you captive a while longer.”

      She laughed. “Okay, I’ll stay. For a price.”

      “Ah, always an angle.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Right. Tell me your price—steep I’m sure.”

      “It’s your turn to tell me about your family. Fair is fair.”

      “And the lady cuts a mean deal. One that sounds a bit more like an eye for an eye, but I’m game.” He turned onto his side, taking her with him, his arm curling her close to his chest. “It’s a sad tale. Parents divorced when I was ten. My father’s a bit of an asshole, you see. He left my mum for another woman and made a new family. I was never invited to be a part of it. He left at Christmastime. I’ve been soured on the whole thing since then. Sad story, right? But it’s so commercialized, anyway. It’s not a real holiday anymore. Just a reason to buy kids a lot of crap they don’t need.”

      He shrugged, but she could read the pain behind his words. It made her chest squeeze. Not that Christmas was much of anything for her, either, but she could see how his father had hurt him.

      Which reminded her of her own father. But she didn’t want to think of him now.

      “Anyway, we stayed in England for a while. My mother thought I’d have a better education over there, which I believe I did, so perhaps not so sad after all.”

      “Where’s your mother now?”

      “Lives in Connecticut in a fine house and is still bitter. Never remarried, and I can’t blame her. Neither have I, for the same reasons. Except I’m not bitter—I’m simply realistic. I try to live my life to the fullest.”

      “Well, I envy you,” she admitted. “I’ve never been able to balance my work life with…a life.”

      “Maybe it’s about time you started.”

      Goosebumps rose on her arms, the back of her neck. “You’re the third person who’s suggested that to me in the last couple of days.”

      “Then I must be right. I do like to be right.” He buried his face in her hair and she heard him inhale, as if he was taking in the scent of her. “Let’s start now, shall we? I think I can find a way to breathe a little life into your life, Miss Knight.”

      With that he flipped her onto her back, slid down her body and spread her thighs wide.

      “I think I like the way you breathe, Mr. Hall.”

      He blew his warm breath onto her swelling sex, and she shivered.

      “Oh, do that again.”

      “I intend to do much more than that,” Ben mumbled from between her thighs.

      “I will have to get up by six for work.”

      “You’ll be amazed to find how much I can accomplish in a short period of time when I’m properly…motivated. Oh look—there’s some perfect motivation right in front of me. Fancy that.”

      He bent and tickled her clit with the tip of his tongue. She moaned.

      “Ben.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Don’t stop.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He went to work then, dragging his tongue languorously up her slit, down again, pausing to swirl just inside her hole, his thumbs parting her pussy lips to hold her open. She felt open. Wanton. But also…open to him.

      Can’t think about it now.

      No, she couldn’t think about much of anything with Ben licking her, sucking her tender flesh into his mouth, swirling his tongue over her hard clitoris. Need swarmed her system like liquid fire, scorching her when he thrust his fingers inside her and really went to work sucking on her clit.

      “Ah, God…”

      He moved faster, his fingers surging into her, pulling out, while he sucked harder. She felt all of it: lips, teeth, his hot, silky tongue. She let her legs fall wide, giving herself over to it, to him. There was nothing else she could do but pant, moan—it was too intense. He was too damn good at…everything.

      “Deeper, Ben.”

      He paused, pushed her thighs up roughly until her knees were bent close to her shoulders, her legs draped over his back. He lowered his head once more and pushed his tongue inside her—he was fucking her with his tongue. It was the most exquisite sensation.

      “Ah, God…More…I need more.”

      He slid one hand under her hips, raising them higher, and then he spanked her ass with the other.

      “Oh!”

      It didn’t really hurt-it surprised her more than anything. And that little bit of pain was a sensual accelerator, intensifying what he was doing with his mouth.

      He did it again, harder this time, and she arched into his mouth.

      “Oh, that’s so good.”

      He slapped her ass, again and again, still fucking her with his tongue, deeper and deeper.

      “Ben! I’m going to come.”

      He switched suddenly, his fingers sinking into her once more as he took her clitoris between his teeth and sucked hard, until it hurt. When he bit into that most tender bit of needy flesh, she cried out as she came into his mouth, her hips jerking, stars flashing behind her closed eyes.

      He let her legs go and straddled her, and she reached blindly for his beautifully hard cock and took him right into her mouth.

      Sweet, sweet flesh, the head almost burning hot. She grabbed his hips and he braced his hands on her wrists as she swallowed the length of him down until she was nearly choking. Her eyes blurred, and she commanded herself to relax her throat muscles, tried it again. This time he went down more easily. She dug her fingers into his flesh, encouraging him to start a pumping motion, to fuck her mouth. When he started a deep, rhythmic moaning, pleasure suffused her. Pleasure and the heady sense of power she felt in having him completely at her mercy.

      “Lord, girl, I’m going to come if you don’t let up.”

      She sucked him harder.

      “Oh, you’re not getting away with that.”

      He pulled away from her, and before she could even think about it, he flipped her over, onto her hands and knees, his body holding her in place.

      “Hey! What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I’m taking you from behind like the dirty girl you are.”

      “Ben!”

      But she was laughing as he held her down with one hand on the small of her back while he reached into the side table to grab a condom. In a moment he was sheathed and pressing his thick cock into her. There was no teasing, no gentle start. He bucked into her, thrusting deep. And she arched back into him, wanting all of him. Wanting to be filled up by him. Wanting to be…filled…

      Tears pricked at the back of her eyes. She didn’t understand. She bit them back. Forced herself to focus on the desire building to dizzying heights in her body. She shook her head, shook it off.

      He buried a hand in her hair, grasping it at the roots, at just the right spot, and pulled her head up high.

      “God, I love fucking you. Holly. I could do it all day. Except…you haven’t got all day. So I…ah…I’ll come now…” he paused, gasped. “…so you can get. To. Work. Ah!”

      She felt a tremor run through his body, then he fell on top of her, rolled them both onto their sides, so that he was spooning her. It felt lovely. And she was glad he couldn’t see her. Because she was crying, damn it!

      She didn’t know why. Just a small tear or two, tears that felt good.

      What in holy hell was wrong with her?

      They stayed there for a long time, until the rising sun gleaming dimly through the windows reminded them both that she had to get up, get to work, get on with her usual, mundane day.

      Except that she was going to see him again, so perhaps not so mundane after all.

      She had an odd feeling that life might never be mundane again. That maybe…maybe…her life was about to change forever.
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      It was almost five o’clock. And probably the fortieth time she’d checked her watch that day. As it turned out, they’d had most of a week of long, dull meetings with the attorneys from both sides of the merger. Like naughty teenagers, they’d texted dirty messages to each other during the meetings, exchanged grinning glances, which their lawyers appeared to be too busy to notice. Since neither side had been able to come to an agreement, the meetings had lasted late into the evening, at which point the attorneys on her side had requested she stay even later to discuss the plan with them. She’d gone home each night exhausted and ready for nothing more than a quick cuddle with Fezziwig and a few hours of sleep. But she and Ben had had a few late-night conversations on the phone, talking about all kinds of things—travel, again, but also food and music and films, discovering how much they had in common, aside from the sex. Ben Hall was great company—interesting and smart, and she really liked that he never took himself too seriously.

      She had to admit, she’d hardly been able to wait to see him again. Finally it was Saturday and the lawyers had clocked out early, leaving her and Ben a chance to get together. She had a feeling he had something up his sleeve for closing the merger deal, which neither side had been able to agree on yet, but right now all she could think about was that she was going to be with him, in some capacity other than sitting across a boardroom table.

      Six couldn’t come fast enough. Yet at the same time, she’d been worrying over her little breakdown the other morning—or whatever one would call it—most of the day.

      The best she could figure was that it was like the kind of reaction she’d heard people sometimes had after a deep-tissue massage—the physicality of it bringing out stress and emotions. She’d certainly had plenty of stress lately at work. Well, there was always pressure at work. But she’d never had sex like that. Not even close.

      He was amazing in bed. Rough at exactly the right moments, tender at others. Funny whether they were having sex or not. Still, that didn’t explain the tears. Or why she’d actually spent the night with him. Or why she sort of hoped…a little bit, maybe…to do it again.

      She tapped her pen on her sleek cherry desk. She’d see him in an hour. She had no idea what they were doing, but he’d told her to wear jeans. Did she even own any jeans? Maybe she could stop and buy some. No, damn it, there wasn’t time to even send her assistant.

      Marley. Marley would have some jeans, and she’d bet they wore the same size.

      She pressed a button on her desk phone.

      “Yes?”

      “Marley, I need a favor.”

      “Of course.”

      “I need you to go home. Now.”

      “Home? I’m confused. Now? Holly, what’s going on?”

      “I’ll tell you when you get there. When we get there.  And...I mean my place. God, I can’t think straight.”

      She heard her cousin shuffle some papers around. She sounded…odd. “I still have those emails you wanted me to answer, and the files—you can’t think straight? Do you need me to take you home? Are you sick? Is that the emergency?”

      “No. I need to borrow a pair of jeans.”

      Marley’s laugh was breathless. Shocked. “Jeans? You?”

      “Marley, you know I don’t own any and…well, I need some in about…”she checked her watch. “…in about twenty minutes, max.”

      “You need jeans in twenty minutes. Of course. It all makes perfect sense. Because?”

      “Because I have a…a date. With Ben Hall. And don’t ask—I don’t have time to explain, but I promise if you can produce a pair of jeans for me, I’ll tell you everything later.”

      “Ben Ha—I’m holding you to that. I’m definitely going to need to hear about this.”

      “Marley, please? The jeans?”

      “I’m on my way now.”

      “You’re a lifesaver.”

      Holly stood and grabbed her purse and her briefcase and rushed out the door.

      “Douglas, I need my coat!”

      “Someone’s in a hurry,” her secretary drawled.

      “I am. Now, Douglas.”

      “Aye-aye, darling. Don’t get huffy.” He turned to the special cupboard behind his desk and pulled her wool trench out for her.

      She grabbed it and he arched his eyebrows, but didn’t ask what he so clearly wanted to.

      Everyone wanted to know what was going on with her. So did she. But she’d figure it out later. Right now, however implausibly, she had a date.
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      J. Frost helped her from her car and walked her to the door of the building.

      “Hope you had a good day at work, Ms. Knight.”

      “Yes, thanks. I’m sorry, but I’m in a bit of a hurry.”

      “Sure, sure. By the way, your cousin arrived a minute ago, running like a bandit. I suggested you’d want to know she was here and she agreed.”

      “Oh. Did she? I mean, you did?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Always glad to help.”

      He gave her a wink as he held the front door for her, and the twinkle in his blue eyes made her pause for a moment.

      “Thank you, Mr. Frost.”

      “You’re most welcome.”

      He walked her to her private elevator and punched the button for her. The doors slid open and she stepped in. “You look lovely today, by the way. Hope you don’t mind my saying no.”

      “Oh. No, of course not. Thanks.”

      He smiled. “You have a nice evening.”

      There was something strange about that man. Strange but nice.

      The elevator shot up and she stepped onto the marble floor of her foyer. Marley stood there with a pile of denim in her arms.

      “Frost called up to say you were here. I let myself in.”

      “He did?”

      Holly shook her head as Marley pulled her inside.

      “Come on. According to your schedule you have exactly eleven minutes, fifteen seconds to get ready.”

      Exactly eleven minutes later Holly was alone in her apartment, having fended off any more of Marley’s questions in the interest of time—and Marley had told her since she was off work early she had someplace to be, anyway. Her cousin hadn’t looked her in the eye when she said it, which made Holly wonder if there was something she wasn’t telling her,  but she figured they’d have stories to exchange the next time they got the chance—well, realistically, the next time she created the opportunity—for them to spend some time together outside of work.

      She checked her reflection in her dressing room mirrors while Fezziwig twined around her ankles. The jeans were a nice fit— snug and slim. She’d paired them with a simple black turtleneck sweater and black boots. She was switching purses when the security desk called to let her know Ben was waiting downstairs for her. Her stomach fluttered.

      She stopped in front of the ornate mirror over the console table in the foyer to slick some gloss onto her lips. Her cheeks were flushed, her pupils wide. She looked rather pretty, if she did say so herself. And excited.

      “Well, I am excited, damn it,” she told her cat, who sat on the arm of the sofa, his green eyes slitted.  “This is my first real date in years, Fezzi, and it has me feeling like…a young girl again—a girl, instead of a powerhouse corporate mogul.” She looked in the mirror again.  “Instead of a woman who’s about to turn forty.” She sighed. “A woman who’s destined to spend the rest of her life alone.”

      There was a hard thud in her stomach at the thought—one that didn’t normally bother her. After all, it was her choice. Her life was her work, and her work was her life. It would take a lifetime to prove that she was up to the task. Whether her father was around to witness it or not, she’d show the old bastard.

      But right now, she was taking a brief, well-earned break and she was going to have a damn good time.

      With Ben.

      The flutter came back. She flashed a grin to herself in the mirror before grabbing her coat and slamming the door behind her.
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      The wind was cold on her cheeks as Ben helped her from the cab onto the sidewalk in a part of downtown she wasn’t familiar with. Tall buildings rose on either side of the street, a mixture of modern architecture and old. Streetlights cast a warm amber light onto the street, and Christmas lights made for a colorful glow that she had to admit made everything feel more cheerful. She didn’t even mind them.

      “What are we doing here?”

      “Seeing a movie, but first, we have to eat.”

      “Here?”

      “Some of the best food is in the funkier sections of any city. Have you ever been to Camden Market in London? No? Best Indian food anywhere at these tented booths, like some Eastern bazar.”

      “It sounds…interesting.”

      “It’s amazing. Colorful and dirty and smells like spicy heaven.”

      “You’re a strange man, Ben.”

      He looped an arm around her shoulders and she was surprised at how natural it felt.

      “I’m told that’s part of my charm.”

      She laughed.

      He made her laugh a lot.

      They’d come upon one of the small vendor carts that were parked all over the city. “And here now we have a Chicago classic—deep dish pizza fresh off the cart.”

      “Oh, I don’t know…”

      “It’s fantastic, I promise. Just try some of this, then we’ll get to the theater. It’s just ‘round the corner.”

      He turned and ordered them each a thick slice of pepperoni and two bottles of beer, then walked over to a concrete bench flanked by a pair of decorated Christmas trees in front of a nearby office building.

      “Come on, sit.”

      She sat down next to him and took the piece of pizza he offered, bit into it.

      “This is wonderful,” she said when she’d chewed and swallowed.

      “Pretty damn good. Here, have your beer.”

      “But I don’t drink beer.”

      “About time you started, then.”

      He winked at her, and she found herself smiling as she grabbed the beer from him and took a swig. It wasn’t bad. The second sip was even better.

      “God, I haven’t had pizza since I was a teenager.”

      “What? Are you being serious?”

      “Well, not since I was nineteen, maybe. My cousin Marley and I used to sneak out together and do stuff like this. Eat junk food. Go to the mall. The kind of things that would have horrified my mother if she’d known.”

      “Your mother doesn’t sound like much fun.”

      “No one has ever called my mother ‘fun’. Her entire life is about impressing people…being important. She goes from one charity ball to the next—the classic socialite. She’d never be caught dead eating pizza on the sidewalk.”

      “Apparently neither would you, for a small span of years,” Ben said quietly, and she knew he wasn’t judging her.

      Holly sighed. “I definitely need to have more fun.” She looked at him. “Thank you, Ben.”

      He smiled. “Any time. I’m rather good at it, myself. But you probably already knew that.” He gave her a wink.

      “Back to the dossier you know is sitting on my desk?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What about what’s not in there?” she asked. “You asked me about my hobbies the other night and I barely had an answer. What about you?”

      “I like lots of things. “ He sipped his beer. “I like to ski, as I think I did mention at dinner—I try to go every winter, whether it’s Vail or Switzerland, or even Big Bear in California. I went rock-climbing for the first time last year and loved it.  I like that kind of physical challenge. It’s terribly un-British of me.”

      She laughed. “What else?”

      “I really love music, anything from rock to jazz to opera, which can bring tears to my eyes when it’s sung beautifully enough.”

      “You?”

      “Yes, me.” He leaned in closer. “And I’ll tell you a secret. I have a great love for old-school punk. I’ll scream to it sometimes when no one’s around to hear me. I was Sid Vicious in my teenage dreams.”

      “You definitely have more fun than me.”

      “We’re trying to change that today.” He smiled, a warm, slow-spreading smile. “Do you want another slice?”

      “No thanks, this is plenty.”

      “I’m having another—one moment.”

      When he returned with more pizza they chatted while they ate, about Ben’s travels, about hers. They both loved Edinburgh and Rome, although Holly hadn’t had time to see much of either place, having only ever been on business.

      Ben glanced at his watch. “All done? Good. We’d better hurry.”

      He threw their bottles and plates away in a nearby garbage can and took her hand. His was large and warm. It felt good to have a man hang onto her as they moved down the street like any other couple.

      No, not a couple. It was…She didn’t know what it was. But she was having too good a time to care.

      They walked around the block and he stopped in front of the old Landmark Century Centre Cinema. The building was beautiful, with its ornate old stone façade and high arching windows over the marquee.

      “They’re playing Casa Blanca,” Ben told her. “Have you seen it?”

      “I…no. It feels stupid to admit that.”

      “Excellent. Now’s your chance.” He turned to the ticket booth. “Two, please.”

      She put a hand on his arm as he was trying to lead her into the theater.

      “Ben, how did you know this is something I’ve wanted to do? Eat pizza. Go to the movies?”

      She swore a brief shadow clouded his gray eyes. Then he smiled and the shadow—if it had ever really been there—went away. “I told you last night. I know what you need, Holly. And what you need is some stripped-down, simple fun. Come on now, we’ll miss the film.”

      She let him put his arm around her and take her through the glass doors, feeling warm inside. It was strange that this evening, eating pizza on the sidewalk, drinking beer, a movie date with a man she realized she truly liked, was like some lovely daydream. These simple things other people did all the time.

      He was right—she needed to have some fun in her life. And it seemed Ben Hall was just the person to make that happen.
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      They’d made out in the cab on the way back from the movie, and he’d loved it. Not just the way she made him hard with the first press of her plush, pink mouth. It was everything—the evening they’d spent together, discussing the film before they’d started to kiss. The way her face lit up as they talked.

      But now they were back at his hotel and he couldn’t wait to get her inside and get his hands on her.

      He would ignore those other urges—the ones that told him he needed to take her out to dinner again. Stay up all night talking. Bring her to see him in New York…

      Stop being stupid.

      He swiped his card key and pulled Holly into his hotel room and helped her out of her coat. She smelled like the winter wind. He ran his fingers through her hair—he couldn’t help it. And it felt exactly as he knew it would, like cook silk running over his hands.

      She grabbed his wrist.

      “What is it?” he asked her.

      Her brown eyes were sparkling again. He loved when they did. Loved it when he could make her laugh and see that in her eyes.

      He swallowed hard.

      “You’re not stripping me down and fucking me against your front door again,” she said.

      “I didn’t.”

      “You did, too!” she protested.

      “I fucked you on the floor. Unless you count my clever hands.”

      “They’re clever, I’ll give you that. The rest is…semantics.”

      He leaned in and kissed her gorgeous, pink lips, pulled away and whispered, “I rather like the rest.”

      “Mmm, so do I.”

      She stood on her toes and pressed a kiss to his lips, her hands going into his hair and holding his mouth to hers while she drove her tongue in. Ah, all sweet girl-flavored, wet and hot and his cock was going hard.

      He took her hands and held them down at her sides.

      “You behave now, Miss Knight.”

      “I’ll do as I please,” she said, her chin coming up. “And you know it.”

      He gripped her wrists harder, brought them up and kissed first one, then the other. “I know you like to please me as much as you do yourself.”

      A slow smile spread over her features. Beautiful, this woman when she smiled. Beautiful all the time.

      That’s all it was—this odd tugging sensation in his chest, making him draw her closer, until she was pressed hard up against him.

      Desire.

      What man wouldn’t want her?

      He kissed her again, opening her lips with his tongue, surging into her mouth. He heard her soft sigh and his cock twitched. Yes, desire. Lust. That explained it.

      He held both her wrists behind her at the small of her back. She tried to squirm away, but he held her harder, kissed her harder, until she stilled, yielded to him.

      When he pulled back from the kiss they were both breathing hard. She looked up at him, her whiskey-brown gaze holding his. She blinked, her lashes a dark shadow of flutter. And the tugging in his chest turned into a twisting thud.

      She blinked again, searching his eyes. But he didn’t know what she was asking. He didn’t know what was going on with him. He didn’t know what the hell to say.

      So he did what he knew to do—he kissed her once more, letting go of her wrists so he could slide his hands under her sweater and fill them with her breasts. The heat of them, the press of her tightening nipples, came through the silk of her bra, and his cock was throbbing-hard instantly.

      She tilted her hips, pressing into him, and he slid his leg between hers. Lord, he could feel the heat of her cunt on his thigh. Knew she’d be wet and ready for him.

      He groaned into her mouth.

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Fucking bad timing,” he muttered, pulling away.

      “Seriously? You’re going to answer that?”

      “I have to,” he told her. “I know who it is.”

      “What?”

      He smiled. “My best friends are here.”

      

      She didn’t know what she’d been expecting—two seconds was hardly enough time to expect anything—but when Ben opened the door to reveal two stunningly handsome men, each as gorgeous as Ben was, in his own way, Holly had to make an effort not to stare with her mouth gaping. One was taller, with curling, light brown hair almost down to his shoulders, the other was shorter but built like a football player with short black hair. Either could have been a romance novel cover model.

      The fact that Ben had just worked her into a state of sexual frenzy definitely wasn’t helping.

      Ben hugged them both as they came into the room, and he shut the door behind them.

      “Holly, these are my best blokes from college.  This hippie here is Kit Davies, my old dorm-mate. He’s a travel writer.”

      “I’m a foodie who travels to eat and happens to write about it,” Kit, the one with the long hair, corrected him in a much stronger British accent than Ben had.

      Nice.

      Kit smiled, and his grasp was warm as he took her hand, lifted it to his lips and brushed an almost-chaste kiss over it that she felt down to her toes.

      Oh, it was so not her toes that were tingling.

      He was still holding onto her hand, looking her over with his sea-green gaze.

      “And I’m Justin,” the other broke in, taking her hand from Kit’s. “Justin Payne.”

      His voice was deeper, his accent as strong as Kits, but more polished. Somewhere in the back of her mind she knew they came from different parts of England, but she was too distracted to ask them about it. Distracted currently by Justin’s massive shoulders beneath his dark, tight sweater. By the flash of perfect white teeth against his olive-toned skin.

      “Justin’s the bad influence,” Kit put in cheerfully.

      “I beg to differ,” Ben said. “You’re the bad influence, Kit, if memory serves me. But come in. Drinks, anyone?” he asked as he neatly took Holly’s hand from Justin and led them all into the living area of the suite.

      “Nah, we’re fine,” Kit said. “We had a nice dinner downstairs.”

      “Ben, why didn’t you tell me you had friends in town? You could have had dinner with them.”

      Ben pulled her down with him onto one of the sofas, his arm tightening around her waist. “Because I wanted you all to myself for a bit before you all met.”

      “How did we do on the timing?” Justin asked, his dark eyes gleaming as he settled on the arm of the sofa opposite them.

      “Just about right,” Ben answered.

      Holly looked from Justin to Ben, who had a soft, sensual smile on his face.  She turned to look at Kit, who winked at her.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “We happened to be coming through on holiday, and Ben told us how spectacular you were,” Kit answered. “We had to meet you.”

      “And?” she asked. “Because it feels like there’s an ‘and’.”

      “We hope so, Holly,” Ben said, brushing her hair aside and placing a soft kiss just below her ear. “We hoped you might like them enough to ask them to stay.” She turned to him, and he had a wicked grin on his face.

      “Of course,” Kit put in, “if this makes you uncomfortable we’ll go, and meet up with Ben when he’s back in New York.”

      “But if you’d like us to stay…” Justin stood and walked slowly toward her. “…we’d be more than happy to.”

      Her mouth had gone dry. And her sex wet. Were they actually suggesting what she thought they were?

      “Holly,” Ben whispered in her ear, “Truly, if this is weird for you, tell me. It’s okay.”

      “And…” she looked at Kit, then at Justin, then finally turned to face Ben once more. “…if it’s weird, but I’m…interested, anyway?”

      Ben smiled, gloriously, his gray eyes lighting up. “Then we shall all do our best to ensure you never regret it.”

      “You’ve been pretty good at keeping your promises.”

      “So I have. And I promise you an evening you’ll never forget.”

      “We promise,” Kit said, coming around behind the sofa and laying a hand on her shoulder, giving it a small squeeze.

      Justin knelt with one knee on the sofa next to her. “Just tell us if there’s anything you want. Anything at all.”

      “Anything?”

      Her body was really heating up. Ben was warm and solid next to her, and the anticipation in the air was electric. She could sense the testosterone, the excitement. And the idea that they might all be getting hard, all at once, at that moment, was one of the biggest thrills of her life.

      Even better knowing there was much more to come.

      Ben pulled her closer and kissed her cheek. “Tell us, Holly.”

      “I don’t know if…any of you have ever been lovers?”

      Kit laughed, a deep rumble in his chest. “All of us.”

      “All of you together?”

      “Sometimes, yes,” Ben told her. “Or Justin and Kit. Or Kit and me. Justin and me. Or two of us, or all of us with a woman. In every possible combination.”

      God, her body was on fire simply imagining it. And it was going to happen!

      “What is it you want, sweetheart? Tell me. Tell us.”

      She nearly groaned aloud. “I want it all,” she said quietly.

      “Then you shall have it,” Ben said.

      She didn’t know if he sent the others a signal she missed, but Justin peeled his sweater off just as Kit did, and she barely had time to turn and take in Kit’s leanly-muscled frame before Ben and Justin pulled her sweater over her head.

      “Do you want them to kiss you, Holly?” Ben asked her.

      Was that a trick question?

      “Oh, yes. And I really want to see you kiss each other.”

      “I have a feeling we’re all going to enjoy this,” Justin said, leaning across her lap and reaching out to pull Ben to him.

      Their mouths met, two sets of lush male lips, and it was one of the hottest things she’d ever seen. Their kissing was rough, hard, pure male. She ached all over to be touched. And as if in answer to her silent need, Kit brushed her hair to one side, then slid his hands over her bare shoulders and down to cover her breasts. Her nipples came up hard beneath her black silk bra.

      “Mmm…”

      He bent and kissed the back of her neck, making her shiver. He kissed her over and over, soft, feathering kisses all over her skin: her nape, between her shoulder blades, the tops of her shoulders. He cupped her breasts with his big hands, his thumbs stroking her nipples through the silk. And all the while Justin and Ben were kissing, making out like crazy, everything getting more heated.

      Justin yanked Ben’s sweater over his head and ran his hands over Ben’s chest. They stood, Ben’s arm slipping from her waist to Justin’s, while Justin pulled Ben closer with a hand on his ass. Their bodies came together, bare chest to bare chest, and their mouths met once more.

      Kit was bending over the back of the sofa, his hands diving under her bra. “Let’s have this off,” he said, tugging down her bra straps.

      “Yes. Take it off. Please.”

      She heard his small chuckle as he unsnapped the bra, slid it from her shoulders.

      His fingertips brushed her bare skin. Her nipples were almost impossibly hard. She grabbed Kit’s forearms, ran her hands over the muscle there. She needed more.

      “Kit…Ben?”

      Ben pulled back from Justin, and she could see his breath heaving in his chest. “Tell us, beautiful girl.”

      “I need my clothes off. And yours. All of you.”

      Ben flashed her a grin, his eyes full of smoke and need. “Your wish is our command. And our great pleasure. Strip it down, boys.”

      Ben slid his jeans off, and he was fully hard, his gorgeous cock making her mouth water. She wanted to touch him. She wanted Kit or Justin to even more.

      To her right Justin tore his jeans off, then his black boxer-briefs. His erect cock was longer than Ben’s, if not as thick, but beautiful in its own way. He watched her, his dark eyes aglow as he gave it one long, slow stroke.

      “Is this what you wanted to see, Holly?” he asked.

      “Oh, yes,” she murmured.

      Kit kissed her neck once more, said quietly, “Three is even better than two.”

      He released her and came around the front of the sofa to stand before her. He unzipped his jeans and kicked his way out of him. Like Ben, he wore nothing underneath.

      She pulled in a sharp breath.

      His thick cock was a lovely golden shade, the head a bit darker. He was rock-hard, his cock coming up against his lean abs.

      She swallowed, bit her lip. Her mouth was actually watering.

      “Come here, beauty,” he said, pulling her to her feet. “We need to undress you now.”

      Ben stood on one side of her and Justin on the other as Kit knelt and pulled her boots off while the others steadied her. Then Ben unzipped her jeans and Justin and Kit helped her out of them.

      Ben nuzzled her ear. “Such lovely underwear, it’s almost a shame.”

      “But she was specific,” Justin said.

      Kit winked at her as he reached to pull her silk thong down, leaving them all naked. So much naked flesh…

      “I have to say…” Her voice was quavering, but she couldn’t find it in herself to care. “I have to say, this is a little overwhelming. I hardly know where to start.”

      Ben stroked a hand up her side, under the curve of her breast. “Don’t worry. I’m fairly certain it’ll come naturally to you.”

      There were hands all over her then, stroking her thighs, her stomach, her breasts. Ben turned her face to his and kissed her, and she could taste the masculine flavor of Justin on his lips. Desire was burning her up, like fire in her aching breasts, in her clenching sex. She kissed Ben harder, held onto him.

      Hands moved over her body, cupped her breasts, teasing and pinching her nipples. More hands parting her thighs, diving in between them, stroking at her tender pussy lips. She spread wider, and as Ben’s tongue swirled over hers it almost felt as if the fingers sliding in the folds of her soaking pussy were his tongue, licking her, pressing on her clit.

      She felt Justin moving in closer beside her, the hard muscles of his thigh next to hers, and she reached blindly, found his cock, warm and pulsing in her hand. She began to stroke.

      “Oh, that’s good,” he murmured, his voice low and rough. “Yes, do it harder.”

      Ben pulled his mouth from hers only to lower it to her breast—he flicked his tongue at her nipple, and she moaned softly. When he sucked it into his hot mouth she groaned aloud.

      “Ah, I love to hear that,” Kit said, and she saw him lower to his knees.

      Justin played with her breast, his head fallen back in pleasure as she stroked his long cock, and Ben sucked on her other tit, licking, nibbling. Her body was buzzing all over with pleasure.

      Kit knelt before her and smoothed his palms over her abdomen. “I can’t wait to taste you,” he said.

      She watched the way his long hair fell across his broad shoulders as he bent toward her and spread her thighs farther apart with strong hands. His tongue flicked at her clit and she gasped.

      He pulled back. “Good?”

      “Yes. Oh, God…”

      He moved in and licked her, one long, endlessly slow stroke while she held her breath, then another stroke, and another. He built up speed, licking at her wet slit from bottom to top, pausing to press the tip of his tongue against her clit.

      “Kit, please…inside me…”

      He didn’t pause, just pushed his fingers inside her.

      “Mmm…”

      Ben and Justin teasing her nipples, pinching them now, only intensified everything. And Justin was arching into her fisted hand.

      Ben paused, muttered roughly, “Babe, I need you.”

      She found his cock with her other hand, wrapped her fingers around it.

      “Ah, yes.”

      Things began to blur. Her hands were filled—two steel-hard cocks, the skin hot and silky. Ben was kissing her again while Justin pinched and taunted her aching nipples. And pleasure was just as much a blur, all soft lines, gasping breath, arching hips. Need rippled through her as Kit licked at her clit, his fingers pumping inside her. She couldn’t keep track, couldn’t think. She was shivering, her body poised at that exquisite edge where she wanted to come, needed to, but she wanted to draw it out. It was too good.

      She pulled away from Ben’s mouth long enough to beg them, “Don’t stop.”

      “Oh, baby, don’t stop…”

      It was Justin. She thought. Or Ben. Then his mouth was on hers and he was kissing her again, his wet, probing tongue like Kit’s on her pussy. She was pulsing all over, pleasure pouring through her system, making her hotter, driving her higher, until she had to fall over that keen edge. She cried out, shook all over while the men held onto her, not allowing her to fall when her knees would have buckled.

      She heard Ben’s voice. “We’ve got you, sweetheart.”

      They all helped her into the bedroom and laid her down on the bed.

      “Tell us what you want, beauty,” Kit said.

      She looked at them standing all around the bed, naked and hard, and her sex clenched.

      “I want to watch you all suck each other. Show me how a man does it. Show me what you all like.”

      Justin laughed. “You are the most likeable woman.”

      She smiled. “Just do it.”

      “And the boss lady has issued her command.” She looked to Ben, and there was a sensual smile on his face, lust in his eyes. “Just for you, sweetheart.”

      He grabbed Kit, pushed him down on the bed next to Holly. Kit held himself up with his strong arms.

      “You going to suck me, Ben?”

      “Yeah, I am. And you’re going to give our girl here a blow-by-blow, so to speak.”

      Kit laughed. “Ready when you are.”

      Ben leaned over him and blew on the head of Kit’s big cock.

      “Oh, I like that. And he knows it. I like a bit of teasing before you go in,” Kit murmured to Holly. “Now suck in only the tip, ah, that’s it.”

      She watched as Ben took the head of Kit’s cock into his mouth and sucked for a moment. Desire was a raging torrent. She was soaking wet.

      “Now,” Kit said, a small pant in his voice, “I want him to swallow me all at once.”

      Ben’s mouth came down on him—she didn‘t know how he could deep throat someone so big, but he did it. He took him down hard, and Kit’s hips pumped into him.

      “Oh, yeah…” Kit’s head fell back. “But…ah, stop, Ben, or I’ll come.”

      Ben sucked him for another moment, and Kit laughed harshly. “Fuck, yeah, going to come in your mouth.”

      Ben pulled back, wiped his lips with the back of his hand. “Not yet. Now you’re going to suck Justin.”

      Holly glanced up at Justin, who was still standing next to the bed with a raging hard-on.

      Kit slid to the edge of the bed, grabbed Justin’s ass and pulled him close. “Justin’s our pain boy. He likes it rough. Don’t you, mate?”

      “I like it no matter what. But a little pain adds to the mix nicely,” Justin said, his dark eyes glittering.

      He spread his legs a little, and Kit grabbed Justin’s shaft in his hand, gave it a squeeze. “He likes it when you hold the base of his dick good and hard while you suck him off. And he likes to have his ball sac pinched, too. And if you put anything in his ass, he’s one happy boy, aren’t you?”

      “Yes…” Justin’s eyes were already closed. “Get to work already, Kit.”

      She saw Kit’s grin right before he slid his wide mouth over Justin’s cock, taking him in fast and hard, one hand squeezing the base of his cock, the other slipping between his thighs to pull and pinch his sac.

      “Fuck, yeah, Kit,” Justin muttered, a hand fisting in Kit’s long hair.

      Ben put a hand on Kit’s shoulder. “Save yourselves for our girl here, boys.”

      Kit raised his head and Justin let out a long sigh.

      “But Justin has to suck me first,” Ben said. “On your knees.”

      “I love it when you tell them what to do,” Holly said.

      Ben laughed. “So does he. Suck me now.”

      Justin, on his knees beside the bed where Ben was sitting, braced an arm on either side of Ben’s muscular thighs. Ben grabbed the back of Justin’s head.

      “I like a little teasing, too, but I’m too damn worked up to wait. So right now I just want him to swallow me.”

      Justin bent over Ben and took his cock between his lips, sucked him in down to the base.

      Her pussy swelled with need—she could feel how sopping wet she was. If someone didn’t touch her soon, she was going to explode!

      Ben forced Justin’s head down hard. “Yeah, take it deep…And now, he’s going to pull back and run his tongue over the head of my dick. Yes, that’s it. And I like it when he does this…”

      She watched as Justin fisted his hand around Ben’s hard cock, stroking a little, and used his tongue on the darkening head, pushed it into the hole at the tip.

      “Oh, fuck, stop. Need to save myself for her. “Justin tried to swallow him down again, but Ben pushed him back roughly. “Hey!”

      His friend grinned. “I like to suck you off, mate.”

      “We’re here for Holly. Don’t forget it.” He turned to her, a little breathless. “Was that what you wanted to see, babe?”

      “Yes. That was…amazing.”

      “But you need some attention now. Who do you want first?” Ben asked her.

      His features were loose with desire, his face flushed, his lips plush from kissing her, from going down on Kit.

      “God…I don’t know. All of you.”

      Kit laughed. “Unfortunately not possible, our little beauty. But I’m the oldest. Let me have you first. And while I’m fucking you, we can watch Ben fuck Justin. Yes?”

      “Oh, yes…” she groaned, stretching out on the bed.

      She’d never felt so luxuriously decadent in her life.

      “Here, turn over,” Kit said, taking her in his strong arms and rolling her into her stomach and positioning her so that her head was at the foot of the bed.

      There were a few moments while the men all sheathed themselves, then it was starting all over again, total sensation overload as Kit moved in behind her and left a trail of hot kisses down her spine before he spread her thighs wide and pushed the tip of his cock inside her.

      “Kit…oh, that’s good. Deeper.”

      “Wait one sec.”

      He lifted her hips and shoved a pillow under them, so that her ass was in the air, giving him better access. Then he bent over her, and she felt the heat of his body before he surged into her. She gasped at the size of him, but immediately her body adjusted, her soaking pussy opening for his engorged flesh.

      “You look so damn good,” Ben said, his mouth next to her cheek. He paused, kissed her, licked at her lower lip, sucked it into his mouth for a moment. “Now watch me take Justin’s ass while Kit fucks you, sweetheart.”

      She moaned, reached out and grabbed Ben’s hand, sucked two of his fingers into her mouth, swirling her tongue over the tips.

      “Yes, that’s nice…”

      Ben slid his fingers deeper into her mouth, then out, fucking her mouth as if it was his cock. Kit sank into her from behind, moving in rhythm with Ben. Pleasure drove into her body from every direction. But she wanted more.

      When Ben slipped his fingers from her lips and began to move away she told him, “I need to see you.”

      “Of course. Whatever you want, babe. And Justin here is a bit of an exhibitionist, so that’ll suit him just fine.”

      He turned and shoved a gorgeously naked Justin down onto his hands and knees on the floor, and once more she loved watching how rough he was with him. He kicked Justin’s thighs apart, knelt behind him, and parted the cheeks of his firm ass.

      “Hard and heavy, Justin,” Ben told him.

      “Just the way I like it.”

      She watched as Ben pushed a finger into Justin’s ass, heard him groan.

      “What?” Ben taunted him. “Too much for you, old boy?”

      “You know I can take anything you can dish out,” Justin growled.

      “Alright, then, down and dirty.”

      Ben pulled back, took his cock in his hand, and thrust into him.

      “Jesus…fuck, Ben!”

      “I am fucking you, you beast. Take it.”

      Her whole body clenched in a rush of pure lust as Ben surged into him, while at the same time Kit bucked into her.

      “Yes, Kit, harder.”

      “As hard as you want it, beauty.”

      He wrapped an arm under her, around her stomach, and pulled her up onto her hands and knees. He stabbed into her, harder and harder, while he slid his hand down to play with her clit.

      She kept her gaze on Ben fucking Justin, his hips pistoning. Justin groaned and growled in what she knew must be a heady mixture of pleasure and pain. And impossibly, she envied him being filled in that way.

      “Kit, can you…?”

      He leaned down, his panting breath in her hair. “Anything, Holly. Tell me.”

      “Fuck me like Ben’s fucking him,” she said quietly. She was so turned on, so close to the edge she could barely speak.

      “Oh, I do like you. But I’m sure Ben has a few implements to help. Ben?”

      Ben was still plowing into Justin, his face a study in concentrated pleasure.

      “Ben, hey!” Kit said more loudly.

      “What is it? Can’t you see I’m busy?”

      “Something for our girl here.”

      “Ah.” He held still, ran a hand over his head.

      “Where’s your toy stash?”

      “Next to the bed, small black duffel.”

      “Always at the ready,” Kit teased. “And so am I, nearly, my sweet,” he murmured to Holly as he slipped out of her, leaned over the bed and came up with said bag in his hand.

      She squirmed, feeling bereft of his thick cock.

      “What have we here?” Kit said as she heard him dig through the bag. “Plenty to play with later, but I have what you need, Holly girl. And brand new in the package. How considerate of you, Ben.”

      Holly kept herself entertained watching Ben begin to fuck Justin once more in long, punishing strokes while he fisted a hand around Justin’s long cock. She was trembling all over, adrenalin and excitement pouring through her system.

      “Some lube, first,” Kit said, and she felt the cool sensation as he parted her ass cheeks and rubbed the lube onto her. “In we go, now. Take a breath.”

      She inhaled, exhaled as he inserted the buzzing tip of a small anal vibrator into her ass.

      “Oh…”

      “Good?”

      “Yes, good. And I can take it. You don’t have to be careful with me.”

      He pushed it in further, and she had to bite back her orgasm. She wanted to enjoy this.

      He slipped it out, pushed it in again, and she surged back into him.

      “Oh, she does like it,” Kit chuckled, and she saw both Ben and Justin turn to look at her.

      They were still fucking as Kit worked her ass, as she pumped back into the vibrator.

      “Kit…I need you.”

      He didn’t say anything, just pushed his cock back into her aching, needy pussy.

      “Oh…God, that’s so good…”

      She heard Kit’s grunt, then he was plunging into her, his hand keeping control of the small vibrator that was making every sensation more intense. She could feel the anal vibe and Kit’s thick cock inside her, rubbing against the thin membrane that separated them. She was shivering, pleasure coming down on her like a wave. Her ears roared as she came, and she watched Ben throw his head back, his eyes squeezed shut as he came with her, pouring into Justin. Then it was Kit who was crying out, his hips jack-knifing into her, his body shaking.

      Ben went still over Justin’s bent body. Kit pulled out of her, slid the little vibe from her ass and turned her onto her back, drawing her into his arms.

      He was panting as he asked, “You doing okay, beauty? Ready for more?”

      “I’m good. Jesus, so good. And yes, ready.”

      Ben had slipped his condom off, and he climbed up on the bed with them, laid down by her side.

      “Do you want poor Justin to fuck you, sweetheart? Or shall we leave him hanging?”

      She laughed, “That wouldn’t be very nice.” She put her arms out. “Come to me, Justin.”

      She parted her thighs as he climbed onto the bed and settled onto his knees in front of her, slipping her legs over his while Kit held her. Next to her, Ben started to kiss her neck again, making her shiver, while both he and Kit teased her nipples, tugging, pinching, caressing.

      She looked up at Justin, and he smiled as he plunged his long cock into her. He drew in a hissing breath. “Damn, you feel good,” he growled before arching into her.

      Her hips rose to meet his, and even the soreness from taking Kit’s big cock made Justin fucking her even better. That and Kit’s hands on her, and Ben’s…Ben’s soft lips sucking at the tender skin of her throat.

      Kit turned her face with his hand. “Kiss me.”

      She did, hungrily, loving the flavor of his mouth, his tongue. She was lost in his kiss, in Ben’s touch, in Justin’s cock surging into her over and over. And in moments she was coming again in hard, jerking spasms, her body overwhelmed by sensation.

      She groaned into Kit’s mouth as she floated off into the greatest pleasure her body had ever known.
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      She’d woken sore all over, but feeling better than she had in her life. The bed was crowded with four people in it, three of them large men, but she’d loved it. Still, she was glad when it was Ben who woke first and took her into the shower.

      They stood under the hot water together, already washed and clean, but enjoying the warm spray as she leaned her head against his broad chest.

      “Finally, a moment alone with you,” Ben murmured.

      “But I thought you wanted…?”

      “I did. I do. But it’s nice to have you all to myself for a few minutes. Tell me, how are you? How is all of this for you?”

      “Are you kidding? It’s my wildest fantasy come true. Any woman would have to be out of her mind not to enjoy it.”

      “That’s good. I wanted it to be good for you.”

      “Did you?”

      He stroked a hand over her wet hair, leaned his chin on the top of her head.

      She didn’t want to read too much into his comment. This was just sex. Sex and more sex. And…those moments when Ben’s touch was so damn tender it made her heart melt, in a way it never had before in her life. Those moments, like now, when he said things that made her think…what? That there was something more here?

      She didn’t need there to be. Soon their business would be over and Ben would go back to New York and she’d stay right where she was, in her life in Chicago, having her faceless, nameless one night mystery men from the hotel bars.

      Why didn’t that feel like enough, anymore?

      “Ben?”

      “Hmm?”

      She didn’t know what to ask him, exactly. She wanted to know if she was the only one feeling these things, but she didn’t know how to say it. She wasn’t entirely certain she wanted to.

      Her chest went tight.

      No, she didn’t want to know what he was feeling, if anything. She didn’t want to feel it.

      Just keep a realistic perspective on things.

      Yes, she had to be realistic. She was never going to fall for anyone, was never going to be in a relationship, for God’s sake, so why waste her energy thinking about it? Ben wasn’t the type, either, which was why they were such a good match. Temporarily. It was perfect as it was.

      

      Ben’s heart was a small hammer in his chest.

      Last night had been amazing. But here he was, holding this woman and never wanting to let her go.

      Ridiculous.

      This never happened to him. It never would. It must be some sort of sex overload.

      Except it had never happened before when he and Justin and Kit had shared a woman, shared each other. And there was the fact that this strange sensation had been growing with each day, even those when he’d not been able to do more than watch her across the boardroom table while the lawyers droned and argued.

      Fuck.

      He was not falling for her.

      He simply…liked her. Was that a crime? She was a supremely likeable woman—gorgeous as hell, smart, witty, capable. Amazing in bed. In business. One of the most amazing women he’d ever met.

      The hammer in his chest slammed against his ribs.

      Oh, Lord. I’m screwed.

      He took in a long breath, let his hands enjoy the texture of her damp skin as he skimmed them over her back, causing a lovely, liquid, frightening warmth to flood his chest, his whole body.

      Screwed, screwed, screwed.

      He was in love with her.

      She pulled back to look up at him. Her eyes were that gorgeous whiskey-brown, shot with gold. Breath-taking.

      “Ben? What is it?”

      Did he see more than warmth there? And even if so, what could he say to her? What could he handle? What could he admit? It was less than two weeks he’d known this woman!

      And yet…

      He swept a strand of hair from her cheek. Her hand came up to his cheek, her questioning gaze on his. His heart was about to burst from his chest.

      “Holly, I—”

      “Hey, don’t use all the hot water, you greedy bastard,” Justin called from the other side of the shower door. “Or Holly.”

      Ben took a breath.

      “We’re coming right out.”

      Holly blinked up at him, and he leaned down to brush a quick kiss across her lips before he opened the door and helped her step out and into the towel Justin held for her.

      “It’s all yours,” he told Justin, grabbing a towel for himself.

      Kit came in, looking sleepy.

      “God, shower, now,” he muttered.

      Holly laughed. “Good morning to you, too, Kit.”

      “Mmm, sorry, beauty.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “You smell good.”

      “And you need a shower,” she teased.

      “So I do. Justin, we’re sharing,” he called before joining him in the shower.

      Ben was a little too glad to have her all to himself for a bit longer. Not that he was jealous—it wasn’t about that. He loved Kit and Justin like brothers—he could never be jealous of them.

      Like brothers with flawless bodies and big dicks.

      Alright, so perhaps not like brothers at all.

      “Ben, you’re lost in thought,” Holly said.

      “What? Yes, I am. Thinking about doing you again.”

      “Mmm, let’s go.”

      He took Holly’s hand and led her back to the bed. That’s what he needed—a good, hard shag to get his head back on straight. To make him see that this absolutely spectacular sex was only that—sex. To drive these insane ideas from his befuddled head.

      When they reached the big bed he turned her around and pressed her down onto it on her back, then grabbed her ankles and pulled her to the edge.

      She batted her still-wet lashes at him. “Why, Mr. Hall, whatever do you intend to do with me?”

      “Very dirty things. Do you object, Miss Knight?”

      “And if I did?”

      “At this point it’s a fairly moot point, wouldn’t you say?”

      She laughed. “You…have a point.”

      

      He stood over her, gorgeously naked, his cock rising. She placed one foot on his chest, smoothed it down over his tight abs, making his solid erection twitch. He had the most beautiful body, the muscles long and lean, well-defined in the wintery, late morning light coming in through the tall windows. His skin was more golden than hers, but still fair, and she’d discovered a few freckles on his shoulders, which touched her, for some reason.

      Don’t go there again.

      And it was easy enough to ignore the absurd thoughts that had been cycling through her head with him holding onto her foot and placing soft kisses on her ankle, then moving his lips up her calf. He raised her leg to kiss the back of her knee, and her sex was already going tight with desire. He drew her other leg up, went down on his knees and parted her thighs, kissing his way up one, then the other.

      She tilted her hips. “Ben, come on,” she urged him.

      He raised his head, smiled down at her, and she smiled back.

      “Don’t make me wait. You always know exactly what I need,” she said, more breathlessly than she’d intended.

      Something shifted in his features, and the teasing was gone. He watched her for a moment. Then he lifted her hand, kissed her fingertips one by one, his gaze on hers. When he sucked one into his mouth, swirling his tongue over the tip, she groaned.

      “I’ll give you what you need, my girl,” he said, his low tone thick with desire.

      He let her hand go and lowered his head between her thighs. Excitement arrowed into her as she watched him press his lips to her needy pussy. He was gentle, so gentle, his soft lips brushing back and forth over her clitoris.

      She sighed, lifted her hips, but he wouldn’t increase the pressure.

      “Ben, please…”

      His tongue darted out, flicked at her clit, and she moaned, reached for him and dug her fingers into his hair.

      He flattened his tongue against her clit, held it there, tortuously still while she writhed on the bed, one hand fisting helplessly in the rumpled sheets, the other still fisted in his hair.

      “God, Ben…I need more. More…”

      He shifted the pressure the tiniest bit and pleasure spiraled, her heated sex, her entire body, flooding with heat.

      She drew in a deep breath, let it out. Her legs began to shake.

      He started a low humming deep in his throat, and she felt it on her clit, thrumming through her system. Pressure built deep inside her.

      He began to move his tongue then, slowly circling her hard clit, dipping down into her hole. Slowly, slowly, until she thought she’d die if he didn’t really move.

      “Ben…” she gasped. “Please, please, please…”

      All at once he sucked on her clit, pierced her with his fingers, pumping into her.

      She exploded, fireworks going off in her head while her clit pulsed with almost electric shocks, and she came and came until she was weak and limp and gasping for air.

      He climbed on top of her, his cock already sheathed, and pushed into her. She clung to him while he thrust into her, her body on fire again immediately. His arms went around her, held on tight as their bodies pressed together, her breasts crushed against the planes of his chest. Flesh to flesh. Rasping breath to rasping breath. When they came together, both crying out, she was dazzled by the intensity. All she could do was hang onto him, shivering, weak.

      When it was over he pulled her with him up onto the pillows. He held her while her heart beat a sharp cadence in her chest.

      She didn’t know how to put words to what she was feeling. It was new and strange and scary as hell. But there was Ben, right next to her, holding on.

      She swallowed down the lump in her throat.

      “Holly.” His voice was low, rough. “When this is over, this merger…”

      “Yes?”

      He was quiet for several moments.

      “You and I have been on the same page since we met.”

      “Yes,” she answered tentatively. She was still too blurry to figure out what he was getting at.

      He was quiet again. Then he said, “New York and Chicago aren’t far.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “That we could continue this liaison. If you like, that is.”

      Liaison. Yes, that’s what they were doing. And nothing more.

      She didn’t need anything more. She never had. Had she? Then why did she feel this strange sense of disappointment?

      “Yes. Sure. I’d like that.”

      “Okay,” he said, holding her tighter. “Right.”

      A liaison, an affair. They would be lovers.

      “So,” she said after a few quiet minutes in which she wondered if he’d fallen asleep. “Tell me what we’ll do when we see each other.”

      “We’ll go to the ballet,” he said, his voice a little dreamy. “And there are great jazz clubs in New York.” He paused, his hand rubbing her shoulder.  “We could go ice skating. I haven’t done that in years. And maybe we’ll go to the zoo sometime.”

      “The zoo?”

      A chill ran up her spine.

      “Yes, why not?”

      She pulled away from him and sat up.

      “Ben? The fucking zoo?”

      His brows drew together, and he blinked, pushing himself up on his elbows. “What’s wrong with the zoo?”

      Fury burned through her, made tears sting her eyes, but she would not cry in front of him. She would not do it.

      She said very quietly, through teeth gritted so hard it hurt, “You found it, didn’t you?”

      He didn’t have to answer. She saw the color rise in his cheeks.

      She got up and paced the room. “You did. You found that stupid list!”

      “Holly…”

      “Don’t lie to me! Not anymore. Just admit it.”

      “Alright. Alright.” He got up, started toward her but she shot him a glare and he stopped where he was. “I admit it. I saw your list. At the restaurant that first evening. I didn’t intend to.”

      “Oh, that makes it so much better.”

      “I didn’t dig through your purse, if that’s what you’re thinking. The busboy knocked your purse over and it fell out.”

      “But you read it. You read it and you’ve been using it this whole time so I’ll close this deal.” She slapped a hand to her forehead. “How could I have been so stupid? I knew your reputation. I thought I was beyond all that. That you—that no one—could get to me. Well, you may have charmed me into bed, but no one—not even you—charms me into a God damn business decision. The deal is off. And I’m out of here.”

      She started to leave the room to go find her clothes, but he grabbed her arm. “Holly, wait.”

      She turned on him. “Are you kidding me? Do you think there’s really anything you could do to talk me down now? Let me go, Ben.”

      He held on for a beat, then two, then he dropped his hand. “I never meant for you to find out—”

      “I bet.”

      “That’s not what I was going to say.”

      “I don’t want to hear any more. Not one word.”

      She marched out of the bedroom, fought the tears as she pulled her clothes on in the living room, glad he was smart enough not to come after her.

      She was furious. And the fact that she was fucking hurt made her even angrier.

      She was pulling on her boots when Kit came into the living room, a towel slug around his hips, his hair dripping.

      “Holly, don’t go like this.”

      She yanked her other boot on and stood up. “Were you in on this, too, Kit? I can just imagine the conversation. All of you laughing your heads off.”

      “It was never like that. Ben just told us about you, how beautiful you were. He didn’t tell us anything about this list thing until a moment ago.”

      She shook her head, not knowing what to believe anymore.

      “If it makes you feel any better, Justin’s in there giving him the brow-beating of his life. It may turn into an actual beating later.”

      A corner of her mouth quirked up despite her anger. “Thank you for saying so, even if it’s not true.”

      He came to her and dropped a quick kiss on her cheek. “I know he comes off as a scoundrel, but he’s a good guy, Holly.”

      “He’s a liar.”

      “Yes. He is that. No excuses.”

      “No. There’s no excuse.”

      “If you’ll just talk to him.”

      “I need to go.”

      “I understand. I do. But look…” he grabbed his jeans off the floor, pulled a card out of his wallet and pressed it into her hand. “If you need anything…”

      “I won’t.” She almost had to bite her tongue to hold the tears back. “Thanks, Kit. For being so nice to me.”

      She turned and left the room, shutting the door behind her.

      

      It was almost noon when her car rounded a corner and hit traffic along her street. It was Sunday, less than two weeks before Christmas, and the shoppers were out in force.

      She’d managed not to cry in the car, the anger holding the tears back. But she knew she had to talk to someone. It was sad knowing the only person she had in her life to really talk to was Marley. She knew she should be grateful she had anyone after the choices she’d made. She’d chosen to spend her life at work, refusing to foster any other relationships but those that mattered to her career. She was no better than her vacuous, social-climbing mother.

      She’d always thought she was better, somehow, that her mother’s motives were entirely selfish. But was she really any different? They both had their reasons, she supposed. Had she ever really even given any thought to what her mother’s might be? Was she really so much smarter? She’d dedicated her life to proving her value to a man who would never see it, even after he was dead, for God’s sake! Or so she’d thought. But somehow—maybe the way being with Ben had opened her up inside had opened her eyes, too—she realized the one she was trying to prove something to now was herself.

      God, she was a fool. A fool to not tell her father to fuck himself, which was basically what Fan had done, if in a gentler way. A fool to waste her life on work, ignoring all personal connections. And now when she thought she’d finally made one she’d been too stupid to see she was just being used. Not wanted for who she was, only what she had.

      Again.

      The worst part was that it was her own damn fault. She’d earned it. Oh, not from Ben directly. But karmically. And she wasn’t sure she even believed in karma. Karma was more Marley’s kind of thing. And God, she needed to talk to Marley.

      Finally the car pulled up in front of the Dickens Towers building and J. Frost was there, handing her out of the car.

      “’Afternoon, Miss Knight.”

      She nodded. She didn’t mean to be stuffy, but it was too hard to speak.

      She didn’t notice until he was pressing the elevator button that he’d led her to the general building elevator, rather than to the private penthouse elevator.

      “Thirtieth floor?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      He smiled, stepped away as the doors opened and she got in.

      It took her a moment of wandering down the hall to remember which door was Marley’s. Finally, she found it and rang the bell.

      There were some muffled sounds from inside, and she waited, then rang again.

      “Um…hang on,” Marley called out.

      It was several moments more before she pulled the door open, wearing a robe that was only half-tied, baring quite a bit of leg as well as cleavage.

      “Holly? Hi. What are you…are you okay?”

      Holly bit her lip, shook her head. “I’m not,” she said quietly.

      Marley grabbed her hand and pulled her inside. “What is it? Holly? Jesus, you’re white as a sheet.”

      She looked around. There was no furniture in the living room other than a big couch. Two men lounged on it, one with no shirt on.

      She turned to Marley and whispered, “Oh my God, should I come back later?”

      “No, of course not. Not if you need me. Come on.”

      Marley took her hand and pulled her through the living room, past the two men, who nodded politely, and into the bedroom.

      The bedroom was something else altogether. It was lush—there was no other single word to describe it. And utterly Marley. It looked like a scene from Arabian Nights.

      “Marley, why do those guys look familiar?”

      “We can talk about that later. Tell me why you’re here. You do realize you’ve never been in my apartment before, so I know something’s up.”

      “I’m sorry, Marley. I know I haven’t been very good to you…”

      The tears started then, just a small leak. She brushed them away with an impatient hand.

      “Hey, it’s okay. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “I’m an idiot, that’s what’s going on.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not true.”

      Holly shook her head and sniffed. “No, it’s true. Remember I told you I had a date with Ben Hall?”

      “Of course. You’re still wearing my jeans.”

      “I’ll return them tomorrow, I promise.”

      “No, it doesn’t matter. Just making an observation. What happened? Was he a dick to you?”

      “He was. And I should have seen it coming. How stupid was it that I thought…I thought he actually liked me?”

      “Oh, honey. That’s not stupid at all. Why wouldn’t any man like you?”

      “No, it’s not that. Marley, he found my list—the one we made that night when we got drunk. He found it and he…used it. He used it to make me think he was this great guy, all my dreams come true, and I was too…I let him sweep me off my feet like some moron! All he wanted was to get this merger deal pushed through. He didn’t want me. He was only doing his job.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “He admitted it once I figured it out. After I’d slept with him, gone on a fucking date with him. Slept with his two friends.”

      “What?”

      “Later. I’ll tell you later.”

      “Do you want me to hire someone to break his legs? Because I know some guys down on South Side…”

      Holly grabbed Marley and hugged her, the tears trying to leak again. “No thanks. But I appreciate that you want to.”

      She pulled back and noticed for the first time the collection of mostly black and white photography on the wall behind her cousin—portraits, landscapes of the city.

      “Marley, are these yours?”

      “Yes.”

      “They’re really good.” She took a step closer. “Jesus, this one is me.”

      It was a shot taken in the tattoo shop the night she’d let Marley talk her into getting tattooed. Holly was in a cocktail dress, overly dressed for the evening with Marley and her friends, the back unzipped as the artist worked on her, her long strand of pearls draped over her spine.

      “I love this shot,” Marley said quietly.

      Holly reached out to touch the frame with her fingertips. “Boy, that was another time. Another life.”

      “It doesn’t have to be,” her cousin said.

      Holly looked at her. “Maybe not.” They were quiet for a moment. “Hey, those men in your living room. Are they who I think they are?”

      Marley nodded, smiling. “I’ll tell you later.”

      “Okay. I should go since you obviously have company. And are in need of some clothes.”

      Marley pulled her robe tighter. “Sorry about that.”

      “Not your fault. Maybe we can talk soon.”

      “Are you going to be okay?”

      “Of course. I always am.”

      But as she left Marley’s place she wasn’t sure that was true. And by the time she made it to her own apartment and swept Fezziwig into her arms, she knew damn well she wasn’t okay.

      “You’re the only man I can trust,” she told her cat while tears fell onto his white fur. “How could I have forgotten that?”

      She carried Fezziwig into her bedroom and climbed onto her bed, cradling her cat in her arms. And finally, alone and safe in the only sanctuary she’d ever known, she wept.
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      It had been exactly twelve days since he’d seen her, since Holly had stormed out—and rightfully so. But he hadn’t had a chance to tell her how everything had changed for him. How she had changed him.

      He wished he’d never seen the damn list.

      He was standing in front of Dickens Towers now, as he had every damn day since Holly had left his hotel room and exited his life. It was beginning to snow, the sky cold and gray. He didn’t mind. It suited his mood perfectly.

      He crossed his arms over his chest and considered once more trying to get the doorman to let him into the building so he could try to talk to her.

      She wouldn’t answer his calls or the texts he’d sent every day. Never acknowledged the flowers he sent to her office and to her apartment. Every single day. Every single bouquet with an apology note tucked inside. She either never even bothered to look at them, or was still so angry she didn’t care what he had to say.

      He’d sent Kit and Justin on to New York that very night, despite their protests. He couldn’t bear for them to see him in this condition—in pain over a woman. It wasn’t pride—or not too much so, anyway. He simply had to go through it on his own.

      The pain was ever-present. It tore at him day by day, and instead of it getting better as the time passed, it only got worse. He woke with it searing his chest every morning after dreaming about her—reliving those last moments with her, when he knew he’d fucked up in the worst way possible.

      He knew on a deeper level than ever that he loved her. It was why he was still in Chicago, even after telling his employers that he’d lost the deal. They were not impressed, to say the least. They’d revoked his fee. Not that he cared. He had plenty of money. He was in this game for the sheer pleasure of it. Or, he had been. Life held no pleasure anymore.

      He had to fucking see her. Talk to her. Hold her in his arms again. And if he could he would tell her…everything.

      If he’d had some magic looking glass a month ago when he’d been on the plane to Chicago and seen all this, he would never have believed it. But it was true. He was in love. With a woman who wouldn’t have him.

      If he could only talk to her, explain…

      He had to try. One last time.

      He moved toward the door and spotted the doorman. He knew Frost by now—they’d talked many times over the last nearly two weeks. The old gentleman always apologized, but he was following orders. He’d been so damn nice about it Ben had confided everything to him. Well, not the part about Justin and Kit. Holly had a right to her privacy. But the rest…the list, falling in love with her, why he’d never thought to fall in love at all. Frost had been the one to encourage him not to give up. Not that he would. He fucking loved the girl, didn’t he? This was what you did for love, even if his asshole father had never seen fit to do the same. Ben knew now he could be better than that. And would, given the chance.

      “Good afternoon, Frost.”

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Hall.”

      “Frost, you and I need to talk.”
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      December twenty-fourth, her fortieth birthday, and Holly was alone at her desk. It was Saturday, a work day—she’d never taken Christmas Eve off. She always had a number of party invitations, and she usually went to two or three events—fundraisers, parties with all the important people she did business with, but she couldn’t possibly manage it this year. For once, she saw the emptiness of it, all that plastic insincerity, the polite smiles. What did it mean when they were virtually all strangers, no matter how many years she’d known them? Not one of those people was someone she could turn to if she was ever in need. Including her own mother. She was in Barbados with prospective husband number two, anyway—a man Holly had never even met, although she knew his name and vaguely the numbers in his bank accounts and stock portfolios. Her mother had been sure to tell her when they’d talked on the phone. How many months had it been?

      Marley had wanted to take her out to dinner, but she hadn’t been able to face her, either. She’d called her the day before to tell her she wasn’t in the mood to celebrate.

      Maybe she should consider her nephew Tim’s insistent invitation to go to her sister’s for Christmas Day. Maybe. Except she wasn’t sure how she could face family right now, even though she actually wanted to. She and Fan had never been very close—they were simply too different—but she would know something was wrong. She couldn’t bear to answer anyone’s questions. She could hardly bear to think of it herself.

      Not ‘it’. Ben.

      God, she missed him! And how crazy was that? No, it wasn’t him she missed—it was that sense of warmth, the companionship, what she thought had been him.

      She dreamed about him. In her dreams they were always sitting on a bench on the Chicago sidewalk eating pizza again, the wind blowing, the beer icy cold, talking and laughing.

      He always made her laugh. Until that last day. There had been nothing funny about it.

      She thought she’d be all cried out by now, but the tears came every night. Some days she even woke up crying. Ridiculous for a woman who hadn’t cried over anyone or anything since she was a teenager and had figured out how useless tears were, how powerless crying made her feel. And now she couldn’t stop, as if her body was making up for all the lost years.

      Tears pricked her eyelids, and she bit her lip, bit them back. She hadn’t even left the office yet, and it was starting already.

      Definitely time to go home.

      She picked up the phone and called her driver to come, gathered her purse and her coat—she’d given Douglas the day off, and the rest of the staff was gone. She was glad there would be no one to see her red eyes.

      She went out into the frosty night. It had begun to snow the night before and a blanket of white lay on the ground. She kept her face turned away as Karl came to the door of the office building and helped her safely into her seat, and they drove off.

      There were Christmas lights everywhere as the car moved smoothly through the city streets—on the buildings, in the trees, on the lamp posts. Lights and swags of evergreen, wreaths and red velvet bows. Everything was too damn festive. Soon the tears blurred it all and the lights were nothing but a watercolor wash against the night sky.

      A part of her dreaded the idea of spending this particular night alone, but she also craved the safety of her bedroom with no one but Fezziwig to see her cry through her birthday. Through Christmas Eve, which had never seemed to matter so much before—not until there was someone to miss so badly it felt as if her chest would burst with the pain of it.

      No matter how angry she was, it still hurt, in a way she’d never hurt before.

      He’d tried to contact her every day. Every damn day bringing a fresh reminder of what he’d done to her. Fresh anger, fresh pain. Fresh tears.

      God damn you, Ben!

      She hated him.

      She loved him.

      She was screwed.

      She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue, blew her nose.

      She’d better get over it, because there was no looking back. There was no changing it. Today, the day that was right in front of her, was the only day she could deal with—her birthday and Christmas Eve alone. More importantly, somehow, without him. That was more than enough.

      The car pulled up in front of her building and Frost came to open the door and help her out.

      “Good evening, Ms. Knight. And may I wish you a very happy birthday.”

      “Hello, Frost. Thank you.”

      “A fine eve for a holiday, don’t you agree?”

      “What? I suppose so.”

      “A beautiful new snow fall, an inky sky,” he said cheerfully.

      They passed the soaring Christmas tree in the lobby she’d never really noticed before. It was flocked in white, decorated with pears and partridges and gold ribbon. It was…pretty.

      She shook her head as they reached her private elevator and he pressed the button. When the car came he held the door for her—and didn’t let go.

      “Ms. Knight?”

      “Yes?”

      “Have a Merry Christmas. I mean that. You should really try. You deserve it, you know.”

      “I…Merry Christmas to you, too, Frost.”

      He smiled, his blue eyes twinkling. He stepped back and stroked his white beard as the doors slid closed.

      The elevator rushed upward, and she slipped her coat off and slung it over her arm—and realized she’d left her briefcase in the car. The doors opened and she was about to hit the button to go right back down, rather than calling to have Karl bring it up, but then she saw the light.

      Or lights.

      Christmas lights. In her apartment. Glimmering white lights from a Christmas tree decorated in silver and gold, red and green, by her living room window. Lights strung along the top of the windows, twinkling against the glass.

      There were candles lit everywhere—on the coffee table, the side tables, the mantle, which was decorated with a heavy evergreen swag and bunches of bright red holly. Music was playing softly—some tender piano concerto—and the air smelled like spices. Like…mulled wine.

      She shook her head. Had her cousin done this to surprise her?

      “Marley? Where are you? If this is a surprise party—”

      “Perhaps a very small one. Just you and me, Holly.”

      Ben.

      He moved toward her and she dropped her coat on the floor, her breath stuttering in her lungs.

      She hated him.

      She loved him.

      I love him.

      No.

      She shook her head. “What are you doing here? How did you get in?”

      “I had some help. I’m sure the person who did it will be in trouble, so for the moment I won’t say who. But if you’ll just hear me out, I’ll tell you everything.”

      The damn tears were trying to start again. He was too handsome. Too real, standing in the middle of her living room.

      “You should go.”

      He moved toward her. “Holly—”

      “Now. Ben, please.”

      A tear escaped, slipped down her cheek, and he moved closer but she waved him off. “Don’t…don’t you dare.”

      He stepped back, put a hand up. “Alright. Holly, look, I know you have every right to think I’m the world’s worst womanizing jerk, and not even a month ago, you’d have been right. I was a jerk.”

      “This isn’t news, Ben.”

      “I know. And I’ve spent every moment of these last twelve days thinking about it. Actually, I started thinking about that—what kind of man I was, what kind of man I wanted to be—almost from the first moment I met you.”

      “If this is your ploy to get the merger back on the table, think again.”

      “The merger is over. I am now unemployed,” he said quietly.

      “What is all this, then? Why would you bother? Why would you bother me like this?” She knew her voice was getting a little shrill. She couldn’t help it. The anger was seeping into her veins. She remembered every wonderful moment with him. And those last crushing moments when she’d discovered his betrayal.

      He raised his gaze to hers, and somehow his face was so familiar, as if she’d always known it, always known him.

      No.

      “Holly, come and sit with me. Let me talk with you.” He reached for her hand but she shook him off.

      “Okay. I’ll sit. You talk. And then you get the hell out of my apartment and out of my life.”

      She swore she saw pain etched on his features. Or maybe it was her mind playing tricks on her. Either way, it hurt to see it. Almost as much as it hurt simply to see him.

      She went to sit on the sofa and Fezziwig curled around her ankle. She bent down and picked him up. He purred as she stroked his soft fur, comforting herself.

      Ben sat down, keeping some distance, but she could still smell him—clean and all male and him. It made her heart ache.

      “First, I want to apologize,” he said. “Somehow, that’s something I never did the last time we spoke. I’m sorry. For what I did, and for not telling you how sorry I am.”

      She remained silent, waiting for him to finish.

      “Right.” He smoothed his palms over his thighs. “You’ve no reason to accept it, but there it is. So…you’re right about me. I used your list. That was my intention from the start. I even took a picture of it with my cell phone.”

      A new surge of anger burned through her. “What?”

      “I’m not proud of it. But I’m here to tell you everything, and that’s part of the story.”

      “The story?”

      “The story of what happened.” He paused, his tone lowering.  “The story of you and I.”

      “There is no you and I, Ben.”

      No matter how much a part of her wanted there to be. It was impossible.

      He caught her gaze, held it. “There could be. If you’ll hear me out, there could be, Holly. That’s why I’m here. That’s why I made Christmas for you. Even though you know I hate Christmas—because you know how I’ve hated it.  Or, I did. But it’s your birthday, too, and that alone makes it something new for me. I wanted to show you…I needed to show you…that I’ve changed. In this very short time, you have made me a different man. Better, I’d like to think.”

      “How does using that list to manipulate me make you a better person? Because it sounds pretty despicable to me.”

      “It did start out that way. I started out that way. I’ve been carrying round this ridiculous idea that I couldn’t be any different from my own father. I saw what it did to my family when he left. I’d sworn not to do that to anyone else. I was ten years old, and yet I let that idea rule my life all these years. And then something happened. You happened. I haven’t been the same since. I saw it all, saw myself, for the first time. And knew I had to change. For me. And for you.”

      His words tore at her. If only they were true!

      “Why should I believe you now?”

      “Because I’m here. Because I’ve never said anything like this to anyone. I’ve never felt this with anyone. I didn’t think it was possible. You and I, we were alike in that respect, weren’t we?”

      Her throat knotted, making it hard to speak. Her pulse was going a hundred miles an hour, and she was going soft all over. Could she trust his words now? She wanted to. Oh, how she wanted to.

      “Yes. We were. I’ve been letting my father rule my existence, too. I’ve spent every moment of my adult life trying to prove to him that I’m…good enough.”

      “Oh, babe. You’re more than good enough,” Ben said.

      “But I had to see it for myself. I mean…I knew I was good at business. But I still had this crazy need to show him, even after he was gone. And…recently I realized that it was me I was trying to prove myself to. And I’ve started to see how much of my life I’ve wasted. How much time—time I could have been spending with my family. Making friends. Letting people…love me.”

      “Yes, that’s it exactly. So, you understand how difficult it was for me to accept when I began to have feelings for you. Especially because it happened so fast. So quickly it was like being hit by a brick wall. I wasn’t used to it. I’m still not.”

      He smiled at her, and she wanted to smile back, to let his smile warm her up inside. But she still didn’t know what to believe.

      “I don’t know…I don’t know what to think.”

      “I have something to show you.”

      He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to her.

      “What is it?”

      “I made my own wish list. Since I’m still a pup there are only thirty-five items on there.”

      She looked down at it as she unfolded it. The lines were numbered, one through thirty-five. And on every line was one word: Holly.

      When she raised her gaze to his once more his eyes were shining with expectation. She could barely breathe. Her mind was spinning, her chest aching with love and pain.

      “Ben, what are you trying to tell me?”

      “I’m trying to tell you, in my awkward and unpracticed and very British way, that I fell in love with you, Holly. That I am, however surprisingly for this stiff, shut-down Brit, in love with you.”

      Tears welled in her eyes, spilled over, and a sob came bursting from her lips before she could hold it back. “Don’t Ben. Don’t say that to me. Just…don’t.”

      She put her face in her hands. Another sob was trying to come out, and it was a hard, frozen ball in her throat, in her heart.

      He was next to her in an instant—she could feel the heat of his body. She shook her head, wanting to tell him to go away, but she couldn’t speak, couldn’t prevent him from putting his arms around her.

      “Holly, please. I wouldn’t lie to you about this. I’ve never even been capable of saying those words to anyone in my life.” His tone was urgent, but still gentle. “Holly, look at me. Come on, now.”

      He tucked his hand beneath her chin and lifted it. She would have fought him, but she didn’t have the strength.

      “Lord, to see you like this…to know I’ve caused it…”

      She couldn’t see him clearly through the veil of tears. “Ben…You hurt me.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. Truly, I am.”

      “And I’m so, so mad!”

      “I don’t blame you. Be angry with me. I can live with that. Only tell me you love me. Because I think you do. You wouldn’t be so hurt if it wasn’t true.”

      She started to shake her head again but he leaned in and kissed her, his lips coming down on hers. There was nothing she could do but give herself over to it. It was Ben kissing her. She melted right into him, emotion making her body go weak.

      When he broke the kiss he swept her hair from her face and kissed the salty tears from her eyelids, her cheeks, then lifted her hands and kissed her fingers.

      “I love you,” he told her again. “Madly. Do you love me back? Even a little bit?”

      She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “You like being right, don’t you?”

      He smiled. “Always. But you already knew that.”

      “Then you already know the answer.”

      “I won’t really know it until you tell me.”

      “I might need you to kiss me again first.”

      His smile spread as he pulled her closer, and Fezziwig protested as he jumped from her lap. Then Ben’s mouth covered hers, his lips soft and sweet, tasting of him. His arms went around her waist, holding her tight, and it felt right. He felt right.

      She pulled away, only a few inches, and whispered against his mouth, “I love you, Ben.”

      He kissed her again, harder this time, yet his hands held her face, so gently, as if she were made of something fragile and precious. And she felt the truth behind his words in the way he touched her.

      There was heat simmering in her body. It felt different to her, now that she knew…now that she’d admitted she loved him. It was as if their lips, their bodies, knew love. She wanted to know it all over.

      “Ben…”

      “Holly. My girl,” he murmured.

      “Take me to bed. Show me…everything.”

      “Ah, sweetheart. Truly my first and only sweetheart…I’d be happy to.” He stood and helped her to her feet. “Only you’ll have to tell me where it is.”

      He bent to nuzzle her neck, and desire flooded into her with a fiery, liquid heat. She stood paralyzed while he kissed her throat, drew the edge of her sweater aside and kissed her shoulder. Her nipples came up hard and wanting, and suddenly she couldn’t wait.

      “Ben…right here. Right now.”

      “Anything. Anything for you.”

      He stepped back to draw her sweater over her head, then knelt and gently pulled her shoes off, helped her out of her skirt, her tights, leaving her in her bra and panties. He cupped her breasts.

      “I love the way your body feels beneath the silk you always wear. As sensual as you are. This is the real you. It always has been. Sleek and lovely and sensual beneath those business suits. You are lovely and sensual.”

      He brushed his fingers over her bra, over her nipples.

      She reached for him and began to unbutton his shirt, and he watched her do it, his silvery eyes dancing with heat in the gently twinkling lights from the tree.

      She smoothed her hands under the flaps of his shirt, over his chest, pausing to feel the hard, male nipples before sliding down to his abs. then lower to unbuckle his belt.

      She dropped his slacks and he stepped out of them, kicked his shoes off, then his socks, took off his shirt.

      “These, too,” she said, tugging at his black boxer-briefs, eager to see his beautiful body. To know that it was hers.

      He smiled, pushed them down over his strong legs. She reached for him, brushed her fingertips over the head of his erect cock.

      “It’s so pretty,” she told him. “Don’t laugh—it is.”

      “I’m glad you approve.”

      “I do. I want it. I want you.”

      He picked her up and carried her to the Christmas tree, laid her down on the floor beneath the warm glow of the lights. He bent over her and began to kiss her: her shoulders, her arms, her collarbones. It was slow and careful work, soft brushing lips, caressing fingers, until she was on fire with need for him. She ran her hands over his strong shoulders, down his muscular arms. And when he finally slipped his fingers beneath the edge of her silk thong and stroked her wet heat, she gasped.

      “I want you,” he told her. “I need you, Holly.”

      He’d never said it quite this way before. Emotion coursed through her, along with desire.

      He slipped her bra off, then helped her wiggle out of her thong, leaving her naked on the floor. He lowered his body over hers, and she parted her thighs for him. He kissed her gently, then hungrily, until he was devouring her mouth in the way she loved, in the way that told her how desperately he wanted her.

      She wrapped her legs around his back and her hands went into his hair. He was still kissing her when he entered her.

      She moaned against his lips as he moved, surging in, sliding out, setting up a slow, sensual rhythm that had heat spiraling in moments, bringing her to that exquisite edge. He moved a little faster, and her hips rose to meet his.

      He pulled his mouth from hers. “Look at me, love. I need to see you. Need to see you as you come. Need to feel you love me.”

      “Yes…”

      His hand curved behind her head, holding her up as he drove into her, his gaze on hers. And as her climax bore down on her, the love in his eyes drove her on, made pleasure spiral, taking her to heights she’d never felt before. Sensation rushed through her in a flurry, serpentine, shimmering deep into her system.

      “Ben…”

      “I’m here, love.”

      She clung onto him, and still he arched into her, over and over, until she felt him tremble, felt his cock pulse inside her. Then he was coming, his pupils wide and dark, his eyes full of emotion. And he whispered over and over, “I love you. Love you, Holly. Love you…”

      “Love you,” she gasped, overcome by pleasure and love and Ben holding her as if he’d never let go.

      Finally their trembling calmed, and it was just the two of them beneath the Christmas tree. He rolled off her, pulled her into him, her head resting on his chest. She listened to his hammering heartbeat, listened as it slowed, comforted by the steady rhythm. She’d never felt this absolute sense of safety.

      “Ben…I’ve never felt…what it’s like to be loved. Not like this.”

      His fingers stroked her cheek. “Neither have I. I’m probably going to be bad at it for a bit, but I’m sure you’ll keep me straightened out.”

      She laughed. “I love you, Mr. Hall.”

      “And I love you, Miss Knight. So much…” He sat up, taking her with him. Holding her by the shoulders, he looked into her eyes. “Holly, let’s do the last thing on your list.”

      “What?”

      “It was to do something spontaneous. So spontaneous you didn’t even know what it was. But I know.”

      She laughed again. “Do you?”

      His beautiful gray eyes held her gaze, steady and shining with love. “Holly Knight, will you marry me tonight?”

      “Ben! I…”

      “Let’s do it. Marry me. I love you. You love me. Let’s get married. Let’s spend our lives together figuring this love thing out. You and I.”

      Her eyes brimmed with tears again, and it took her a moment to realize it was because she was so damn happy. “Oh my God.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes.” She laughed, throwing her arms around his neck.

      He kissed her shoulder, loosened her arms so he could kiss her lips, and it was the sweetest kiss in the world—the kiss of the man she would marry.

      “Love you, my darling girl.”

      “Love you, Ben. I can’t believe how much.” Her gaze roved his face, and she took in every gorgeous, masculine feature: his lush mouth, the strong jaw and square chin, and his eyes…She thought she’d probably fallen in love with his eyes first. “I can’t believe we’re getting married. Tonight. But how?”

      “We’ll charter a jet to Las Vegas. We can be married in a matter of hours. It’ll still be Christmas Eve when we get there.”

      “Let’s do it, Ben. But…I was thinking…I wanted to be with my family on Christmas Day. I don’t want to miss out on it again.”

      He stroked her hair. “Of course, sweetheart. It’s important. Look, a Lear jet can get us there in under three hours. I’ll call and make all the arrangements while you get dressed. We can be back in Chicago by tomorrow noon.”

      “We might need a shower first. We smell like sex.”

      “We smell like love.”

      “Yes.” She smiled, happiness like a soft glow spreading through her body. “Let me just call my sister to tell her I’m—we’re coming.”

      He leaned in and kissed her cheek, her lips, her eyelids.

      “Thank you for allowing me to be a part of your family,” he said quietly, and she heard the banked emotion in his voice.

      “They’ll be your family, too. And they’re wonderful. They are. I just hope they can forgive me. I’m going to show them things are different. That I’m different.”

      She was different. She’d changed so much in only the last few weeks. And it had all started with Ben, was ending up with him. She was so grateful to him. To the Christmas magic she suspected had something to do with it.

      An image of J. Frost flashed through her mind—his twinkling blue eyes, the things she’d said to her. Was he part of the magic?

      She shook her head. No, it was just Christmas—and Ben

      She buried her face in his neck, inhaled, taking in the scent of him. “Ben, tell me again.”

      “I love you,” he murmured against her hair. “Love you, love you, love you, my girl. Forever.”

      Forever.

      Her body warmed at the idea, one that would have been unthinkable until she’d met him. And now she had forever to learn how to love. Her family. Him.

      Ben.

      Forever.

      “Merry Christmas, Ben.”

      “Merry Christmas, love. The first of many.”

      He kissed her softly, and she sank into his kiss, into his arms.

      Into love.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thank you for reading GETTING SCROOGED!

      Prepared for the pages of your e-reader to smolder in THE TRAINING HOUSE, BOOK ONE: GIRL.

      In those breathless moments between pleasure and pain lie the most poignant truths…

      I have signed myself over to The Training House: my devotion, my obedience, my body. It is what I have always yearned for—to lose myself in powerlessness. To be made to. But this place is more than anyone could possibly prepare for, especially the Master of the House. He is too stunning, too commanding, bringing out a yearning for submission in ways I have never imagined, and I am lost in nearly unbearable desire.  He uses my body until he brings me to tears, then tenderly wipes them away, enslaving me to him instantly, body and soul. I cannot imagine existing without him, without his wicked touch, his strict and sensual command…

      Until I meet another slave, and he changes the game of kink for me forever. How can I decide what my heart wants most, without risking losing it all?

      ONE CLICK THE TRAINING HOUSE, BOOK ONE: GIRL >
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      I spend my days speeding around the track and my nights thinking about her—my new best friend and movie star Anna Douglas. Who’s going to win the race to admit we want to be more than just friends?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Anna

      

      

      I left my agent’s office with an assignment—choose my next role, so he could give both studios an answer tomorrow.

      Anxiety poured into my stomach as I rode the elevator down to the lobby. My last movie had opened big, but I was still at a precarious stage in my career. If I didn’t line up a good project, I’d risk fading into obscurity, and taking a wrong step wasn’t an option.

      A distracting Facebook notification leaped onto the lock screen of my phone. Someone had mentioned me, Annalise Shrader, in a comment. Which was strange. I’d been going by Anna Douglas ever since I moved to LA, and it was weird seeing my OG name.

      My profile was set to private, and I didn’t post—it was only to keep up with my relatives and stay connected. So, who was this Samantha Hidenrite who’d tagged me?

      I pulled the app open as I strolled off the elevator and headed for the exit, only to slow to a stop. Her profile picture, even as the small icon, was familiar, and the group where she’d posted her comment made it click into place.

      Philpot High School - Class of ’09, the banner across the top read.

      Samantha Hidenrite—Sam Richards as I’d known her ten years ago—had added me to the Facebook group last week. She was organizing our high school reunion, which wasn’t surprising. In school, she’d been homecoming queen, a cheerleader, and a classic overachiever. We weren’t friends back then. Like the rest of my classmates, she’d looked down on me as a drama club freak.

      Why the hell were we Facebook friends now? She must have requested me at some point, and I’d accepted. My mother would say it was because I was too nice, but it was entirely possible I’d done it out of pettiness. The industry was hardening me up.

      I scrolled to the post and then her comment.

      Samantha Hidenrite Still haven’t heard from a few of you. It’d be so awesome if we could get most of the class together! I’m sure @Annalise won’t come.

      Tim Washburn Did Anna say she couldn’t?

      Samantha Hidenrite I assume. Seems like once she got famous, she forgot we existed. Not like @Jamie Campbell.

      My grip tightened on the phone. How ironic. She pretended I didn’t exist in high school but didn’t like it when the roles were reversed. I turned the screen off and pushed my way through the revolving door out into the Los Angeles sun.

      I hustled across the sidewalk in a huff, down the street, and into the parking garage. I’d been home to Kentucky plenty of times since I’d started my acting career, but my visits had been less frequent recently. My schedule was a nightmare because I was always working, but that was a good problem to have, wasn’t it? Plus, the press tour for my last movie had eaten away any desire to travel.

      Right now, I needed to focus on my decision about The Blindfold Club project, not be thinking about my ten-year reunion. I hadn’t enjoyed my four years at Philpot High School and had no plans to go back.

      I climbed into my car, set my phone on the dash holder, and as I stuck my keys in the ignition, a new notification caught my attention.

      Jamie Campbell mentioned you in a comment.

      There was a strange flutter in my chest. Jamie had always been friendly, but we hadn’t been friends. I’d probably spoken to him a handful of times. But everyone in Philpot knew him. Probably all of western Kentucky did. Until last year, he was easily the biggest thing to come out of our sleepy town.

      Had I surpassed him in the fame department? It was tough to say. I didn’t follow NASCAR, but a lot of people back home did. He was a professional race car driver, and that made him Philpot’s favorite son.

      Samantha Hidenrite mentioned you in a comment.

      I tried to ignore the notifications as I turned my car key. The air conditioner blasted to life, blowing my brunette hair back over my shoulders. Was Jamie’s hair still sandy colored? Or had it darkened as he’d gotten older?

      Jamie Campbell mentioned you in a comment.

      “Okay, what the hell?” I muttered. I snatched the phone up and went to the notifications.

      Jamie Campbell Not sure why I got dragged into this, but @Annalise Vandevere was in town over Christmas.

      Samantha Hidenrite I just meant you come back a lot and do stuff for the community. @Annalise doesn’t. She acts like she’s embarrassed by us. So I’m not going to hold my breath on her showing.

      Jamie Campbell I’m sure @Annalise really wants to come now. Good job, @Sam.

      He knew I was home over the holidays? I typed out a snarky response to Sam but deleted it. Then I drew in a deep breath and thumbed out a new response.

      Annalise Schrader I’m not going to be able to make it work with my schedule, but thanks for thinking of me!

      I wondered if she’d understand the passive-aggressive dig. What was her deal? I was by no means ashamed of my hometown. My parents and extended family still lived there.

      Jamie Campbell wants to be friends on Facebook.

      There it was again. That weird fluttering in my chest, which was ridiculous. He’d been pretty cute ten years ago, but I didn’t get star-struck. I’d learned no matter how big a star seemed to shine, they were still just regular humans like the rest of us. If anything, meeting them caused the luster to fade.

      I pushed the ‘confirm’ button without thinking about it.

      We’d run in different circles, but I’d never heard anything bad about him. Just a rumor he’d gotten a speeding ticket for taking the Salem Drive challenge—where you drove on the rural road that ran alongside the bypass. The goal was to match the speed of the cars on the freeway.

      They said he’d been going eighty and sweet-talked the female cop out of losing his license.

      The chat icon lit up.

      Jamie: Is it cool I said you were home during Christmas? I realized after I posted you might not want people to know. I can delete.

      Jamie: Also, hello.

      Me: Hi! No worries, it’s fine.

      My trip had been low-key, so I was curious.

      Me: How did you know?

      Jamie: My mom. She does your mom’s hair.

      Me: Oh, that’s right!

      Jamie: Also, what’s up with Sam? Was she always like this?

      Me: No idea. I wasn’t cool enough to be friends with her.

      Jamie: Hey, me neither.

      He was being humble. He’d been the epitome of cool.

      Jamie: She’s messaged me a dozen times about coming. It doesn’t rate real high on my priority list. I hated high school.

      I tugged my eyebrows together in surprise. I didn’t enjoy my time there, but hate was a strong word.

      Me: Really?

      Jamie: Yeah. Busywork to get ready for college. I wasn’t going. I already had a car and sponsor lined up my senior year.

      Jamie: I was counting down the days till graduation.

      Me: Same.

      Jamie: Did you always want to be an actor?

      Me: Yup. You always wanted to be a driver?

      Jamie: Yeah. I think we’re the only ones out of our class who knew what they wanted to do. And neither of us will be at the reunion.

      Me: You’re not going?

      Jamie: No. It’s in the middle of race season. Even if I wanted to, the closest airport to home is two hours away.

      Me: Yeah. It’s not the easiest place to get to.

      Jamie: Sam will be pissed when she finds out, but she has no clue what our lives are like. My schedule’s bad. I bet yours is worse.

      Me: I stay busy. Although right now I’m just sitting in my car.

      Jamie: Hey, same for me. Which race track are you on?

      Me: You’re on the track right now?

      Jamie: No, I’m kidding. I just finished training. Why are you just sitting in your car?

      Me: I had a meeting with my agent.

      Jamie: Was it . . . bad? Your car’s not running in a closed garage, right?

      Me: No, it was a good meeting, but I have to make a decision between two films for my next role.

      Jamie: You picked the right place to work it out. I do my best thinking behind the wheel.

      Jamie: Although my crew chief might disagree.

      My short laugh punctuated the silence inside my car. This conversation was surreal, and I couldn’t stop the smile that spread across my face.

      Jamie: Can I help? Want to pro/con it with me?

      Lord help me, I considered his offer. He was basically a stranger, but at the same time, not. He’d been a nice guy ten years ago. There wasn’t risk in doing it. I wouldn’t put anything in the chat I didn’t feel comfortable getting out, and I had ‘mom’ insurance anyway. His mother was my mother’s hairdresser, and in the South, that was the ultimate level of trust between women.

      Jamie: I did a commercial for spark plugs last year, so I’m an expert at acting.

      Jamie: Full disclosure, it was one line and I fucked it up, but still consider myself an expert.

      Me: One role is a rom-com. The script is funny, but the director’s last movie didn’t do well. They haven’t cast the male lead yet.

      Jamie: OK. What about the other one?

      Me: The script is amazing. Director has won two Oscars.

      His message popped through while I was still typing.

      Jamie: So maybe do that one.

      Me: The problem is it’s sexy.

      Jamie: How sexy?

      Me: The role calls for full-frontal nudity.

      Jamie: Are you serious?

      Me: Yup.

      The Blindfold Club was based off an anonymous memoir written by a high-end escort, and the book was currently sitting on the New York Times bestseller list.

      Speech bubbles danced across the screen, showing he was typing, but then they disappeared. Finally—

      Jamie: OK.

      I chewed on my lip at his plain response. In fairness, when he’d started this chat, he hadn’t been expecting to help me decide if flashing my vajay was a good career move.

      Me: I don’t have a problem with nudity, but should I cross that line? This movie could be huge, but it’s a gamble.

      Jamie: So, rom-com = safe.

      Me: Yes.

      Jamie: Sexy movie is high-risk, but maybe high reward.

      Me: Yeah.

      Jamie: I’m probably the wrong guy to ask. I like risk.

      Of course, he did. Every Sunday he drove in circles at two hundred miles an hour, knowing any second a crash could send him into the wall.

      Jamie: If you turn down the sexy one, how will you feel about it a year from now?

      If I passed on The Blindfold Club, I was certain I’d spend the rest of my life wondering, “What if?” The role was an original. Not like the rom-com, where the chances of me being offered a part in some similar movie down the road were likely.

      I was lost in my thoughts as I stared out the windshield, not seeing anything beyond the glass. Jamie had asked me a simple question, and it had given me my answer. Excitement skittered down my body, confirming I was making the right choice.

      Me: I’d have regret. OMG, thank you! I’m going to do it.

      He sent me a thumbs-up emoji.

      Jamie: Cool. Don’t forget to mention me in your acceptance speech.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jamie

      

      

      
        
        FOURTEEN MONTHS LATER

      

      

      At the start of the season, no one else noticed the friction between me and Rob. My crew chief was conservative. Like, Old Testament conservative. The giant stick up his ass only got worse as the races went by. He stayed quiet when I did well, but the last two had been a shitshow, and he was all out of patience with me at today’s practice.

      As soon as I cut the engine, I yanked the earpiece out, happy to have Rob’s voice out of my head. While I undid my gloves, movement caught my attention.

      For fuck’s sake.

      Rob stormed toward the car, his face red. If I didn’t know him, I’d say he looked irate, but it turned out he always looked that way.

      “What’s going on with you?” His tone was accusatory.

      I did not want to talk to him right now. “Sorry. I slept like shit last night.”

      He frowned at my language. He legit scowled at the cussword like I’d uttered it while kneeling at church. Everyone else in the pit swore like they’d hit a hammer on their thumb, and Rob never batted an eye. Only when I cussed, did he get angry. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with his puritanical ass.

      Yeah, I’d had a slow, messy run, but it hadn’t been entirely my fault. “The front’s loose,” I said.

      “Well, it was too tight yesterday.” He put his hands on his hips and stood too close to the window, blocking my exit.

      It was hot inside the car, and even with the cooling system in my suit, I was melting. I grabbed the A-pillar and hoisted myself up out of the seat, not caring when I put a shoulder into Rob’s chest. He needed to back off.

      “Figure it out and get your head on right,” he said, “or we’re not gonna win a single race this year.”

      “Yeah, I got it.” I gritted my teeth. “Thanks for the motivational speech.”

      Rob’s statement was loaded with meaning. It was my second year driving for Randall Whitman, and the way things were shaping up, it might be my last. Rob had been with the crew for six years, and no one else seemed to have issues with him.

      Maybe he just had it out for me.

      Team chemistry was everything in this sport. If I couldn’t make it work, no way was Whitman, the team owner, going to choose me over Rob.

      I needed a top-five finish like I needed air to breathe.

      I ignored my irritation with my crew chief and tried to focus on work. “Let’s dial it halfway between yesterday and today.”

      Rob nodded and looked off into the distance. The conversation was over.

      Yet he stayed rooted to the track. Shit. I braced for the incoming comment when he sighed loudly. “I can’t wait till they put a new one up.”

      I knew exactly what he was talking about but glanced up at the billboard anyway.

      The track we practiced on wasn’t far from the freeway, and we could see one of the signs looming over it. Two months ago, it’d been advertising some new Frankenstein creation from Taco Bell.

      Now the billboard was her.

      Anna Douglas, photographed from her bare shoulders up, a blindfold clutched in her hand as she seductively bit down on the knuckle of her index finger. When the sign first went up, it took a moment to adjust to her blonde hair. She was really a brunette, but the lighter color looked natural on her. It looked good.

      But I never got used to the billboard. Lap after lap, she stared at me with eyes full of hunger and sex. I couldn’t stop staring at it.

      “It shouldn’t be there much longer,” I said, my voice tight. “The movie came out today.”

      “It’s porn.” Rob shook his head in disgust. “Worse. That spanking crap? No woman should want to be treated like that. Little girls see that billboard and think, what? That a whore is a role model?”

      I ripped at the neck closure on my suit, opening it, and unzipped the front. I’d do anything to keep my hands busy so I didn’t tense them into fists. Rob would notice. And then he’d ask, and I wouldn’t be able to keep my goddamn mouth shut. We were too close to race day for me to unload on the judgmental asshole.

      Anna played an escort in the movie, but it wasn’t porn—I knew because I went to a midnight showing last night.

      By myself.

      I’d put on a baseball cap and kept it slung low over my eyes, so no one would recognize me, and I probably looked like the biggest creep in the universe. I’d sat in the corner of the theater, wanting the movie to start before someone saw me, but also dreading the moment the lights went down. It was the point of no return—I wasn’t going to be able to unsee a completely naked Anna.

      I hadn’t lied to Rob—I hadn’t slept well last night. Hadn’t really slept at all.

      I wiped the line of sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand as I stalked to my RV, anxious for a shower. I climbed the steps inside, and as I stripped out of my suit, my phone in my bag chimed with a message.

      Anna: How did your run go?

      I sent back a GIF of a sloth trying to cross a road, its clawed arm reaching slowly across the asphalt.

      Anna: Oh no! Was it the front again?

      No, it’s because I’ve seen you naked, and it’s all I can think about.

      Last year, I’d struck up a conversation with her and . . . it never ended. We chatted every day. Some nights we’d talk for hours. If she was filming or I was at the track, it would be a quick back-and-forth exchange. But I hadn’t gone more than twenty-four hours without chatting with her in months.

      One year and more than a thousand messages, and Anna Douglas had become my best friend.

      Me: This time it was the opposite. I was fighting the wheel the whole time.

      Anna: I’m sorry. Was Rob any help or did he just bitch about the billboard again?

      I’d had too many beers two weeks ago and accidentally mentioned Rob’s annoyance with the wall-to-wall promo for The Blindfold Club. She acted like it was funny, but it was hard to tell through text, and I wondered if it bothered her. I wasn’t about to tell her what he’d said today.

      Me: He was the same. We’ll figure it out.

      Anna: Are you going to be ready to watch in a few hours?

      I grinned. When I found out she hadn’t seen Game of Thrones, I talked her into watching. It only taken three episodes of her shooting me random commentary before I’d begun re-watching the show with her. We’d finished the Red Wedding episode on Wednesday while she was flying overseas, and naturally she was dying to see what happened next.

      Me: I think so. What time is it where you are?

      Her movie came out today, but the Hollywood premiere had been last week. She was in the European phase of her press tour now, jetting all over the place, and I couldn’t keep track. Was she still in Paris?

      Anna: It’s 10pm. I’m in a cab on my way to a post-screening party. Side note: traffic in London is awful.

      Side note: I’ve seen you naked, and you’re even more gorgeous than I imagined.

      Me: Never been. How is it otherwise? Good sights?

      Anna: I only know what the hotels look like. :-( It’s been one press junket to the next. Not to sound ungrateful, but I’m ready for this to be over.

      Anna: I kind of want to go somewhere and just be a tourist, you know?

      My ass hit the couch. The beginnings of an idea assembled in my head. I wasn’t a patient guy. When I figured out what I wanted, I went after it, and the first step of my plan was being in the same room as her.

      Me: You need a vacation. Me too. Let’s do it.

      The bubble appeared like she was typing, but it vanished. My chest tightened as I waited. What if she thought I was joking?

      Anna: Go on vacation together?

      Me: I’ve got two more races and I’m done. When’s your tour over?

      This could work. Hadn’t she told me she wasn’t slated to start her next shoot for a few weeks?

      Anna: I think I’m back in LA by the end of the month.

      Me: Awesome. Where do you want to go?

      I set the phone down beside me and took off my shoes, dropping them to the floor with two soft thumps. Any second now, the phone would chime with a new message. She could pick any place; it didn’t matter to me. Wherever she wanted to go, I was on board—as long as she was there.

      I pulled my racing suit down around my waist and fought the chill of the air conditioning. My white undershirt was damp with sweat, and as the seconds of silence ticked by, I began to sweat all over again.

      Had I put her on the spot? Maybe I needed to give a suggestion. The best bet was someplace sexy. I’d take every advantage I could get. Ideally, someplace tropical and romantic. What was close to LA?

      Me: Hawaii?

      The flight time wasn’t too bad—easier than going to Europe. I was proud of myself for the quick thinking, and for a moment, my brain went fuzzy as I pictured us on the beach, her in a bikini.

      But there was no response. Not even an attempt to type from her. I glanced up at the icon on my screen. I had a full signal, and she’d read the message.

      Oh, shit.

      I was so stupid. Anna had told me about a co-star a few months back. They’d become friends while filming, but he’d mistaken her friendliness for more. She hadn’t said much about it, but I could read between the lines. The guy hadn’t handled her rejection well and had made things really awkward.

      I was fucking this up and making things weird between us. Suggesting a trip together was kind of strange, and it probably crossed a line. Nervous wasn’t a feeling I got too often, and it freaked me out. I grabbed my phone and typed as fast as my thumbs could keep up.

      Me: Or wherever. I think it would be fun to hang out as friends.

      I grimaced as I sent the message to cover my ass. I didn’t want to friend-zone myself, but better to be zoned than nothing at all.

      I sighed with relief as a bubble popped up on the screen, filled with blinking dots. The anticipation of her reply was worse than waiting for a photo finish result.

      Anna: Sorry, the driver wanted an autograph. This is crazy, but YES! And Hawaii! How do we make that happen?
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      Planes rolled by in the distance, taxiing toward the runway. I stood in the center of the luxury private suite with my arms crossed over my chest and my nervous gaze out the oversized window. As each plane lofted into the air, I had a similar feeling in my stomach.

      Jamie should be here any minute.

      He’d sent a text a little while ago that he’d landed. By now he’d gotten off the plane, been picked up by the suite escort, and was being driven across LAX. I shifted my weight from foot to foot, wanting to get the nervous excitement out before he arrived.

      I knew him growing up. I’d watched his interviews and promo spots. We talked every day, meaning Jaime knew me better than my agent, my assistant Sato—really everyone. He was closer to me than any other friend.

      And yet we hadn’t seen each other in eleven years.

      In that time, he’d become a devastatingly handsome man. A very attractive, very single man. Jamie hadn’t always been. When we’d first started talking, he’d been with someone. He didn’t talk about her much, and I didn’t pry, but they’d called it quits not long after our daily conversations began. I suspected his long chats with me had something to do with it.

      I uncrossed my arms and ran my palms down my skirt, smoothing out the non-existent wrinkles. I hadn’t sat down since I’d entered the suite fifteen minutes ago. I hadn’t turned on the TV or touched the snack bar, because balancing on pins and needles was taking all of my energy.

      Friends.

      I mouthed the word silently, reminding myself. That was how Jamie had pitched this trip to me. Would I be able to keep my desire for him stowed away so I didn’t jeopardize our friendship? He’d never hinted he was interested me. Hadn’t flirted, or even mentioned if he’d seen The Blindfold Club. The movie had been out for a month.

      God, this week was going to be the hardest acting role I’d ever taken on. Pretending my feelings for him were platonic would demand an Oscar-caliber performance. I’d do my best.

      There was a sharp knock on the suite door. I took in a deep breath to prepare myself, but the words came out in a rush anyway. “Come in.”

      The door swung open, and I dry swallowed.

      His light brown hair was mostly hidden beneath a worn Carolina Panthers hat. The gorgeous blue eyes I knew he had were concealed behind a pair of aviator sunglasses. He had on a simple white t-shirt and blue jeans, and a bag slung back over one shoulder. My gaze landed first on his toned, muscular arm and its subtle flex, and then my focus drifted back to his enormous smile—all white and perfect teeth and incredibly infectious.

      “Hey,” he said. His grin was nonstop, and my knees softened.

      “Hi,” I breathed.

      He twisted his arm, dropping the bag just inside the entry, and then pulled the door closed behind him. Off came the sunglasses, and with the full power of his gaze on me, the air in the suite went thin. It was no surprise why he’d landed so many endorsements even though his racing career hadn’t taken off yet. He was “easy-on-the-eyes,” as my mom would say, with his long nose, strong jawline, and lips that promised trouble.

      I did what felt natural—I strode forward and held my arms open. A handshake wasn’t going to cut it. It didn’t occur to me until it was too late that this could potentially backfire. What if a hug made things weird? What if I put my arms around him and didn’t let go?

      I strangled back my eager groan as he squeezed me tight. He smelled incredible, like he’d just stepped out of the shower and not off a four-hour flight. Did he always smell like this, or had he ducked into a restroom and put on cologne? The idea he might have done it for me made my heart skip along.

      “How was your flight?” My words were muffled against his shoulder.

      “It was good, thanks.” Rather than end the hug, he seemed to settle into it. “I can’t believe we got this to work out. It’s great to see you.”

      My already weak knees became less stable. Damnit, Anna! Pull yourself together. “Yeah, you too. I’m excited.” It was the truth. I’d been looking forward to this trip from the moment he suggested it.

      When we lapsed into silence, I slowly pulled back to end the hug but wondered if I should have lingered. I had the strange sensation he’d been as reluctant as I had been to step away.

      Jamie’s gaze slid from mine to scan the room. As he took in the couch and flatscreen TV, he hung his sunglasses in the neck of his shirt, probably knowing he’d need them again when it came time to leave. It was easier for guys to hide from their celebrity status. All they had to do was dress down, throw on a baseball hat and sunglasses, and they could blend in.

      “Rough gig you’ve got here,” he teased. He nodded to the sidebar, where a bottle sat in an ice bucket beside two glass flutes. “Is that champagne?”

      “It is.” I scurried to the bar, snatched up the bottle, and began to pour him a glass. “We’re celebrating in person.”

      He looked confused. “Celebrating?”

      Maybe driving in circles had given him temporary memory loss. “Your race? Your first NASCAR win.” I passed him the glass and then poured my own. “That’s huge. Congrats.”

      He gave me an “aw, shucks” look that was so cute, it was nearly fatal. He wasn’t the type of guy to blush, but his voice softened. “Right. Thanks.”

      I clinked the rims of our glasses together. “Bet that shut Rob up.”

      As I took a sip, Jamie paused. He acted like his win hadn’t made a difference.

      “Really?” I asked. “You said a win meant he’d give you some breathing room.”

      He pressed his sexy lips together into a line for a moment before speaking. “Breathing room, yeah. But I’m not safe. Rob’s got a ton of pull with the owner, and—” Jamie straightened abruptly, and his expression brightened. “You know what? I’m on vacation, so none of that matters right now. All I want to do this week is finish watching Game of Thrones and hang out with you.”

      Inside, I was dying, but I gave him a controlled smile. “Sounds good to me.”
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      I sat in my first-class chair, which was a private pod, and scanned the week’s itinerary on my phone.

      Even though I’d never been to Hawaii, I’d been the one to suggest the trip, so I offered to plan the weeklong vacation. I’d done it with Anna’s assistant’s help. Sato was fucking amazing at her job—I could message the woman any time of day, and she would respond instantly with whatever I needed. She was a human Google.

      But because Sato was a professional and so on top of things, it meant she didn’t have time for my bullshit. She either didn’t get my sense of humor or didn’t have the patience for it. I’d figured that out right quick after the first few email exchanges we’d had fell flat. I stuck to business after that.

      The plans for the week were awesome, but it wasn’t what I was most looking forward to. I sat up straighter in my seat and glanced over the divider that separated my pod from Anna’s. We’d finished the final episode of Game of Thrones right as they served dinner, and she’d decided to grab a nap before we landed. She’d fallen asleep in two seconds after laying her seat flat. Maybe the engines had lulled her to sleep, but she’d probably become an expert at catching shuteye on planes.

      She was a brunette again, like how I remembered her. Her maple-colored hair draped over the airline pillow, and since she was turned inward, the view of her peaceful, sleeping face was only for me.

      Anna had been pretty in high school, but now? Fuck me, the girl was gorgeous. Her pale blue eyes were my favorite. I’d watched her, rather than my laptop screen, while we were finishing the final episode, and the way the range of emotions played through her eyes was fascinating. How they’d sparkle when she found something funny, or when they widened with surprise.

      Or how the blue of her eyes deepened during a sex scene.

      I was going to have to convince her to FaceTime me during the next show we decided to binge-watch. Now that I’d seen her reactions, I wasn’t going to miss them again.

      Her pink lips parted as she sighed in her sleep, and I had to rip my gaze away. I needed to stop thinking about how those lips would taste, or how she’d felt in my arms when we’d hugged earlier. It’d been hours ago, but my body didn’t get the message. I was still buzzing like I did in the aftermath of a crash I was lucky enough to walk away from. Adrenaline coursed through me, amplifying everything.

      I’d been existing in that heightened state since touching her. The longing I had—my desire—was it ever going to fade?

      I finished the glass of water on my tray table and tried to figure out when and how to make my move. Was she interested in more? I needed to find out—but do it in a way that wouldn’t make her uncomfortable or screw with our friendship.

      “Jamie. Can I ask you something?”

      I turned in surprise. Anna was awake? You’d never know she’d been asleep thirty seconds ago. She sat upright in her seat, the blanket pooled around her waist, and peered up at me with hesitant eyes. Her voice had been soft, barely loud enough to hear over the engines.

      “Go for it,” I said.

      “Did you see my movie?”

      Sure, I only saw it five times.

      And the number would have been higher if there had been more theaters within reasonable driving distance. Showing up to see the movie alone was weird enough, I wasn’t going to do it multiple times at the same location.

      I dry-swallowed and wished I hadn’t finished my water. “Yeah.” I tried to look chill. “Didn’t I tell you already?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” She made a face as if she wasn’t sure what to say next. “So . . . what did you think?”

      Which time did she want me to answer for? Because the first time, I didn’t pay attention to a damn thing other than her. I’d had to go back and watch it the second time to follow the story. The third time? That had been for me.

      I couldn’t get her out of my head, but maybe my feelings were misplaced. Perhaps I was seeing her as the character she played, and my attraction was to that—not the real Anna.

      Except when the show was over, I knew what I felt had nothing to do with the blonde escort from Chicago she played on-screen, and everything to do with the brunette actress from Kentucky.

      The fourth and fifth time I’d gone because she was busy with her European tour and I was straight-up missing her. We didn’t get much time to talk, thanks to her schedule and the time difference, so seeing her on the big screen was a consolation.

      My long pause put fear in her eyes. “Oh, shit. You didn’t like it.”

      No, I’d loved it. I’d seen her movie so many times . . . hell, I could probably quote the dialogue to her. But I wasn’t about to. The last thing I wanted was to be weird and make her nervous. I had to play it safe.

      “No, I did,” I choked out. “It was good.”

      If I said anything more, I might start gushing like a fanboy.

      Anna stared at me in disbelief, and why shouldn’t she? My statement had been anything but convincing. I frowned at myself. Try again, idiot.

      “It was really good,” I continued. I leaned in, so she’d know I was serious. “You were incredible in it.”

      She blinked rapidly, and her eyes darted away, running from her blush. My compliment had surprised her? I wasn’t the only one who’d said this; she’d gotten great reviews. But maybe the praise meant more coming from me? I liked that idea a whole lot.

      “Thank you,” she uttered. Slowly, her gaze drifted back, and her expression was warm. “How come you didn’t tell me you saw it?”

      I put a hand on the back of my neck and massaged the tension there. “I didn’t know if it’d make you uncomfortable.”

      She flashed a small, knowing smile. “Because now you’ve seen me naked?”

      Jesus, I had. Five viewings—and it’d nearly killed me each time. I cast my hand out as I shrugged. “We’re friends. I didn’t want to make things weird.”

      “That’s sweet, but just so you know, if you’d told me you hadn’t seen the movie? That’s what would have made things weird.” She grinned. “You played a big part in me taking the role. I mean, I can’t tell you how glad I am you messaged me that day.”

      “Me too.” It came from me instantly, and a spark ignited in my center. She softened in the seat, subtly leaning toward me. That was a good sign, right? Fuck, it had to be.

      “Can I ask you something else?”

      “Of course.”

      Mischief lit her eyes. “I heard a rumor about you in school.”

      “Yeah?” I chuckled. “Which one?”

      “You got caught doing eighty on Salem Drive, but the female cop let you off with a warning.”

      “Was that before or after I had sex with her on the hood?”

      Her eyes went wide. “Oh my God, did you?”

      “There were, like, five different versions of the story going around. In some of them I was going a hundred, which isn’t even possible. Salem has too many curves.”

      Anna, the girl who’d braved putting everything on-screen, for some reason seemed bashful to ask. “And the sex with the cop?”

      “Also, not possible. An engine gets hot when it’s going eighty—way too hot to put somebody on the hood.”

      The blue in her eyes darkened, which was another good sign.

      I quirked my lips into a smile. “I don’t think Officer Greer would have taken me up on the offer, anyway. He’s married to my mom’s friend.” The Greers had basically been part of the family since before I was born. “The truth is I was only going sixty-five, and rather than give me a ticket, Officer Greer did something way worse. He called my dad.” Who’d spent forty-five minutes at the dinner table that night putting the fear of God in me. “I wasn’t allowed to drive anywhere but to school and back for the next month. Remember Jenny Hayes? She drove by while I was pulled over. I guess it started with her, but I dunno how the rumor got so big.”

      Anna’s lips rounded into an ‘oh.’ “Yeah, I remember Pathological Liar Jenny. At least seventy-five percent of the stuff she said was made up.”

      “You mean she isn’t cousins with Justin Timberlake? She told me that once.”

      Anna snorted. “Right, I’m sure she is.”

      The conversation shifted to the upcoming week. Sato had given the itinerary to Anna, but she’d barely been able to look at it between reading scripts and the wardrobe fittings for her next role. She seemed so excited about our plans, and I couldn’t wait until we touched down on Kauai. Then, all it would be was a thirty-minute car ride and we’d be at the private villa Anna’s assistant had helped me pick out.

      The landing was smooth, and as soon as the seatbelt light was off, I was out of my seat, pulling down Anna’s bag from the overhead.

      “Hey,” a male voice called to me. “Are you who I think you are?”

      I slowed as I lowered the bag to the floor. Outside of racing, I didn’t get recognized much, but it did occasionally happen. I turned to the passenger standing in the aisle behind me. He looked to be in his sixties, and the vacation had clearly started. He already had on the standard-issued Hawaiian shirt.

      “Maybe,” I said, giving him an easy smile.

      “You drive the sixty-five car.”

      “Sure do. Jamie Campbell.” After I pulled up the handle on Anna’s bag, I offered my hand to the guy.

      He took it and shook furiously, excited. “Mark Freeman. My wife and me, we’re from Phoenix. We were there when you won the Cam-Am 500.”

      The wife ducked her head around her husband. “We were hoping Scott Kempen was going to win.”

      The guy hadn’t let go of me, and his grip intensified while his face filled with embarrassment. “Karen,” he uttered under his breath.

      She shrugged. NASCAR fans—God didn’t make a more loyal creature.

      The driver she’d been rooting for was an asshole who could suck my dick, but I plastered on a smile. “Well, he made it a good race.”

      Anna stood from her seat and glanced at the couple, a thrilled smile curving on her lips. Was she getting a kick out of seeing me with a fan? Didn’t seem like he was aware he was still shaking my hand.

      His wife’s mouth dropped wide open. “Oh my God, that’s Anna Douglas!”

      Why don’t you shout it a little louder? I don’t think the folks back in coach heard you.

      Her gaze was laser focused, darting furiously between Anna and me.

      “Who’s that?” the guy asked.

      “She was in that movie. I’m sure you remember, Mark. She was naked, and you couldn’t stop talking about it.”

      “Oh.” He turned beet red.

      At this point, I decided I was okay with letting him continue to shake my hand all the way off the plane. I felt a little bad for him.

      The wife’s attention landed on the bag I’d pulled down and zeroed in on the floral scarf knotted through a zipper pull. “Are you two together?”

      “No, no,” I said quickly. “We’re not together, we’re just friends.”

      Wait. Shit!

      In my attempt to make it clear we weren’t ‘together’ together, I’d overcompensated. I’d made it sound like the idea of Anna and I dating was silly. Like I didn’t want that to happen, when it was exactly what I wanted.

      Maybe I’d gotten lucky and Anna hadn’t picked up the mixed signal I’d just sent—

      A vacant smile was frozen on her pretty face.

      Awesome.

      I’d just friend-zoned myself.
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      Anna stood in the spacious living room, taking in the floor-to-ceiling windows at the back of the villa. If it was daylight outside, she’d be able to see beyond the deck and the amazing view of the ocean, but it was late, and the moon was hidden behind clouds. The beach was just down the grassy slope, and with the windows cracked, we could hear the waves crashing against the shore.

      The villa was traditional Hawaii plantation style. The pitched ceiling in the open living room and kitchen had warm wood and exposed beams, reminding me of a sophisticated thatched roof. Some of the decor was beachy and tropical, but the couch was modern with oversized and squared off armrests.

      The pictures online of this place were good but hadn’t done it justice. The house was seductive and romantic. It was perfect.

      The manager of the villa spent the last ten minutes giving us a tour, showing us where the snorkel gear was stored in the garage and how to work the outdoor shower to rinse off after coming back from the beach. She didn’t get starstruck around Anna—maybe celebrities stayed here a lot, and the woman was used to it. The gated, luxury community meant we’d have privacy.

      There’d been an awkward moment when the manager opened the master bedroom door and announced it was the better of the two rooms, so we should stay there. Anna didn’t say anything, but I got the impression it was easier to stay quiet rather than correct the woman’s assumption.

      “Mahalo,” the manager called out as a goodbye before she left.

      As soon as she pulled the front door closed behind her, I grabbed Anna’s bag and hauled it toward the master bedroom, the wheels clacking over the grout lines in the tile floor.

      “Where are you going?” Anna hurried after me.

      “You get the big room.”

      “No, that’s fine. You can have it.”

      I ignored her and rolled the suitcase through the doorway, parking it beside the dresser. I turned and shot her a smile. “Too late. Your bag’s already in here.”

      She frowned. “We’re splitting this trip fifty-fifty. It’s not fair if I get the nicer room.”

      The other room had a queen-sized bed instead of a king, a smaller bathroom, and no beach view, but I didn’t mind. “It doesn’t matter to me, but if bothers you, we can switch halfway through the week.”

      She gave me a look like I was driving a hard bargain. I loved how she was still polite and humble after she’d gotten a taste of fame. The Kentucky girl her parents had raised right was still there.

      “Fine,” she said, issuing a loud sigh. “I guess this will have to suffice.” She faked disgust. “It’s all just so huge and beautiful.”

      “I know, it’ll be difficult.” I glanced toward the doorway leading back to the living area. “You hungry? Want some wine?” The fridge and pantry had been stocked with everything on the list Sato sent over earlier this week.

      Anna looked around the room, and I didn’t miss the way she eyed the inviting bed. “Aren’t you tired? You didn’t sleep during the flight.” She checked the screen of her phone and did the math in her head. “It’s like three in the morning for you.”

      I was tired, but from the second we’d stepped off the plane, I felt a ticking clock. I only had so many days to convince her to give us a shot and wasn’t going to waste time sleeping. I shrugged. “I can rally.”

      A shy smile on her? Jesus, it was hot. She tilted her head toward the bed. “Sorry, I think I need to crash. That way I’ll be ready to go tomorrow. Is that okay?”

      “Yeah, of course.” Unlike her, I wasn’t any good at acting, but I did my best not to look disappointed. “Well,” I said, “see you tomorrow, then. Good night.”

      “Good night.”

      As I turned around and headed for the door, unease filled my gut. Was I imagining it, or had relief flashed through her expression?

      She stole my focus as I took a beer from the fridge and rolled my suitcase into my room, only to discover I’d grabbed a soda instead. I was too lazy to go back to the kitchen and get what I wanted. Besides, what I really wanted was in the bedroom across the hall. Was I going to be able to dig myself out of whatever hole I’d put myself in?

      I yanked off my shirt, kicked off my shoes, and undid my jeans, but each movement was slower than the last. Now that I was alone, exhaustion creeped in. I snapped off the lights and climbed into bed, desperate for sleep. Would I dream about her again? I did practically every time my head hit the pillow.

      Last night I’d dreamt she was sitting in my lap, wearing only a bra and underwear and her mouth attached to mine. I’d undone the clasp at her back and pulled the bra straps down off her shoulders, but she didn’t give me time to look at her perfect breasts. She’d slid down to the floor, kneeling between my legs.

      As I thought about the part where she’d wrapped her lips around my dick, I reached under the covers and palmed myself. I was already half-hard. And, yeah, I was tired as hell, but the ache for her wasn’t going away.

      I’d have to be quiet. The villa was nice, but all the windows were open, and the walls seemed to be paper thin. Across the hall, I could hear Anna moving around in her enormous room, unzipping her suitcase and getting ready for bed.

      I shoved my hand under the waistband of my boxers and closed my fist tight around my cock. Thinking about the dream with her so close by made it more vivid. I pictured her pink lips sliding up and down on me and matched the tempo with my own fist. My breathing picked up as I imagined the sensation of her wet tongue swirling over my skin.

      Blood rushed loudly in my ears as I went faster. I was so fucking hard, it was unreal. Being around her all day intensified my desire, teasing me. I needed release. I pumped my hand harder, stroking down the length and twisting as I came back up.

      As I got right to the edge, a faint hum drifted from her room. I stopped moving so I could focus on the sound better. Was she brushing her teeth with an electric toothbrush? I hadn’t heard the water running. What was making that buzzing noise?

      It became crystal clear when a faint sigh rang out.

      Fuck me!

      I’d know that sigh anywhere. It played on a continuous loop in my brain since the first time I’d seen her movie. Anna had given a similar breathy moan during the first sex scene where she was strapped to a table.

      Only this sigh? It was real.

      I froze in place, wanting to press my ear to my door so I could hear every detail better, but I was sure if I moved I’d come. So, I lay in the bed, my dick in my hand, listening to her soft moans that were pure torture. Her bed creaked, and I heard her shifting around, and I pictured her writhing on the sheets, the vibrator pressed between her gorgeous legs.

      She came quickly, judging by the sharp gasp and how the buzzing ceased.

      It took one pump of my hand, and I was done for. I slapped my free hand out and balled the pillow beside me in a fist, clenching my jaw. As the pleasure rocketed through me, I strangled back my groan through tight teeth.

      Was there any chance she’d been thinking about me, like I’d been thinking about her?
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      I clasped my snorkel and mask in one hand, and my fins in the other, and leaned back until I was floating on the surface of the Pacific Ocean. The private beach was part of a bay, so during low tide it was relatively calm. The sun overhead was warm and made all the colors more vibrant. The lush volcanic mountains looming nearby were bright, beautiful green, and the water stretched around me was turquoise blue.

      This place was paradise.

      I circled my hands in the water and kicked my feet to keep me from drifting too far away. Jamie and I had spent most of the morning out here, watching fish dart around the coral that was only a few feet below us. We hadn’t spotted any dolphins yet, but when Jamie discovered a sea turtle, he grabbed my hand to get my attention.

      Except he always had my attention.

      During the drive last night to the villa, I’d figured this week with my “friend” was going to be hard. Then, this morning he’d come out onto the balcony for breakfast in board shorts and no shirt. I knew he was in good shape. Driving a race car took stamina and strength. But seeing the results of his training and how he had those ridges of muscle along his ribs made me swallow hard.

      This week was going to be torture.

      Each minute around him felt dangerous. I was going to slip up and do something stupid, like flirt with him. Or find an excuse to run my fingers down his chest. Or tell him I’d had two sessions with my vibrator to take the edge off and it hadn’t helped.

      I came while I was thinking about you. That wasn’t something friends told each other.

      He was nearby, his face in the water with his yellow snorkel sticking up, and it gave me a moment to ogle him. But he must have sensed my look because his head popped up. He peeled off his mask and gave me a smile. God, he was cute even with the indentation line from his mask around his eyes.

      Oh, crap. Did I have those marks? I got my feet under me, shifted my snorkel and mask into my other hand, and ran my fingers over my face.

      “Taking a break?” he asked.

      “I think I’m going to head in. One of my fins was pinching my foot.”

      He swam beside me until it was shallow enough to stand. Water coasted down his chest as we plodded up the sandy shore, dotted with black rocks. My head snapped forward, and my cheeks burned when he caught me looking at him.

      I dropped my gear by our towels, but before I could bend down to grab one, Jamie scooped both up and held mine out. I hated how he was funny, and smart, and insanely hot . . . and he had manners. It was totally unfair.

      There were other villas we shared this beach with, but we were the only guests out right now. A few yachts were moored at the end of the bay, bobbing in the gentle waves. “This place is amazing,” I said as we began to towel off. “It’s so beautiful.”

      “Yeah. It is.” His voice was weird.

      I glanced over at him and swallowed a breath. He wasn’t looking at the ocean or the jungle-covered mountains. His gaze lingered on me, tracing the lines of my teal-colored halter top, over my bare stomach, and down to my matching bikini bottoms. He wasn’t looking at me the way friends looked at each other. This stare was intense and sexual.

      And then he blinked, and the expression drained away, as if he hadn’t meant to do it.

      A nervous, excited thrill shot through me. If seeing me in a bikini was what it took for him to have interest, I was cool with wearing it and nothing else the rest of the week. I smiled up at him as I bent over to dry my legs, and—

      “Motherfucker,” I hissed. Stinging pain snapped across the back of my heel.

      His expression flooded with concern. “What’s wrong?”

      I tossed my towel onto the sand and sat so I could lift my leg and see the back of my ankle. The small blister was white, ringed with angry red. Jamie knelt beside me, and as I pointed to the spot, his fingers closed around my calf, holding me still so he could examine it better.

      With his touch, the pain shifted and changed. It became a dull throb, centered deep between my legs.

      “Damn,” he said.

      Yes, damn was right. His touch was electric.

      He set my foot down on the sand, and his fingers slid slowly away. His blue eyes matched the color of the ocean we’d just come from, and I watched a water droplet skate down his neck and run through the valley between his pecs. His touch and proximity had disarmed me. It made everything hazy and confusing.

      Jamie was staring at me, waiting for an answer. He’d said something, but I’d been too focused on the lucky water droplet to hear him.

      “Sorry, what?” I asked.

      “You need me to get you something?”

      I shook my head. “Thanks, but I don’t think there’s anything that’ll help. It’s just a blister.”

      “I dunno, a beer might help.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, but it’s not even lunchtime.”

      “Maybe not for you, but I’m starving.” He wiped a hand over his mouth and sat back on his haunches. “Want me to make lunch?”

      Our meals had been prepped for us, but it was nice he offered. Jamie had money and fame—which could easily go to a guy’s head—yet it seemed like it hadn’t touched him.

      “Sure, if you don’t mind,” I said. “I was going to lay out for a bit and dry off, but I can come help.”

      He stood and wrapped his towel around his waist, which of course gave me the visual of him being naked beneath it, and my brain went fuzzy again.

      “Stay as long as you like.” He collected his snorkel gear. “It won’t take both of us to turn on an oven.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, I got it.” He shot me a boyish smile, and then he was off, trekking up the stairs over the rocks and onto the grassy lawn. I spread out my towel and lay down on my stomach, watching him as he rounded the stone wall and disappeared into the outdoor shower.

      Birds chirped in the palm trees nearby, and the sun was warm on my skin. I was on a tropical vacation, lying on the beach, while my next project was already lined up, so I shouldn’t have a care in the world. But all I could think about was surviving the rest of this trip without falling for a man who wasn’t interested in more. It was probably already too late for me.

      Was there a chance he was interested?

      I groaned quietly in my frustration and rolled over onto my back, then lifted my hand to shield my eyes from the sun.

      This was silly. I wasn’t going to waste any more of our time together without finding out. I’d said yes to this trip as soon as he asked. We had great chemistry online, and I’d needed to know if the same was true in person—which it absolutely was.

      I hadn’t imagined the heat in his eyes just a few minutes ago. He’d cracked the door of opportunity for me, and I was going to nudge it open. I launched upright, gathered my gear and towel, and made my way up the slope to the house. I stacked my snorkel stuff beside his in the grass, then padded on my bare feet across the stone walkway that led to the secluded, open-air shower.

      The walls were carved out of black lava rock, and since the balcony was overhead, it felt cave-like as I moved closer to the shower. I pulled up short at the sight of Jamie. He had his back turned and one arm out, his hand flat against the wall, and his head hung. Water from the rainfall showerhead drenched him, running in rivulets down his strong back, his powerful legs, and disappeared into the river rocks bordering the tile he stood on.

      My heart wasn’t beating in my chest, but my feet still worked. I took a silent step closer.

      The mist coming off him was . . . cold? Now that I was closer, I could see the goosebumps dotting his skin.

      He lifted his head, slicked back his hair with a hand, and froze when he saw me. I felt flushed under his gaze, and the longer he stared at me, the thicker the air became. Oh, I definitely hadn’t imagined his heated look from before, because this one . . .

      It was hotter than the sun.

      My chest was tight as I inched forward, my toes in the cold water pooling on the tile. My voice nearly failed me. “Is the hot water not working?”

      He broke our gaze, so he could grab the shower handle and crank it up. The water grew warm instantly. Or maybe it just felt that way because his blue eyes locked onto mine. My heart restarted, only it was in my throat now.

      “Why were you taking a cold shower?” I asked.

      His eyebrows tugged together, and he rested his hands on his hips. “Because.”

      “Because . . .” My tone was soft and hopeful. I had a theory but needed to hear him say it.

      He stepped out of the water, bringing us chest to chest. My knees threatened to buckle as he set his hands on my elbows. His palms smoothed up my arms, glided over my shoulders and neck, and came to a stop cradling my face.

      “Because,” he whispered, tilting his head down and bringing his lips a breath away. “I was thinking about doing this.”

      He lowered his mouth the final inch and kissed me.
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      I gasped against Jamie’s mouth and threw my arms around his neck, holding on like my life depended on it. His kiss was even more than I’d hoped it’d be. Urgent and greedy and dripping with desire.

      His hands slipped down my body and settled on the small of my back, and as he stepped under the stream of water, he pulled me along with him, not letting up on our fiery kiss.

      He adjusted the angle, and when my lips parted, his tongue dipped inside my mouth. Yes, every inch of me chanted. His tongue stroked against mine, and a bolt of heat shot down my legs. The water was warm, but I had goosebumps now too.

      His kiss traveled down the length of my neck, and I heaved air into my lungs. “Do friends,” I panted, “kiss in the shower like this?”

      “I’m hoping to be more than a friend.” He sucked gently on a spot below my ear, but whether my shiver was from his kiss or his words, I couldn’t tell.

      “Yeah?” I whispered as my eyes fell shut. What his mouth was doing was incredible. “Why’d you keep it a secret so long?”

      His fingertips trailed up my spine, going slowly, one notch at a time. “I didn’t want to fuck things up between us. Wanna hear another secret?”

      “Yes.” I threaded my fingers through his hair and clung to him. As his mouth moved to the other side of my neck, my head lolled back.

      He mumbled it into my pulse point, his lips brushing against my skin. “I’ve wanted this for a while.”

      My heart galloped along. “Me too.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about you. Anna . . . I saw your movie five times.”

      Oh my God. His confession melted my brain-to-mouth filter. Since we were talking about secrets, it spilled from me. “I had to use my vibrator last night because of you.” He straightened, and I stared up into his stunning eyes. “And again this morning.”

      His expression went heavy with lust. “I heard, and it drove me fucking insane.”

      “You heard?”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up into a smile. “I guess the walls are thin.” He stroked his palm down my back until he could cup a handful of my ass. “I came while I was listening to you.”

      Well . . . that was fucking hot.

      My mouth fell open, and he took advantage. He fused his lips over mine, and this time his kiss was erotic. It hinted what he’d like to do to me. His tongue slashed at mine as our lower bodies pressed together, and his dick was hard against my hip.

      Rather than tell him what I wanted, I’d show him. I twisted an arm behind my back until I found the hook and undid the band holding my top in place. Our kiss broke, and his eyes widened with surprise, then flooded with heat as he realized what I was doing. He watched me lift the damp swimsuit over my head, and then he lurched for me, clasping one of my bare breasts in his hand. My top made a sopping noise as it fell to the ground.

      Our tongues explored each other’s mouths as our hands learned the shape of each other’s bodies. He massaged and kneaded my breast, his fingertips circling over my nipple. I sighed and arched into his touch.

      Eventually, he drifted lower. He ran his hand between my legs and gauged my reaction, testing the waters before going further. I tightened my grip on his shoulder and moaned eagerly. Was this race car driver worried about moving too fast? Fast worked for me. I felt like we’d been waiting for this moment for a long, long time.

      When I palmed him through his shorts, he squeezed a hand on my hip. It came out in a rush from him. “You wanna go inside?”

      Where there was a bed? Along with a stash of condoms in my suitcase? I nodded enthusiastically. Shower sex was difficult and overrated, anyway.

      A split second later, I was stumbling along with him to the stairs leading up the side of the house, my swimsuit top abandoned in the shower. I laughed at his determined expression and hurried pace. We came in through the side door, and I focused my gaze down the hallway. Would we go to my room, or his?

      Surprise cut off a breath in my lungs as he wrapped his arms around my waist and carried me the five steps to the couch. He guided me to sit down on the edge of one of the flat, wide armrests, and I stared up at him. What was his plan? I wasn’t convinced I wanted to fool around here, especially when we were still wet, but when his mouth latched onto my breast and he eased me back, I no longer cared.

      All that mattered was he kept touching and kissing me. We’d spent so much time with this space between us, I was drunk off the physical connection. It looked like it was the same for him.

      Jamie curled his fingers under the sides of my bikini bottom, his hooded gaze trapping mine as he peeled the wet fabric away. I lifted my legs up to help him along, and he stood, raising the swimsuit until it was past my ankles and he could toss it aside.

      If he’d seen The Blindfold Club five times, he’d definitely seen me naked, but my heart swelled at the way he looked at me now. Like it was new and stunning. He parted my legs and dropped a kiss on the inside of my calf while he bent to take a knee.

      Anticipation sizzled in my system as his mouth marched along, kissing up the inside of my thigh. Shit, how I wanted him to do what he was about to. My toes curled into points at the first sliver of his tongue on me. It was just a hint of pleasure, but acute.

      The sight of his face between my thighs made a whimper leak from my mouth, and it was all the encouragement he needed. There was a flash of his pink tongue over my bare pussy, and then the edges of my vision began to blur as he caressed my clit.

      “Oh my God,” I groaned, clutching at the couch. I struggled to catch my breath, which was hopeless. I bowed up off the upholstery, gasping and panting. I clawed at the raised seams of the armrest and tangled a hand in Jamie’s damp hair. My body didn’t know how to react to how good he made me feel.

      His hands were braced under my thighs, helping to hold my legs up in the air, and as his mouth increased intensity, I began to tremble. I planted the balls of my feet against his shoulders to brace myself. My moans swelled, echoing in the large room, bouncing off the tile.

      I couldn’t take much more of this. The need swirling inside me was overwhelming. I gently tugged a handful of his hair while gulping down breath, trying to slow my racing heart.

      The smile on his face was wicked as he climbed to his feet. He ran his hands up my knees, down my thighs, over my hips. New goosebumps dotted my skin in the wake of his touch. Up his palms went while he leaned over me. He closed them around my breasts, pushing them together while his lips captured mine.

      With our bodies pressed together, I could feel every inch of him beneath his shorts. Which—why the hell did he still have those on? I pushed a hand between us, trying to get at them.

      He straightened, undid his shorts, and they slid down his legs. Now he was naked, and good lord, there wasn’t anything more beautiful than Jamie Campbell in full-frontal. His gaze moved along the length of my body as he gripped just above my ankles, and he teased the naked tip of his cock through my seam.

      His shoulders rose with his heavy breath. “You want it?”

      I couldn’t contain my eager moan, but he wasn’t wearing anything. “God, yes. But—”

      “Back in a second.” He moved so fast, he was halfway down the hall before it registered. He ducked into his room as I lay back on the couch and listened to the rush of blood in my ears. The sound of his bare feet slapping against the floor grew louder as he hurried back to me.

      “That was fast.” I grinned as he tore open the condom wrapper in his hands.

      His expression was pure seduction as he put it on and moved between my legs. He set a hand beside me on the edge of the armrest to support himself, and his lips hovered over mine. “I can go slow when it counts.”

      And he proved his point by sinking into me one fraction of an inch at a time. I arched up and wrapped my legs around his waist, trying to drive him deeper, but he moved in slow-motion. The sensation of him pressing inside me only got better as he went, stretching and filling me.

      I let out half a groan and curled my hands around his biceps. “Oh,” I gasped like I was cheering him on. “Oh, oh.”

      He straightened and cast his gaze down to where we were joined. The muscle along his jaw flexed, strangling what might have been a grunt. He drew back his hips, and I placed my feet flat against his shoulders. As he eased back inside a second time, he set his hands on the insides of my thighs, his fingertips right on the edges of my pussy. So he could peel me open and watch better.

      I shoved my hands in my hair, using my arms to push my breasts together while he found his pace. I was going to burst. Each thrust gathered the intensity in my body, building toward release. He varied his tempo too, keeping me guessing. His quick, then slow movements caused my eyes to roll back in my head.

      “Fuck, Anna,” he whispered. “It feels so good.”

      I rose onto an elbow and reached for him. He was so far away when I needed his mouth on mine. My fingertips settled on his cheek as he came to my desperate kiss.

      The padded armrest was surprisingly comfortable, but also precarious. I had to squeeze my core and hold my balance when he sped up his rhythm. The slap of bare skin meeting bare skin punctuated the air in the room, sometimes drowned out by my gasps and moans.

      I was close to coming, and it felt like Jamie was too. He hauled me up so I was sitting, and I hooked an arm behind his neck to hold on, folding my legs around his hips. Our blistering rhythm made the couch inch along the floor.

      The orgasm seemed near, but suddenly it was right on me. I jerked his head to mine and crushed my lips to his. The spike of ecstasy ripped through my center, sending waves of bliss along my legs and up my back. Jamie slowed as I cried out, but he didn’t stop, and it made my orgasm last longer. Practically drew it out forever. I flinched and shuddered, fireworks of aftershock pleasure lighting me up.

      “Fuck,” he said through clenched teeth. His thrusts went wild and erratic, and the muscles in his chest tensed. He started his end just as I came down from mine.

      Warmth rolled through my bloodstream as I felt the pulses deep inside me and listened to his long moan. He stilled, took in a recovering breath, and nestled his mouth against the side of my neck, delivering new shudders.

      “That was fun,” he said between two short pants. “Let’s do that again.”

      “Okay.” I was in total agreement with this plan. “Lunch first? You said you were hungry.”

      “Forget it. I can always eat tomorrow.”

      I pulled back so I could look at him. “Tomorrow?”

      He feigned seriousness. “I’d like to fuck you all over this house, and we’re on a timetable, here. We had breakfast. Do we really need food again today?”

      I laughed and played along. “All right. Where—”

      “The king-sized bed is next.”

      My grin had to be huge. “Well, let’s get to it, then.”
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      Anna and I barely left the bed the rest of the day. After a second round, she thought I was out of commission—but I found her vibrator, and we had fun with that.

      Eventually, we got up and ate a late lunch. We sat at the table eating our pasta with stupid grins on our faces. How the fuck did I get this lucky? I stared at her like a lovestruck teenager, and maybe it was true.

      It was entirely possible I was in love with her, and had been for several months.

      We did our best to make good on my promise of fucking all over the house. After dinner, I’d been doing the dishes when her hands slipped around my waist. She undid my shorts, turned me so my back was pressed against the sink, and went down on me. Her hot mouth made me so wild, the blow job ended with her bent over the island in the kitchen, my hands on her hips and hers squealing against the quartz counter top.

      Her bed became our bed.

      In the morning, it was still dark out when her phone chimed with a message.

      And another.

      On the third ding, Anna made a sound of frustration and hunted for the phone on the nightstand. I was half-asleep in a sex coma when she bolted upright, and it snapped me wide awake.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Who’s texting you?”

      “My publicist.” Her tone was hesitant. “She got a request for comment from TMZ.”

      It was still too early to process anything. “What?”

      “They’ve already posted it and identified you.” She turned her screen so I could see.

      Pictures of me off the racetrack were always weird. I’d never understand why strangers would care about my personal life—I was barely famous. Anna had to deal with this shit way more than I did.

      My first impression of the picture gave me a smile, but it froze. The invasion of privacy didn’t usually bother me, but this one? It got under my skin. Most likely because it was with her.

      The photographer had captured us on the beach yesterday. Anna, in her blue-green bikini, sitting on the sand, and me beside her, my hand on her leg. The perfect timing of the shot made that innocent moment between us look like a lot more. She was gazing up at me with a dazzling smile, and my body language read like I was leaning in to kiss her.

      The picture was a lie, but also not. We’d made it true only minutes later.

      “Whoever took it had to be on one of those boats,” I said.

      “Yeah, with a long fucking lens.” She tossed the covers aside and climbed out of the bed, marching toward the bathroom.

      I followed her, wincing as she snapped on the blinding overhead light. “This is bad?” I asked. “People knowing we’re together?”

      Anna skidded to a stop. She turned slowly to face me, her expression guarded. “Are we?”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Okay, it’s early, so I’m not keeping up. Are we, what?”

      “Together.”

      “Is this a thing you do? Talking crazy in the morning?” I teased. “Of course, we are.”

      She looked simultaneously relieved and nervous as she took a step in my direction, closing some of the space between us. “I mean, how does it work? We live on opposite sides of the country.”

      “We’ll figure it out.” I said it with all the confidence I possessed, because I wanted this and would do everything I could to make it happen. “And whatever you want to tell your publicist is fine with me.”

      “That’s what I’m upset about. Couldn’t we have had one day to ourselves? Just one freaking day?” She moved into my arms and set her warm hands on my chest. “People are going to find out, rather than hear it from us first. People like our parents.”

      Shit, she made a good point. I’d need to call my mom ASAP if I wanted to save myself an earful. I’d said Anna and I had become friends, but I hadn’t mentioned I was going on vacation with her.

      I hugged Anna tighter, running my hands up and down her back. “There’s a silver lining though.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Sam Richards is going to lose it when she finds out.”

      A tiny laugh shook her shoulders. “It’s Hidenrite now. And honestly, it’s hard to dislike her, because she’s the one who got us talking.”

      “True.”

      She tilted her head so she could peer up at me. “Are you worried about what people will say?”

      “Worried?”

      “Not everyone liked the movie I was in.”

      I understood what she meant, how people judged her for the role. Like Rob did. “Well, those people are fucking idiots. It’s nobody’s business what we do, but whatever they say, I can handle the heat. I wear a fire suit at my day job, you know.”

      She lifted an eyebrow, silently mocking my lame joke.

      “Yeah, not my best effort. As I mentioned, it’s early.” I kissed her deeply then dropped my voice low. “Come back to bed.”

      “Okay. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      I strolled back to the bedroom, got under the sheet, and waited for her return. She was right. We needed to have a conversation about how our relationship was going to work, but I didn’t see the rush. We’d spent a year talking—we’d earned one day of acting on our feelings before sorting it out.

      The bathroom light flipped off, and the bed moved as she crawled onto it, her hand snaking across my chest. I covered it with my palm and cast my other arm around her, tucking her in at my side.

      My phone rang. It didn’t chime with a text—it rang.

      I snatched it up, and as soon as I read the name, my stomach bottomed out. I sat up and tapped the screen. “Hello?”

      “Are you seriously in Hawaii with that porn actress?” Rob demanded. His voice was loud enough, there was no way Anna hadn’t heard him, and her flinch told me she had.

      “She doesn’t do porn,” I snapped. “And it’s none of your business where I am, or who I’m with.”

      “Listen, kid, I’ve been doing this since you were in diapers, so I know a thing or two. You can think it’s nobody’s business, but you’re dreaming. Money makes that car go around the track. Not you.”

      A chill settled on my skin.

      “Some of your ‘fans,’” he said the word with disdain, “might not care who you’re involved with, but our sponsors might. And that is very much Randall Whitman’s business.”

      There was an inkling of truth in what he was saying. NASCAR was a conservative sport, and as a driver and the face of the team, I sometimes had to jump through sponsors’ hoops. But I wasn’t going to put up with this bullshit. “This is stupid.”

      “Yeah, I agree. Get yourself on the next flight home if you want to be here when I tell Randall.”

      Anna winced, and it banded a tight, uncomfortable feeling around my chest. She slid out of the bed and scurried toward the hall. Fuck.

      “No, Rob, I meant what you’re saying is stupid. You want to tell me what to do when I’m behind the wheel? Fine. But stay the fuck out of my personal life.”

      “You don’t get a personal life, Campbell. That’s the sacrifice you made when you got in the driver’s seat of the sixty-five car. I’m ready to find a driver who can handle that.”

      This was it; he was making a move against me. I gnashed my teeth together. “Is that everyone talking, or just you?”

      There was a pause. “I’m sure Randall feels the same way.”

      “Great. Let’s schedule a call.”

      There was a long silence. He was expecting me to roll over or beg, but that wasn’t my style.

      “All right.” He sounded smug. “If that’s what you want to do.”

      He was sure when we went head-to-head, he’d come out on top—and he was probably right. But, fuck it. For two seasons, I’d put up with him, but this crossed a line. I was starting to realize losing my job wasn’t so bad, because at least it meant I wouldn’t have to work with him anymore.

      Rob announced he’d get the meeting scheduled and hung up without another word.

      I scrubbed a hand over my face, my fingers bristling on my stubble. It was the first time I’d gone more than two days without shaving since the start of the racing season. Whitman’s PR company had it in my contract that I “always maintain a clean, All-American look.”

      I carried my phone out into the kitchen and set it on the counter. Anna stood nearby, staring out the back windows. The sun hadn’t peeked out over the water, but there was an orange-blue glow on the horizon.

      “Rob’s an asshole,” I said.

      Anna turned and lobbed a sad smile in my direction, but her eyes didn’t meet mine. “Do you need to head home and smooth things over?”

      “No.”

      She gave me her full attention then, and worry etched her face. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “It’s fine.” I did my best to sound convincing, but I must have failed, because her concern grew.

      “Jamie, all you’ve ever wanted to be was a driver. Don’t let me put your job in jeopardy. If you need to go, I understand.”

      “No,” I said with force this time. “The only way I’m leaving is if you tell me to. I want this. I want . . . us. Don’t you?”

      She softened. “Yes, but—”

      “Okay, good.” I was aware it might be too soon to talk about it, but I needed her to know I was serious. “Because, with you? It’s different than how I’ve felt about anyone else.”

      Her eyes went as wide as tires.

      “I’m not trying to scare you,” I added quickly. “I know it’s a lot, and . . . like, fast.”

      I’d come as close to telling her I loved her as I could without actually saying it. I liked risk, but putting those three words out there right now? It was a challenge.

      Anna licked her lips as if her mouth had gone dry. “You’re not scaring me.” Her expression warmed, and she gave me that shy smile I loved. “I feel the same way about you.”

      I didn’t get time to enjoy the way hearing her say that made me feel, because my phone dinged with a text message. It was from Rob with a link to the video chat and the start time of two p.m. Eastern.

      It meant I probably had two hours left living my dream job as a NASCAR driver, but as I looked at Anna’s smile, I was fine with whatever happened. I had her.
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      Anna and I had a hike planned for the day. We were supposed to go on a waterfall tour, but my call with Randall Whitman forced us to cancel. Instead of climbing a volcano, I sat in the spare bedroom with my laptop open, watching the clock tick down until the most important meeting of my life started.

      Rob’s image came onscreen first. He sat in his home office, the background decorated with a shit-ton of awards and memorabilia he’d probably dug out of storage just to intimidate me. All I had was a blank wall behind me and my clean-shaven face.

      “We need to make this quick,” Rob said. “Randall squeezed us in, but just barely.”

      “This won’t take long.”

      The asshole smirked. The window flickered, and Randall Whitman filled the screen. He was in his sixties, a stocky guy with white hair and bushy eyebrows. He could look friendly or formidable whenever he needed to. I liked that he was a cut-the-bullshit kind of guy—he’d inherited a struggling cereal company and turned it into a household name by the time he was forty.

      “Campbell,” he said. “Rob tells me there’s a problem?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Rob jumped in. “He’s damaged the Whitman Racing image.”

      Whitman looked concerned. “What’s happened?”

      “He’s dating a porn star.”

      If I could have reached through the screen and throat-punched Rob, I would have. “I’m not, and even if I was—”

      “That movie is pure filth.”

      I clenched my hands into fists and took a deep breath. I had to ignore him. Nothing I said was going to change Rob’s mind. “Mr. Whitman, I’m dating Anna Douglas. If that’s a problem, I’d like to hear it from you.”

      Annoyance flashed through Whitman’s eyes. “That’s the issue? He’s dating an actress?”

      Rob blinked at this setback. “There are photos of them online.”

      Whitman’s gaze narrowed. “What kind of photos?”

      “One photo,” I corrected. “And it’s nothing.” I tapped my phone and scrolled to the image, then held it up to the camera for Whitman to see.

      He made a ‘you gotta be kidding me’ sound.

      Rob’s face turned an even brighter shade of red than it usually was. “Think about how this is going to look to our family-friendly sponsors.” His tone said even he wasn’t convinced.

      “Rob, I don’t have time for this. As long as it’s within reason, sponsors aren’t going to care about Campbell’s personal life.”

      As Whitman shuffled the papers on his desk, the tension in my shoulders relaxed a fraction of a degree. If he’d gone the other way on this, I’d have given him a resignation speech, telling him I didn’t want to work for someone who demanded that level of control over my life.

      Rob’s chest lifted as he took in a preparing breath. “Things aren’t working between me and Campbell. They never have. He’s not the right fit for this organization.”

      Whitman paused and lifted a thick eyebrow. “I’m not hearing that from anyone else.”

      “The kid doesn’t listen, and I’m starting to wonder if there’s even a brain in there.”

      I opened my mouth to defend myself, but Whitman sighed loudly. “I’m tired of hearing this. You should know, Rob, the only person I get complaints about is you.” He ignored his employee’s surprise. “You’re right about it not working. I need guys who are on the same page. Campbell, you want to continue being part of the team?”

      I straightened in my seat. “Yes, sir.”

      “Great.” He looked satisfied. “Rob?”

      Rob went cold as he laid it on the line. “No, not if Campbell’s behind the wheel.”

      “All right, then. I guess we’re doing this.” Whitman stood from his chair and leaned over so he stayed in the frame. “We’ll go forward with a different crew chief next season. Thanks for all your work with Whitman Racing.”

      “Wait—” Rob sputtered.

      “Campbell,” Whitman wasn’t deterred, “I need to handle this, and I’ll be in touch.”

      The screen jumped to black, and the message appeared announcing my call had ended.

      Holy. Shit.

      Did that just happen?

      I padded out into the main room. Anna took one look at my dazed expression and launched to her feet from the couch. “What happened?”

      “He fired Rob.” Hearing it out loud was weird, but also, all kinds of awesome.

      “Oh my God, really?” She looked relieved. “So, you’re okay?”

      It was like I’d crossed the finish line a million times over. I slipped an arm around her, putting my hand on her ass, and pulled her tight to me. “Are you kidding? I think I’m way better than okay.”

      I cut off her laugh when I kissed her. It started slow and sweet but didn’t stay that way for long. Her tongue moved in my mouth and her hands were on my shoulders, sliding up into my hair.

      “We can still make the hiking trip,” I mumbled between her kisses.

      “Too late,” she said, undoing the button on my shorts and pushing them down over my hips. “Your pants are already off.”

      Jesus, she brought out the horny teenager in me. It was like no time had passed since high school. And with that thought came another. “Are you going home for Christmas?”

      She was halfway out of her shirt and slowed her movement. “That’s random, but yeah. Why?”

      We’d been so busy planning this trip, I hadn’t asked about her plans. The holidays were only a few weeks away. “That’s when we can see each other again.”

      She beamed a smile as she undid her own shorts. “Awesome. Also, we need to get your schedule to Sato. She’s a miracle worker.”

      The sight of a half-naked Anna made my heart rate jump. “See? I told you we’d figure this long-distance thing out.”

      She looked skeptical. “It kind of sounds like Sato’s going to figure it out.”

      I shrugged. “Whatever. We’ve got this.” I reached around her body and undid her bra. “Patio or jacuzzi?”

      She laughed as if I were joking, and sobered when she realized I was serious. Her voice was low and sultry. “Jacuzzi.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      We took off like it was a race, only it was one where it didn’t matter who got there first.

      Just as long as we were together.
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      Thank you for reading SAY IT FIRST!

      STEAMY ROMANCE ALERT! THREE SIMPLE RULES is guaranteed to leave you wanting more!

      I would do anything for my dream job. Now I have to.

      In order to save my skin at the office, I'm forced to sell it at an exclusive and illegal blindfold club. He paid thousands of dollars for one night to own me, but when my blindfold comes off, I want more. More nights, more rules, and more from this unavailable and uncompromising man.

      Rule number one, no questions. Rule number two, no lies. But, rule number three? That's the hardest one to obey.

      ONE CLICK THREE SIMPLE RULES (THE BLINDFOLD CLUB BOOK 1) >
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      Would you wait?

      

      College student, Hope Camden, is relentlessly serious, awkwardly shy and in complete need of taking a walk on the wilder side. At least, that’s what her sister tells her when she drags her off for an impromptu Christmas getaway in the Blue Ridge Mountains.

      

      Hope’s plans to keep her nose in a book the entire vacation are thwarted when she meets Jack Freeman, the gorgeous and enigmatic Army helicopter pilot staying at the same resort. What was supposed to be a quiet Christmas holiday turns into a life changing event for Hope and Jack. The only problem? Jack is headed off to war, and there is no guarantee he will come back.
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      I step out of the elevator and head toward The Great Hall, nervously wiping my hands on my jeans. The heels of my boots clack against the slate floor, providing a rhythmical noise that keeps me slightly centered. Sneaking a glance up at the vaulted and beamed ceiling of the lobby, I feel overwhelmed with awe by the magnificence of this room. I pass in front of the fireplace, large enough to fit an entire high school football team in it. There are several rocking chairs lined up in front of the hearth, with hotel guests sitting there quietly conversing while they stare into the jumping flames. The heat coming off the roaring logs is comforting, while the crackling and spitting noises of the combusting wood puts me in a cheerful mood.

      A hopeful mood.

      Because this scene transports me back to just one year ago, when I met the man who I'm pretty sure I'm supposed to spend the rest of my life with.

      It's Christmas Eve and there are more people here than I would have imagined. But The Montgrove Inn, located in the picturesque city of Asheville, North Carolina, is a Christmas dream come to life. The Great Hall is called The Great Hall, because...well, it's "great". It's a massive, three-story vaulted room, which houses matching fireplaces of a monstrous size on each end. In between, low-slung leather couches and cozy tables are scattered, offering residents a place to relax and enjoy the beauty of the Inn. Christmas trees stud the stone floors, decorated in crystal confections of red, blue, silver, and green. The west end of the hall has floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the sun that is starting to set over the Blue Ridge Mountains.

      I walk up to the bar that sits in the corner of the Hall and take a seat at the end. Wiping my hands again, I wish I wasn't so nervous. But the truth is, my gut is churning and my heart feels like it's about to explode out of my chest. Because there is a chance I will see Jack again... tonight... and it's all I've wanted for the past year.

      The bartender approaches and I ask him for a glass of Cabernet. He asks to see my ID and I willingly produce it from my back pocket. I just turned twenty-two last month so I'm not surprised. After he sets the glass of ruby liquid in front of me, I take a small sip, hoping the alcohol will calm my nerves. I resist the urge to gulp it down, wanting the courage it will give me.

      As I sip my wine, I keep glancing at the lobby doors. Every time they open, I hope to see Jack come sauntering through.

      I'm disappointed, time and again. Every minute that passes that he doesn’t arrive, I can feel more disappointment laying over me like a heavy blanket.

      I finish my wine and motion to the bartender for another. Just as he sets it down in front of me, I feel a presence at my back as someone steps up to the bar. I can tell it's a male body by the subtle hint of cologne as he starts to take the seat next to me. I close my eyes and inhale deeply.

      Jack.

      With elation rising in my chest, I open my eyes with a smile and turn to face the man. He turns to look at me with an appraising glance, but the smile slides from my face and my heart bottoms out in my stomach.

      It's not Jack and I can't help but be crushed by this letdown.

      I offer the man an apologetic smile and mumble, "Sorry, I thought you were someone else."

      "Ah... that's a pity," he remarks. "That smile you gave me was enough to make me believe in Santa."

      The man sitting next to me is charming and handsome, his voice cultured. He's flirting with me, and I can tell by the style of his clothes and hair that he is sophisticated and wealthy. Every girl's dream.

      But he's not Jack.

      I struggle to turn the corners of my mouth upward, hoping he will just leave me alone. Instead, he sticks his hand out to me. "I'm Chris."

      My manners step up to the plate—my mother would be so proud—and I shake his hand. "Hope."

      "That's a lovely name. It fits the lovely girl sitting next to me."

      I give him one more—and hopefully last—apologetic look. "I'm sorry... but I’m waiting for someone. My boyfriend."

      Chris' smile stays warm but easy acceptance flashes in his eyes as he stands from his seat. "My loss. Have a good evening."

      "Thank you," I say softly as I watch him retreat to the other end of the bar.

      I shake my head slightly. If I were any other woman, his words would have warmed me. If it were Jack sitting here saying those words, I would have crawled up on his lap and kissed him soundly. But neither of those scenarios are playing out, and I turn away to take another sip of my wine. It tastes bitter, just like my feelings right now.

      Who am I kidding? Jack isn't going to come.

      I'm a pathetic mess of a woman who has pined after a man that I haven't even spoken to in a year. A man who captured my heart, and then slowly enslaved it.

      And then he left me.

      He had told me not to think about him. He told me not to wait. The only thing he offered me before he headed off to war was a vague promise that we could meet again on Christmas Eve. At the same exact spot where we first met... here at The Montgrove Inn.

      He had told me, "Hope... I'll be here on Christmas Eve. And we can move forward. But only if I make it back. Only if I return."

      Those words echo in my head, sounding more hollow as I sip at my wine and wait for my heart's desire to meet me. I have no idea if he'll show. The most I can do is hope for a Christmas miracle, and that my Jack will walk through those doors soon.

      I close my eyes again, idly running my finger over the rim of my wineglass.

      I think back to the day I first met Jack...
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      "Oh, Hope... look at that."

      I glance up from my iPhone and look out the cab window as we pull up to The Montgrove Inn. The hotel is a monstrous, gray stone structure covered with a red-tiled roof that has vestiges of the last snowfall still clinging to the edges.

      The main part of the Inn is six-stories high and was built almost a hundred years ago. Over time, it has been added on to and the newer part of the resort actually dribbles down the backside of the mountain, with a world-class spa built underground.

      My sister, Audrey, has her nose practically resting against the glass window as she ogles the hotel. I sigh in contentment, very much looking forward to this Christmas vacation nestled in a winter wonderland.

      I'm only here by Audrey's invitation. She's the maid of honor in her best friend's wedding. A Christmas Wedding to be more specific. I don't know the bride, Jenna, all that well, but it was either come here with Audrey or go to St. John with my parents. They like Christmas a little warmer.

      And while the idea of spending the holidays on a tropical island has merit, I'm not about to pass up a chance to see snow on Christmas for the first time in my life. Plus, Audrey is not only my older sister—she's my best friend in the entire world. While I love my parents, my obvious choice would be to spend my time with Audrey.

      As the cab comes to a slow halt, Audrey's door is opened by a handsome bellman wearing a dark green parka to protect him from the biting cold. He holds a gloved hand out to Audrey and she takes it, giving him her most flirtatious smile. Rolling my eyes at Audrey's antics, I turn to pay the cab driver, giving him a soft, "Happy Holidays" before sliding out of the backseat.

      Audrey is chattering away to the bellman while he removes our suitcases. I stuff my hands in my coat pockets to warm them up, and watch the activity around me. Several bellmen stand around, directing cars as they arrive. Mercedes, BMW, Audi... this resort is for the privileged and, as far as I can see, we're the only ones that have arrived by cab, having just flown into the Asheville Airport.

      I'm not out of place here though. Audrey and I come from money. Our parents are both pediatricians and operate a successful practice in Orlando, which is where we’re from. Still, I can't help but be a little intimidated, as this is the first time I have traveled without my parents.

      Audrey seems to be in her element though, as she follows the bellman into the hotel, gesturing for me to come along. Hoisting my purse up over my shoulder, I start toward the Inn. As I walk closer, I gaze up at the huge structure in front of me, awed and impressed by the beauty of the stonework. The building is a true work of art and it makes me feel small and insignificant as I walk toward the front doors.

      Unfortunately, grace has never been my forte, and I manage to stumble as the tip of my foot snags on a piece of stone paver. I feel my body fly forward, gravity toppling me down toward the ground. My heart lurches in my throat, and I actually start feeling embarrassed that I'm getting ready to wipe out in front of all of these people. But I never hit the ground because a pair of strong arms catches me.

      The fact that my downward progress has been halted does nothing to still my heart, which is galloping away from me at a million miles an hour. As warm hands softly grip my upper arms, I look up into the face of my savior, ready to throw out a heartfelt platitude of thanks. Instead, my words get caught in my throat and I can only stare with an open mouth at the man that is holding me.

      Pure masculinity is the first thought that comes to my mind. He is tall and has short, dark hair cropped really close to his head, buzzed even shorter around his ears. His eyes are a blue-gray, but shining more blue in the bright afternoon sun. I bet on rainy days, they darken to the color of steel. His eyelashes are so thick and dark that you’d think he was wearing eyeliner. A strong jaw with a square chin, lightly covered in the perfect amount of stubble, sets off his amazing visage. The man offers me a smile, and his teeth are perfectly straight and gleaming white.

      "Are you okay?" he asks.

      "Um... yeah. Thanks. I guess I should have been watching where I was going."

      He's still holding onto my arms when he says, "Yeah, it's hard not to get caught up in the beauty of this place, huh?"

      "I know. The architecture is phenomenal."

      The man finally releases my arms and steps back a foot. It allows me to get a better view of him. He's young, although maybe a bit older than I am. He's wearing a dark navy peacoat and I can see a hint of a cream, cable-knit sweater peeking out from the top. Dark jeans complete his outfit and they fit him to perfection.

      We stare at each other for an awkwardly long time, and I have no clue what to say. But the moment is broken when another man comes up behind him and claps him on the back, causing him to break eye contact with me.

      "Ready to go, Jack?"

      He turns to his friend and says, "You bet."

      Turning back to me, he gives me a smile before walking off after his buddy. He doesn't turn back to look at me, and I have unfettered access to stare after him as they walk down a hill and toward a parking lot. He has a great backside... at least from what I can see.

      "Hope... come on. Let's get checked in."

      I glance to the Inn doors and Audrey is standing there waiting for me. She flips her honey-blond hair over her shoulder and winks at another cute bellman that walks by.

      I grin. My sister is such a flirt.

      Actually, she's more than that. She's practically a man-eater.

      Audrey has always been the wild one while I have always been the shy one. Audrey partied her way through college, falling in and out of love more times than I could remember. When she finally had enough of getting her heart broken, she decided that no-strings relationships were the only kind she could tolerate. Two years older than me, she is brash, outgoing, sexy, and unapologetic about any of it. She owns it as a matter of fact.

      I'm quite the opposite. I didn't get Audrey's golden hair or emerald eyes, her pouty lips or C-cup breasts. There’s nothing about me that stands out actually. My hair is neither blond, nor brown. In fact, the best way to describe it is the color of mouse fur. And while "mousy" describes the color of my hair, at least it is long and thick, with just enough natural wave to it that I can practically make it stand up and do the hokey-pokey if I want. My eyes are between brown and hazel, or some might call them the color of swamp mud. I'm average height and average build.

      I'm just... average.

      Hoisting my purse again, I walk toward Audrey, carefully watching where I'm going so I don't trip again. My mind thinks back to the man that caught me... Jack. I wonder if I'll see him again. While my sole intention for this holiday was to curl up with a good book every day, I can't help but think about what it would be like to talk to him again. I feel a flutter of excitement in my chest, and while my brain tries to squash it, it continues to beat with hope.
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      Audrey and I check in and the same bellman that Audrey has been flirting with shows us to our room. Jenna's father paid for the rooms for the wedding party for the entire week we are here. He is an uber-wealthy industrialist who made his money in cosmetics and electronics.

      Weird combination, I know.

      Once all of our bags have been carried to our room, Audrey promptly forgets the bellman and heads to the windows to gaze out over the Blue Ridge Mountains. I turn to tip him, handing him a ten-dollar bill. I think the going rate is two-dollars per bag and Audrey, in typical fashion, brought four bags to my one for the week's stay. The bellman takes the money, giving a wistful look in Audrey's direction before turning to leave.

      When the door closes, Audrey turns to me. "We're going to have so much fun this week, Hope. I can't wait to go skiing, and I'm told we should head into town for some really cool bars. Oh, and we need to go visit the Biltmore... I hear it's amazing at Christmas... and then we should..."

      I tune Audrey out as I start to unpack my one measly bag. She has the ability to get excited over anything, and because she's the adventurous of the two Camden girls, she'll want to be on the go constantly.

      "Honestly, Audrey... I just want to relax. I've been studying so hard. I just want to rest my brain by getting lost in a good book."

      Audrey makes a pfft sound. "Ridiculous. You're going to take your nose out of a book and live life for once. You're too serious all the time. You need to let your hair down and party."

      I cock an eyebrow at her. She knows better than to even suggest such a thing to me. I am a driven woman, and I don't have time for the same frivolities that Audrey seeks. She made it through college okay, but she's yet to do a thing productive with her degree. She's worked a variety of jobs, mostly retail, since graduating from school two years ago.

      I, on the other hand, have had my eyes set with determination on my goal to become a social worker. It's all I've ever wanted in life. From the time I set foot on the campus of Florida State University, I went balls to the wall to get my undergrad degree in social sciences. I didn't even bother taking a breath before I dove into my Master's in social work. I hoped to have it finished in about a year.

      Sometimes though, I do wish I could be like Audrey. She's so carefree and has no worries. Whereas I do nothing but worry about my future, terrified that one small misstep will cause me to lose focus on my end game. I suppose it's made me a bit boring because I don’t like to leave the safety of my little cocoon.

      Audrey's not through with me. "Come on, Hope. Just for once in your life, stop living by rules. Live in the here and now."

      "And what would you have me do over the next week?"

      Why I ask her that, I don't know? I suppose I'm humoring her.

      Audrey plops down on her bed and looks at me with all seriousness. "Well, for one... I think you need to get laid. That will go a long ways toward loosening you up."

      I snicker at her idea. I'm by no means a prude, but I certainly don't hop beds the way Audrey does. In fact, I've only had sex with one man in my young life... my former boyfriend, James. We met our freshman year at FSU, and we were like two peas in a pod.

      Both of us were serious, studious, and totally avoided the party scene. We started out as friends, and then started dating. It was almost a year before we even had sex, and both of us were virgins so it made for some awkward fumbling for a while. But, eventually, our intimacy leveled out and it was... nice. I mean, it wasn't earth shattering and my world wasn't rocked, but it was... nice. Safe. Reliable.

      Oh, God... my sex life was like a trusty old Ford truck. I realize in a brief moment of clarity that I sometimes border on the pathetic side.

      Still, since James and I broke up right after graduation, I haven't really been interested in another relationship. In fact, I've haven't really met anyone that perked my interest.  Unless you count the gorgeous man I met twenty minutes ago.

      Shaking my head, I give a disapproving look to Audrey. "I'm just not built that way. I don't have your willful spirit or your confidence. I wouldn’t even know how to go about getting laid."

      "Well, then let's try to tap into that this week. You don't really know anyone here... a virtual stranger. You could be as wild and wanton as you want. We could hook you up with a hot ski instructor, and you could have wild sex all week. What's stopping you?"

      I shrug my shoulders. What is stopping me?

      I suppose it's the fact that it's just not who I am. I'm not one for casual sex. I believe in love and romance. I'm a real nerd when it comes to those things. Besides, like I said... sex with James was... nice. But I don't miss it, and I certainly don't crave it. I'm wondering if that means I'm just slightly warmer than frigid, or it could mean I really don't know anything about sex.

      I hope it's the latter, because if it's the former, I'm thinking there may be no hope for me at all.

      Desperately needing a change in subject, I ask Audrey, "So... what's on the agenda this week?"

      Audrey leans over the bed and reaches into one of her suitcases. She pulls out a folder and flips through the pages inside. Finding what she is looking for, she pulls out a single piece of paper and scans it.

      "Well... it looks like tonight, everyone is meeting for drinks in The Great Hall. Tomorrow, we're all going skiing at Wolf's Ridge. Then we have a trip set to go to the Biltmore, and then the rehearsal dinner is in three days, followed by the Bachelor and Bachelorette parties. Sounds fun, doesn't it?"

      No, not really. Not for someone that just wants to curl up on a cozy sofa in front of that huge fireplace downstairs and read a nice, smutty romance novel.

      "Yes... sounds like you're going to have a load of fun."

      "Oh, no you don't. You mean "we" are going to have a load of fun. You know you're invited to all these events. Jenna insisted when I told her I was bringing you."

      "I don't know, Audrey. I'm not good in crowds and strangers make me nervous."

      "I'm not a stranger. I'll be there with you."

      I chuckle to myself. Audrey would be there in person, but she would be a million miles away from me in spirit. When Audrey got in a crowd, she was the shining star. Center stage and bright spotlights always lit her up. She would forget about me and I'd be the pathetic wallflower hanging out in a dark corner by herself.

      "Seriously, Audrey. You know that's not my thing. You promised when I said I would come that you would let me just relax. I'd be doing that with Mom and Dad right now on a sandy beach if I hadn't said I would come here with you."

      Audrey sighs dramatically and flops over on her back. She even pouts a little. "I know... I just want my baby sister to have fun. I want you step outside the box a little."

      "I know. And I love you for it. I'll compromise though. I'll go to some of the events with you, as long as you respect my need to have some quiet time, okay?"

      She flashes me a brilliant smile as she leaps from the bed. Giving me a huge hug, she lays a wet kiss on my cheek. "Awesome. We're going to have so much fun together this week."
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      The Great Hall is crowded and I'm nervous about meeting all of Audrey's friends. I've met Jenna a few times, and her fiancé, Landon, once. But past that, I don't know any of these people.

      When I agreed to come down for drinks tonight, Audrey took it upon herself to spit-shine me. After I took a shower, she fussed and fretted over my hair and makeup for a full hour. My scalp is still slightly sore from the mauling that took place. She then proceeded to dress me in her clothes, proclaiming my baggy jeans and sweaters were not appropriate for a posh, winter resort like The Montgrove.

      I have to admit, though... I do look nice. For the first time, I would not describe myself as average. I think I'm slightly above right now. I will never have Audrey's natural beauty or confident walk, but as I gazed in the bathroom mirror just a bit ago, I have to admit I'm pleased by the results. Audrey tediously blew out my long hair with the dryer and a large brush, so it was glossy and full of bounce. The makeup she put on me was subtle, all except for my eyes, which she lined with dark kohl. For the first time, I saw more green than mud irises staring back at me. She has me wearing a pair of black leggings with shiny, black riding boots. The scarlet, cashmere sweater that hangs off both of my shoulders gives me an air of sophistication that even I didn't know I possessed.

      As we walk toward a large crowd hanging out around the bar, I nervously start to fidget and my palms grow sweaty.

      "Stop pulling on your sweater," Audrey hisses in my ear.

      "I can't help it. My shoulders are naked and I'm not used to that."

      "You look stunning, and every guy here is going to have his tongue hanging out when they get a peep at you."

      That thought does not inspire confidence in me. Instead, it just ratchets my nervousness up to Defcon 5. Maybe this was a bad idea. I stop walking and Audrey turns to look at me. She must see the indecision on my face because she grabs my hand and forcefully pulls me along.

      "Don't even think about bailing. In fact, I'm going to pour a few drinks down your throat right away so we can loosen you up a bit."

      Audrey leads me through the crowd, nodding at people in greeting, stopping to give air kisses to some of the girls, and even suffering a hard slap on her ass by one of the men in the crowd, to which she just gives a saucy wink back to the offender.

      Once at the bar, Audrey orders us two gin and tonics, a drink I've never had before, but I accept it gratefully. After my first sip, which burns like hell going down, I nervously take in my surroundings. There must be a crowd of thirty or so people standing around us, and they all seem to know one another. I see Jenna and Landon standing together, his arms wrapped around her waist. I take another slug of my drink and, while it still tastes like gasoline, I won't deny I like the warm feeling in my belly that's starting to set in.

      "Now there's the sexiest, hottest FSU grad I've ever had the pleasure of knowing."

      I hear those words and, for just an instant—a split second really—I think someone is talking about me, because...well, I'm an FSU grad. But as I turn around, I see Audrey is being lifted up by a bear of a man and hugged tightly. She squeals in delight and hugs the guy back. When he puts her down, Audrey turns to me.

      "Hope... I want you to meet a really good friend of mine. This is Carson Mills. He's Landon's younger brother and the best man at the wedding."

      My gaze moves from Audrey to the man she's introducing me to and I realize with surprise that it's the guy that Jack was with today. He sticks his hand out to me. "It's great to meet you, Hope. I've heard a lot about you but Audrey didn't tell me her sister was knockout."

      I shake his hand, even as my face flames hot over the compliment that is never given to this Camden sister. "It's nice to meet you too."

      "Hey," he says excitedly. "I want you two to meet my friend, Jack. He's here somewhere."

      Carson starts looking around the crowd and my heart starts beating fast. He's here? And I'm going to talk to him again?

      Suddenly, I have the urge to flee. The crowd, the noise, even the burning gin and tonic in my stomach, feels overwhelming to me. But before I can even move my feet, there he is, walking through the crowd toward us.

      I see my memory of his magnificence is not dulled in the slightest. He's dressed far more casually than the other people around us, wearing yet another pair of dark jeans and this time a thick, black sweater that hugs his chest like a second skin.

      Carson reaches out and grabs Jack by the shoulder. "Jack, this is Audrey and Hope Camden. Audrey is Jenna's best friend and the maid of honor. Ladies, this is Jack Freeman. My best friend from back home."

      Jack shakes Audrey's hand briefly, and then turns to me. "So... we meet again."

      I nod, trying to think of something witty to say. However, I'm afraid if I open my mouth, a terrified squeak may slip out.

      Jack stares at me for a few seconds and then Carson is grabbing him away to meet other people. I stare after his retreating back, furious with myself that I'm such an introvert.

      Audrey bumps her shoulder into mine. "Well, that Jack certainly is some hot man-candy, huh?"

      I take a sip of my gin and tonic, just to get my tongue unstuck from the roof of my mouth. "I guess."

      "You guess? You were practically undressing him with your eyes."

      I'm horrified. "I was not!"

      Oh, God... please don't tell me I was doing that.

      She ignores my exclamation. "So... when did you meet him? And how come I'm just hearing about this?"

      "We met outside when we arrived. I tripped and he caught me. We only spoke for a few minutes."

      Audrey doesn't say anything, just stares at me in an appraising manner. After several moments of perusal, I can't stand it any longer. "What? What is going on in that perverted brain of yours?"

      She smiles at me wickedly and takes me by the arm. Leading me away from the crowd, she leans into me, whispering. "That's it. He's the answer to letting out your inner sex kitten. You should so have a fling with him this week."

      "Are you fucking crazy? I am so not having a fling with him—or anyone—for that matter. Gross."

      "Why not, Hopey? Why not just have some no-strings, curl-your-toes, shout-down-the-ceiling sex with that guy. I can tell by looking at him that it would be freakin' fantastic."

      "Because... because... it's not who I am. I don't even know how to go about engaging in something like that."

      "Well, first... you don't call it ‘engaging’. That sounds like a business deal. You just need to flirt a little with him, and trust me, nature will take its course. That guy is interested in you, I can tell."

      "He is not."

      "Is to."

      "Not."

      "To."

      "Whatever," I say in exasperation.

      I tilt my drink up and swallow the rest of it, reveling in the burn. "I'm getting another drink and we are not discussing this any further."

      Audrey gives me a wicked smile. "If you say so." Then she turns and walks away.

      I head for the bar, intent on asking the bartender to make my next drink a double.
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      I'm sitting on a couch in The Great Hall, far enough away from the wedding party that I can actually think straight. Everyone is getting hammered, and I'm thinking about doing the same thing. Audrey dragged me around, introducing me to everyone. For someone that borders on painfully shy, the alcohol was just not working fast enough for me. So I finally took a moment when Audrey was telling a joke to slip away.

      Settling back into the low couch, I cross one leg over the other and sip at my drink. From my perch, I have a view of the west windows. Even though it's completely dark outside, the outdoor lighting is strong enough that I can see fluffy snowflakes starting to fall. I sigh inwardly to myself, happy to see some snow. It's like a miracle to a Florida girl like myself.

      And while I have no desire to go skiing—just the thought positively terrifies me—I think tomorrow I might walk around outside and play in the snow.

      "Those look like some deep thoughts going on in your head."

      I'm startled out of said thoughts, which weren't that deep at all, and look up in the eyes of Jack Freeman. "Hi."

      "Mind if I join you?"

      I shake my head and watch as Jack sits on the couch next to me. Turning my body toward him, I tuck one leg up underneath me. I also take another sip of my drink, needing the liquid fortification if I'm going to have a conversation with this guy.

      "I hate these things," he says, waving his hand at the party in full progress.

      I smile. "Me too."

      "I figured, with you sitting here all by yourself."

      Staring into my glass, because I find it hard to meet his direct gaze, I nod. "Yeah. I'm not big on social crowds."

      "Well, that makes two of us. I much prefer quiet conversation."

      I finally gaze up at him and his eyes are the dark gray I imagined they would be on a rainy day. I'm sure it's just because The Hall is glowing with nothing more than ambient light.

      Taking another sip of my drink, I desperately think of something to say. Anything that won't make me look like a tool.

      But before I can even process a hint of conversation, Jack breaks the ice. "So what do you do, Hope?"

      That's easy enough to talk about. "I'm completing my Master's degree in social work at Florida State."

      "That's interesting. Is that where you're from?"

      "Born and raised in central Florida... Orlando. What about you?"

      "I'm from a small town in Maine called Cutler, but right now I live in Kentucky."

      "How did you get to Kentucky from Maine?"

      Before he can answer, a waitress comes up and asks Jack if he wants something to drink. "I'll take a Sam Adams. Would you like another drink, Hope?"

      I nod. "Sure. Gin and tonic."

      The waitress leaves and Jack grins at me. "You don't look like a gin and tonic kind of girl."

      I laugh. "I'm not. Audrey bought me one when we first got here and I just stuck with it. It's actually pretty awful."

      Jack jumps up from the couch. "Don't move. I'll be right back."

      I watch as Jack disappears into the crowd, disheartened that our conversation lasted only two minutes. For the life of me, I can't figure out what I said to make him leave, and although he said he'd be back, I seriously doubt it. I sit in silence, brooding into my glass, and finally take the last swallow. Setting it down on the table beside me, I start to stand up.

      "Here you go," Jack says and I look up.

      He's standing there, holding a glass of red wine for me. "I went and stopped the waitress from putting our order in. I got you a glass of Cabernet instead. That seemed more like your type of drink."

      I take the glass from him and watch as he sits back down. He takes a sip of the beer he's holding.

      "Thank you. That was incredibly thoughtful. And you're right... this is actually my favorite wine."

      He shrugs. "It's no problem."

      Taking a sip, I look at him in a new light. Suddenly, he's not just an overwhelmingly attractive man, he now seems like a genuinely nice guy to me. I can feel myself marginally start to relax.

      "You were telling me about how you ended up in Kentucky."

      "That's right. I'm in the Army and that's where I'm stationed at right now. Ft. Campbell with the 101st Airborne Division."

      My eyes widen. Jack is actually the first person in the military I've ever met, and I'm a little bit in awe right now. "Wow. What do you do in the Army?"

      "I'm a helicopter pilot. I fly the Apache attack helicopter."

      I have no idea what an Apache attack helicopter is, but holy hell, that sounds hot. "I'm impressed. You've made a very brave career choice."

      Jack tilts his head at me slightly, as if not understanding my last statement. "I suppose. I just never really thought of my choice as brave. More like a duty."

      "Duty? Are you following in someone's footsteps?"

      "No. Not at all. My dad fishes for lobster and my mom is a pre-school teacher. I just meant... I just feel it's my duty to my country. But it's not going to be my career. I only have eighteen months left of my enlistment and then I'll get out."

      "What do you want to do after that?"

      "College. Better late than never, right?"

      "Absolutely. It's never too late to go to college. But... if you don't mind my asking... don't you have to have a college degree or something to be a pilot?"

      Jack takes a healthy swig of his beer. "Not in the Army. After I enlisted, I applied to become a Warrant Officer, which doesn't require a degree. After that, I was accepted into the pilot program. I just wanted to fly helicopters more than get my education, so it was the right choice for me."

      "Sounds like you have a good head on your shoulders, Mr. Freeman."

      "Why thank you Miss... uh... shit... I'm horrible with last names."

      "Camden," I say with a smile.

      Jack reaches over and takes my hand. I watch, as if almost in slow motion, he brings it to his mouth. He grazes his lips across the back of my hand, and goose bumps break out over my arms. "Well, it has been a real pleasure to meet you tonight, Miss Camden."

      He releases my hand and I let it fall back to my lap. Something is fluttering inside of my stomach, and I'm mesmerized by the way Jack's eyes are burning into mine. Could he really be interested in me?

      Audrey's words come back to me. Her suggestion that I have a no-strings fling with Jack this week hits me hard and I feel my cheeks heat up from the thought. There's no way I could do that. Right?

      I take another sip of my wine and, suddenly, I have this urge to get very drunk and let nature take its course. Maybe if I can lower my inhibitions a bit, I could actually do something wild and spontaneous the way Audrey suggested.

      Jack slides closer to me on the couch and drapes his arm over the back of it. He's not touching any part of my body but every cell in me is aware of him. His cologne hits my nose. It's subtle but spicy... maybe a hint of eucalyptus. I swallow hard as I look up into Jack's eyes.

      "I hope this doesn’t come out as a cheesy pick-up line, but you're very beautiful, Hope."

      "So are you," pops out of my mouth. My hand actually flies up to cover my lips in surprise at that admission.

      Jack gives me a beautiful smile that melts my insides. "Now that is something I'm very happy to hear."
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      I'm not drunk but if I don't stop drinking now, I will be perilously close. Jack and I have talked most of the night on the couch, enjoying a few more drinks and making small talk. He still sat incredibly close to me, but never made any move to touch me. Outside of telling me that I was beautiful that one time, he’s made no other overt statement to indicate that he’s interested in me on more than a friend level.

      We basically got to know each other, but not in an idle, chitchat kind of way. No... it was on a slightly deeper level.

      For instance, he doesn't merely know that I'm pursuing my Master's degree. He knows I have a deep and abiding passion to help people. He knows I eventually want to get into counseling, focusing my specialty on drug and alcohol addiction. He knows I get this passion for this line of work because of volunteer work I've done in a local rehab home back in Florida. He knows this, because he prodded me with questions all night about it, wanting to know the specifics of my chosen career path. He even asked me where I thought I saw myself ten years from now, and what I hoped would be my greatest accomplishment at that time. I mean, who asks those kinds of questions?

      Certainly not a guy that is trying to get in my pants. Which makes me realize that Jack probably doesn't see me as anything more than a friend. And that's okay... I get it. I'm just average, studious, serious Hope Camden. What temptation could I provide for a man like Jack Freeman—gorgeous military stud and helicopter pilot?

      As the night starts to wind down, we get pulled off the couch by some of Jack's friends. I thought he was just here as a guest of Carson's, much like I'm Audrey's guest, but in fact, Jack, Carson, and Landon are best friends and grew up together. Jack is actually in the wedding party. Which is why he gets up, with seeming reluctance, when Carson wants to pull him away to talk to some friends.

      I stand up as well, setting my empty wineglass down. "Well, it's been great talking to you but I think I'll head to bed."

      I glance over at the bar and see Audrey is still going full tilt. She's actually chugging a beer right now while several people egg her on. Glancing back to Jack, I see he's torn. I can tell he doesn't want me to go, but he glances over at Carson, who is waiting for him by a group of friends.

      "Okay. It was really nice talking to you, too. I hope we get to see each other some more this week."

      I smile at him. "Yeah... me too."

      Turning away from Jack, I walk to the elevator. I'm suddenly feeling very depressed and lonely, something that never has plagued me before. Being around Jack and talking to him so effortlessly made me happier than I could have imagined. It's only now, as I'm walking away from him, that I realize I don't want this night to ever end. But, unfortunately, Jack has obligations and those don't include me.

      Pushing the elevator button, I'm rewarded with the doors immediately opening. I push the button to the fifth floor and the doors start to close. Suddenly, an arm is jammed in between the closing doors and they are pushed back. Jack is standing there.

      "I thought I'd walk you to your room… if that’s okay with you."

      It’s such a gallant offer, that I'm completely stunned into silence. He steps in and the doors start to close. As the elevator rises, I'm suddenly hit with an overwhelming urge to tap into the carefree spirit that Audrey insists is buried within me. I don't question the logic of these thoughts, and if alcohol is fueling them in any way, I open my heart to the liquid courage and let it take over.

      I’m about to step outside of the proverbial box.

      Pushing away from the elevator wall I had been leaning against, I walk up to Jack, bringing my body close into his. Looking into his face, I see his nostrils flare and unbidden desire leap into his eyes. It's all the encouragement I need before I smooth my hands up over his chest, winding them behind his neck. My fingers graze over the stubble of his short haircut. I'm pleased when his arms wrap around my waist to draw me in closer. I waste no further time before pulling his head down to me, until our lips meet softly.

      Despite the fact my inhibitions are lowered, despite the fact I boldly put myself in Jack's arms, and despite the fact that his eyes were heated as our lips moved toward one another, the kiss is surprisingly sweet. It's nothing more than a gentle meeting of our lips. Our mouths are slightly parted as we move against one another, tilting our heads first to one side, and then another as we explore.

      Even though the kiss is soft and sweet, I still feel a warmth spreading through my body. It causes me to want more... to experience Jack on the next level. Tentatively, my tongue pushes forward into his mouth and at first he stills. I can feel his fingers flex into my lower back, and I push my tongue in just a little farther, taking a swipe at his.

      He answers me with a groan and then he's gripping my head, holding me in place so his tongue can take charge.

      And I let him.

      Letting go, for once in my life, I let Jack have his way with my mouth. He deepens the kiss and I can't help the sigh that escapes me. He eats it up, pleading for more by the insistent way his lips move against mine.

      Even though we seem to both be drowning in the kiss, I find myself wanting to submerge further into him. Desire floods my senses and my body moves without thinking. I push myself closer to him, our bodies connecting. My breasts mash into chest and I can feel his hardness against my stomach. I push closer yet, wanting—no, needing—the contact.

      This kiss... this amazing kiss. It's like nothing I've ever experienced. It's full of passion and fire. I realize that my prior kisses have been lukewarm at best. Energy courses through me at the thought of what else I've been missing. The shy introvert is gone and I can feel my inner sex kitten awakening.

      And I’m ready... ready to let her prowl because the passion that flows between us has firmly shut boring Hope Camden away.

      The sound of the elevator doors opening jolts my senses, and I pull away from Jack. We are both breathing heavy and a thrill shoots through me when I see his eyes have darkened to the color of nickel.

      "This your floor?" Jack asks.

      "Yes." My voice is raspy, because I'm parched for more of Jack.

      He reaches down for my hand and leads me out of the elevator. "Which way?"

      I'm at a crossroads. Jack is a gentleman, I can tell. His intent right now is to walk me to my room, perhaps give me another kiss to say goodnight, but he won't press me further. I just know it.

      I can take the easy path. The path that Hope Camden would normally take. I could accept that goodnight kiss, enter my bedroom, and call it a night. But I know I'll be frustrated and left wanting. Or I can take the path my sister has suggested. To let loose and have fun. To make this a memorable time with an apparently memorable man. I can be someone totally different, and I can do it with impunity, because Jack doesn't know me and I don't know him... not really.

      Jack is watching me, his eyebrows raised.

      "I don't want to go to my room," I tell him.

      He doesn't respond but his body stiffens slightly and his eyes turn a shade darker.

      "Where do you want to go?" His words are deliberate and careful, but there is a tinge of hope in them.

      Funny... hope.

      "I want to go to your room."

      Releasing my hand, Jack lifts it to my face and cups it. His eyes search mine. "Maybe we shouldn't. We've both had several drinks. I don't want there to be any regrets—"

      I shake my head, stopping his words. "No. I won't have any regrets. And I'm not drunk. Buzzed? Yes, but not drunk. I know what I'm doing."

      He looks doubtful. Raising his other hand to my face, he holds me so that he can peer into my eyes. "Hope... you don't seem like a one-night stand kind of girl."

      "I'm not. Not usually. But I really want this."

      He's silent, digesting what I'm saying. Then I realize that I must sound like a complete slut to be coming on to him this way. I take a step back, and his hands drop from me.

      "Does that make you think less of me?" I ask softly.

      He steps toward me and pulls me to him. "No, I don't think less of you. I'm just... I want you. Don't doubt that. I just don't want you to wake up tomorrow and be sorry for this."

      "I told you... I won't. I want to experience. I want to live in the now. I want you to... to... fuck me."

      Jack's hands grip my arms at those words, and a harsh breath escapes his mouth. "Jesus, Hope. I don’t know if I can say no to that. I’m not sure any man could. Last chance before I cart you off to my room."

      The heat in Jack's eyes is about ready to send me up in flames. I've never been looked at like that before, not by James, not by any man. The feeling is heady and I'm renewed with confidence.

      "I'm not changing my mind."
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      Jack walks back to the elevator, which is still conveniently waiting for us. His hand is gripping mine as we stand side by side for the short ride down to his room on the second floor. We don't talk, and I can feel tension radiating off him. I sneak a sidelong glance at him and he pops his lower jaw back and forth. His eyes are hard as they stare at the elevator doors.

      Now I'm nervous. Is Jack mad? Is he having second thoughts?

      The doors open, Jack pulls me out, and I practically have to jog to keep up with him. We reach his door and he opens it, pushing me in before him. I walk a few steps and turn to face him, and then he's on me.

      Both of his hands reach to my head, holding me in place while his mouth attacks mine. I cannot help the moan that comes out, not just from the onslaught of his kiss, but by the fact that he is completely turned on by me. Instant relief washes through me that he's not mad, replaced almost immediately but the strongest surge of desire that I've ever felt in my life. I swear... my womb almost turns inside out from the tidal wave of lust coursing through me.

      Jack walks me backward until my knees hit the bed and we both go falling to its softness. Jack is hard and pulsing, and I know this because his erection is pushed up against me, right between my legs. My hips flex upward, rubbing against him. His hips push back against me, creating friction between my legs that has me gasping out loud.

      All the while, Jack makes short work of possessing my mouth. His kiss is hard, then soft. He strokes my tongue with his, and then nibbles on my bottom lip.

      When he slips his hand under my sweater, my body goes quiet. He trails his fingers up my ribs, softly yet with purpose. When his hand finally cups my bare breast—yes, I couldn't wear a bra with this off-the-shoulder sweater—my skin tingles and I can feel my nipple tighten against his palm.

      Jack lifts his head from mine and gazes into my eyes. "God, Hope... I've imagined kissing you like this since I first saw you this afternoon outside the Inn."

      My eyes soften and I get gooey inside. "Really?"

      "Yes, really. You're so fucking pretty; I thought an angel fell into my arms. And now... here you are in my arms again."

      His words melt me because they are genuine. He has no need to say them, because let's face it... I'm a sure bet for him right now. But his tone is filled with wonder and appreciation, and I know that he's telling me the truth. That inner sex kitten that wanted to break free now wants to stretch like a full-grown cat that has just had the most delicious bowl of cream.

      Jack removes his hand from beneath my sweater but before I can bemoan the loss of his heat, he reaches up to the neckline and slowly drags it down until my breast is bared to his eyes. He just looks down at me for several long moments, and then he pulls his gaze back up to mine.

      "You're perfect."

      Lowering his mouth, he lays a gentle kiss on the upper swell of my chest. My hands go up to cup the back of his head, and I hold him there while he lightly peppers me with kisses. Then he moves lower and flicks his tongue over my nipple. The sensation is exquisite and a thousand points of light dance before my eyes.

      "Do you like that?" he asks.

      "Yes," I breathe out before sucking in a lungful of oxygen. Because I'm breathless. Jack makes me breathless.

      His mouth returns, and he gently sucks at me, then he licks. Finally, he pulls back slightly and blows lightly over my nipple. I didn't think it was possible for it to get any harder but it does.

      Jack pushes back from me and stands. He pulls his sweater over his head, revealing inch after inch of hard flesh. His chest is chiseled and his abs are ripped. I half expected him to have tattoos, because that's what I think of when I unwillingly stereotype someone in the military, but his skin is smooth and blemish free.

      I know I'm just staring, but I can't help it. I've only seen men like him on TV, usually on some ridiculous fitness infomercial promising me a toned and tight body for the low, low price of $99.95. My eyes travel down and take in, with appreciation, the erection that is pushing hard against his jeans. I wantonly want to curl my hand around it.

      Somewhere, in the back of my head, the tiniest thought starts to take root. Am I doing something terribly irresponsible?

      But then I look to Jack, and I see how he's looking at me... as if I'm the sexiest woman on the planet, and I realize that I am being true to myself. I'm not throwing myself at some random guy. I'm giving myself to Jack, and in return, I'm going to be getting something, too. I'm getting liberation from my uptight self.

      "I need to see more of you, Hope."

      Jack steps up to the bed and proceeds to divest me of all my clothes. I sit up slightly to help him remove my sweater and the cool air against my skin makes me shiver. Jack removes my boots and socks, and, before he unzips my jeans, he places his hand between my legs and softly cups me.

      "So warm," he murmurs.

      When he peels my jeans off me, I lay before him in my full, naked glory. He just stares at me, running his eyes back and forth from my head to my feet. He seems mesmerized... enchanted by me.

      And I don't feel the slightest bit conscious. In fact, I stretch slightly, thrusting my breasts out, which causes him to growl low in his throat.

      "I believe you have some clothes that need removing," I comment.

      That seems to spur Jack back into motion. He pulls his wallet out of his back pocket and takes a condom out. He looks at me a bit sheepishly for having one so handy and I give him a sly grin. Tossing it on the bedside table, he makes short work of removing everything from the waist down.

      Then he's standing before me fantastically naked. I'm slightly shy and don't want to look at him so brazenly, but my eyes are drawn to the hardness that is standing at full attention for my viewing pleasure. I'm shocked when Jack brings his hand to himself and strokes his length, causing a pleasurable cramp to settle in between my legs. I've never seen a man touch himself like that and it's incredibly wicked and devastatingly sexy.

      Jack releases himself and kneels at the end of the bed, crawling his way up my body. Then he covers me and starts kissing me again. Except this time, there's more heat, more insistence. Our teeth clash a few times and his hands start moving over me. Lifting his body up slightly, his hand moves down between my legs. He moves one finger over me gently, and even I can feel how slick I am against him.

      I expect him to put a finger in me but he doesn't. He just continues to run his finger over me... in that exact spot that is filled with nerve endings that are firing like crazy at this moment. He goes faster, harder, and my hips are gyrating against him. I peak quickly and, before I know it, I'm crying out into his mouth.

      "Fuck... that's sexy," Jack whispers against my lips while my body shudders against him.

      I can't even respond but a tiny sigh slithers out.

      Jack removes his hand and leans up. He rips open the condom and deftly covers himself with one hand. Positioning himself in between my legs, he gently starts pushing his way in while laying his forehead against mine. His breathing is harsh, but then so is mine. I can feel him pushing in further and my body literally sighs as it welcomes him in. After a few shallows pushes and retreats, he finally sinks in all way to the hilt and we both exhale loudly at the feeling.

      "You feel amazing," Jack murmurs, just before grazing his teeth down my neck.

      He starts to move. Slowly, deliberately.

      Each push inside of me is done with exquisite care. He tilts his hips at the perfect angle so I feel it at the deepest point inside of me, and his pelvis grinds deliciously against my sensitive spot. My hands move down to his hips, urging him on, beckoning him to go faster. He complies, his thrusts becoming harder, pushing my body backward on the bed with every move. Before long, the top of my head is knocking against the headboard, which is in turn knocking against the wall. I have a brief moment of embarrassment that we may be heard, but then Jack twists his hips in such a way that every bit of sense flies out of my head.

      I'm a quivering ball of nerves, flashing and pulsing. I can feel my second orgasm building when Jack leans down and whispers in my ear. "This feels so good, Hope. Tell me it feels good to you."

      I can only nod, my cheek rubbing against his as my answer.

      Then he reaches his hand down between us, pressing against me, and I can't help the shriek that comes out of my mouth as I climax hard. I can feel my body gripping him tightly... oh, so tightly, and he gives one last push inside of me and his whole body goes still.

      I look up at Jack and his eyes are closed, and then he whispers, "Fuck... I'm coming."

      Those words send a thrill through me and I swear my orgasm fires up all over again, causing my hips to buck against him. His eyes fly open in surprise and he pushes back against me, giving me a few more hard thrusts, which push me over the edge again. When I finally come back down, Jack is hovering over me, his hips still pushing himself in and out of me, coaxing every last bit of pleasure out of me that he can.

      When he stops, he leans down and gives me the softest kiss on my lips. "That was incredible."

      I reach my hand up and rub my thumb over his lower lip. "I agree."

      After a few moments of reveling in the afterglow, Jack pulls out and lies beside me. He gathers me into his arms and I lay my head on his chest. Closing my eyes, I listen as our breathing returns to normal and I keep waiting for a feeling of shame or guilt to overcome me.

      But it never does.
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      I slowly come awake and immediately take stock of my surroundings. I'm lying on my side with Jack pressed up against my back, his arm wrapped tightly around my waist. His other arm rests beneath my head and I've used it as a pillow all night. The bedside clock says it's almost eight AM.

      My sleep was not very restful last night. Jack and I had drifted off after that spine-shredding sex, but I was awoken by the piercing shriek of my cell phone. I say piercing because by the time it rang, it was almost three AM and the alcohol had definitely faded, leaving me with a throbbing headache.

      The call was from Audrey, wanting to know where I was. She was really drunk, as evidenced by the way she slurred her words to me. I assured her I was fine and that I'd see her in the morning. Whether she remembers that or not remains to be seen.

      After I hung up, Jack had gotten out of bed, getting us both glasses of water and aspirin to take. He made me drink three glasses, claiming I wouldn't have a hangover if I did that.

      And he's right. I feel amazing this morning with no headache, no upset stomach, and a gorgeous man holding me in his arms.

      I sigh slightly, not wanting to move too much and wake Jack up. It feels so nice lying here like this; I want to hold onto this a bit more. Because I know once we wake up and look each other in the eyes, it's going to be over. I mean, this was a one-night stand, right? It was my way to walk on the wild side, to be the wanton jezebel that Audrey wanted me to be. But I know guys don't come back for seconds from women like that. I fully expect Jack to be very nice to me, but I'm sure our goodbye will be a true goodbye. I just hope it's not awkward at the wedding, but I suppose I can stay out of his line of sight.

      It's sad really. Because I like Jack. I mean... I know I just met him, but sometimes you can just judge a person's character. I keep waiting for a flood of regret to hit me, and the only thing I'm regretful for is that I can't spend more time with him. But I'm a big girl. I knew what I was asking for when I told Jack I wanted to be with him last night.

      Correction. I told him I wanted him to fuck me.

      My embarrassment flares hot over that but there's no sense in bemoaning it. Like I said, I don't have any regrets about having sex with Jack. We were responsible, we were safe, and holy hell, I never knew what I had been missing. This had been a real eye-opener for me.

      "Are you awake?" Jack murmurs in my ear.

      I'm jolted out of my thoughts, wondering how long he's been awake.

      "Yes. Just for a few minutes though. How about you?"

      "I've been up for a while. Since about six-thirty."

      I start to sit up but he pushes me back. "Six-thirty? Why didn't you wake me up? I could have gotten out of your way."

      Jack's arms tighten around me and he leans down to kiss my shoulder. "Now why would I want you to get out of my way? Besides, it's not been a hardship to hold a naked and beautiful woman in my arms."

      I smile but I know Jack can't see it. His words are so sweet and kind, and I choose to believe them. Again, this Camden sister has never had a man tell her that before and I find myself liking it.

      "So, what are your plans for today?" Jacks asks, while he continues to lay soft kisses on my shoulder. My blood starts to zing at the gentle touch.

      "Not much. I want to go hang out in the snow for a while, but then I'll probably just relax around here."

      "You're not going to come skiing with us?" Jack loosens his hold around my stomach and moves his hand over my hip. He continues skimming his fingers down over my outer thigh. The sensation causes my heart to start hammering, wondering where his hands will venture next.

      "Um... no, I don't ski."

      Jack's fingers trail to the inside of my thigh and move upward. Now my brain starts to sizzle and my breathing becomes a bit shallow.

      "You don't?" Jack asks playfully in my ear just before he bites lightly on my earlobe, causing me to have a near seizure. "How come?"

      How come what? I don't even remember what we are talking about, because now Jack's fingers are directly between my legs, brushing over me softly. I can't stifle the moan that comes out and my hand goes down to rest over his, to hold him in place. I can feel Jack starting to get hard and he pushes up against my rear end.

      Apparently skiing is forgotten because Jack places his lips near my ear and says, "Do you like that?"

      My hand grips his, pushing him more roughly against me. He inserts a finger and flexes inside of me deeply. "God, yes. Don't stop."

      Jack chuckles. "Don't worry, I won't."

      My head falls back onto his shoulder and he uses that opportunity to kiss on my neck, lightly biting at me. He adds another finger and my legs fall open, my hips pushing against his hand.

      "Are you going to come for me, Hope?" His voice is soft, with almost a taunting quality to it. "Are you going to come hard against my hand?"

      I'm practically mindless by now and, while I'm flying faster toward my impending explosion, I want Jack inside of me when I come. "Jack..."

      "What do you need?" His fingers work faster and my breath starts coming out in choppy spurts.

      "I need you... inside of me."

      "Not going to happen, baby girl. I only had that one condom. This is about you right now. Just let loose. Let go."

      I groan out loud, partly because I'm disappointed I won't feel Jack inside of me, but mainly because his words are sexy as hell. He's doing this just to please me, wanting nothing in return right now. The thought alone has me peaking.

      When Jack licks the outer shell of my ear and says, "Come on, baby... give it to me," I can't contain myself anymore and my back arches away from him as I climax hard against his hand. With his fingers still firmly embedded in me, he pushes my hips back against his erection, grinding into my butt.

      I finally crash back to earth and Jack removes his hand, wrapping his arm back around my stomach and pulling me in close to him. I can still fill him hard against my backside, and even though I just had a Richter-topping orgasm, I want to have sex with him... badly.

      "Jack... how about I slip some clothes on and go get us some condoms. I know Audrey has some."

      Pulling back away from me, Jack eases me onto my back so he can hover over me. He leans down and gives me a soft kiss. "Don't worry about me. I'll get some more later. A big box."

      "But—"

      "No buts. I wanted to give you a happy good morning, that's all. There is plenty of time for me to fuck you later. And I will—fuck you later, that is—and more than once."

      His words cause my heart to flutter, because that means he is not saying goodbye to me right now. It means that while this may be a fling, it's definitely not the one-night stand I had thought it would be. That thought makes me ridiculously happy.

      "Now, what were we talking about before your body got me distracted?"

      I giggle. "I think we were talking about skiing."

      "That's right. So, come skiing with us. I can teach you how."

      While I would love nothing more than to spend the day with Jack, I just have absolutely no desire to ski. I have no desire to learn how to ski. I have no desire to careen down a mountain and break my neck.

      "I'm going to pass," I tell him reluctantly. "I'm just not very athletic and it's just not something I'm interested in."

      Jack sighs. "Okay, but can I see you when we get back? Maybe we could do dinner together?"

      "Um... I'm not sure. I have to check with Audrey and see what her plans are. But I'd love to if she has no problem with me ditching her. Which I'm sure she won't."

      Gracing me with a smile so beautiful, I think my heart literally flips over in my chest, he says, "Awesome. I can't wait to see you later."

      His voice is full of promise and he leans down and kisses me again. It's scorching hot and I know exactly why he is anxious to see me later. But that's okay... I'm looking forward to seeing a whole lot more of him later, too.
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      Audrey and I are sitting in the Blue Ridge Dining Room, eating breakfast. My gaze hungrily takes in the snow-covered ground and I'm itching to get outside in it.

      "Are you going to give me the details now or what? I've been patiently waiting and you said you'd tell me all about your night with Jack at breakfast. So spill."

      I pull my eyes away from the window and look at Audrey. For someone that was drunk off her ass at three AM, she looks damn good. She was awake when I made it back to the room this morning, already showered, dressed, and ready to hit the slopes. The vans they had rented to take the group to Wolf's Ridge would be leaving in about half an hour so we have to eat quickly so Audrey could make it down to the lobby in time.

      "Well... I took your advice and became the wanton slut you wanted me to be."

      "Get out! You did?"

      "I did."

      Audrey lets out an excited squeal and all of the other diners turn to look at her. She thankfully lowers her voice. "So how was it? Was it as fabulous as I imagine it was?"

      "It was better than fabulous. I mean... Jack is such a nice guy, and he's so kind and thoughtful that—"

      "Oh, shut the hell up. I don't want to hear about that. I want to hear about the sex. Give me the good stuff."

      I can feel my face heat up. "I'm not about to share those details with you, you freak. You'll just have to be satisfied with knowing that your sister finally did something wild and she has no regrets about it."

      Audrey wants to push me for the nitty-gritty, but I won't budge on that. This may only be a fling with Jack, but what we are sharing is special.

      It has a defined time limit, but it's special nonetheless.

      "Are you going to see him again?"

      I nod my head up and down, smiling like a kid at Christmas. "He wants to take me to dinner tonight. Is that okay with you?"

      "Hell yeah it's okay. I'm happy my baby sis is doing something outside of her comfort zone. In fact, I insist you do nothing but get you some of Jack the entire time we’re here."

      "I don't want to ditch you or anything."

      "As if. I am a party unto myself. The fun follows me, not the other way around. I have plenty of friends to keep me occupied, so you just enjoy this."

      Audrey reaches across the table and takes my hand. "I really just want you to be happy, Hope. I just want you to see that you don't have to be so serious all the time."

      I squeeze her hand. "I know. And I'm glad you planted the idea in my head. This has been... an experience for me. A good experience."

      "Just don't let your heart get caught up, okay? Remember... booty calls do not make for long-term relationships."

      My heart sinks a bit at her words but I know they’re true. I mean, there's no way that Jack and I could have a serious relationship. We started out backward. We bypassed all of the ritualistic behaviors that two people go through when they are getting to know each other, and before they progress to intimacy. I'm sure Jack will never see me as anything but a woman looking for a good time.

      After breakfast, Audrey left on her ski trip and I ran to my room to grab my coat, hat, and gloves. I make my way back down to the lobby, and head toward the back of the hotel. There is a stone staircase I saw that led out onto the back lawn, which is bordered by the Inn's golf course. I figure there will be plenty of snow down there for me to play in.

      Just as I reach the terrace doors, I hear, "Hope... wait up."

      My heart thuds and I turn around to see Jack jogging up to me. "What are you doing here? Did you miss the vans to go skiing?"

      Jack smiles at me. "Nope. I made a spur-of-the-moment decision not to go. I'd rather hang with you today."

      "You would?" I can't believe it. Never in a million years would I have thought this.

      "Yes. I would. Ski slopes will always be there, but you and I only have a few days together. This is more important."

      His words both please me and haunt me at the same time. He wants to be with me, but he also has verified the time limit I assumed we had. And even though I knew this would be over at the end of the week, I guess there was a small part of me that hoped it wouldn't.

      As clearly evidenced by the disappointment I'm feeling right now.

      The thing that causes my heart to cramp just a little, is the fact that I'm pretty sure the only reason Jack wants to hang with me is for sex. Which is okay. I mean, I know what I signed on for and trust me, if Jack and I do nothing but lay in bed all week, that will be fine by me. I just... I guess I want him to see me as more than a booty call.

      "Well... did you get more condoms?"

      Jack cocks his head at me and gives me an odd look. "No, I didn't buy condoms. We don't need them right now. Besides... I thought you wanted to go play in the snow."

      "But... I thought... I just assumed..."

      "What? That all I want to do is screw your brains out?" His voice sounds a tiny bit hurt but he also has a smile on his face. "Hope... I like you, and I like being around you. In or out of bed. Trust me... we'll make use of some condoms this week, but for now... let's go get our snow on."

      My face lights up into a huge smile and I throw my arms around his neck. His own wrap around me, pulling me into a tight hug. "You are an awesome guy, do you know that?"

      "I've been told that a time or two."
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      Jack takes my hand, pulling me across a large, snow-covered lawn behind the resort. At least I think it's a lawn. I can't tell with the snow thickly layered over the ground.

      I quickly realize that I am in no way dressed for extended play outside. The gloves I bought in Florida were thin leather with no interior fuzz for extra warmth. My hat is nothing more than a knit Florida State beanie someone gave me for Christmas a few years ago, that has never been worn. I'm wearing jeans, a sweater, and the same black boots I had on last night with my jeans tucked inside. Audrey would kill me dead if she knew I was wearing them out in the snow. My coat at least is wool and I bought it just for this trip, never having needed a winter coat before. I was going to be soaking wet before too long.

      "So, what exactly is your level of snow experience, Miss Camden?"

      I look up at Jack as we are walking, his hand tightly gripping mine. The sun is brilliantly shining and his eyes are sparkling sapphires today. "Sadly, I'm a snow virgin. This is my first time."

      He stops walking and just looks at me with astonishment. "You're kidding?"

      "Nope. We don't get snow in Florida, in case you haven't heard that news flash."

      He rolls his eyes at me. "Well, there are certain things that a snow virgin has to try, and I list these in no particular order. Let's see... there's making snow angels, and we have to build a snowman, and of course, who can resist a good old-fashioned, snowball fight... and last, but certainly not least, you simply have to try this really cool trick of sticking your tongue to a flagpole."

      I start laughing and playfully punch him in the stomach. "I can't believe you'd try to get me to fall for the 'stick your tongue to a flagpole' trick."

      He shrugs his shoulders and puts a mock look of shame on his face. "What? I thought a Florida girl wouldn't know about that dirty trick."

      "We do have TVs in Florida, you know? I've seen A Christmas Story only about a million times."

      "Damn. Caught me. No matter. I have better uses for your tongue." Jack steps in close to me and grabs hold of my hips. My breath comes out in a rush, pluming white in the cold air.

      "You do?" I say, my voice shy and husky all at the same time. "Like what?"

      "Well... I was holding out on you, but the actual very best thing to do in the snow is to kiss." His head lowers toward mine but he just stares at me.

      "You don't say?"

      I anticipate his lips touching mine but he doesn't move. "It's the truth. But before we do that, we have to make quick snow angels first."

      My eyebrows lift. "So, there is an order to these things?"

      His nose rubs along mine and he says, "Most assuredly... I told you I was holding out on you. You see, when I do kiss you in the snow, I'm going to want to take my time doing it, which means we’re going to get soaked and freeze our asses off. Which then means that we’re going to have to go immediately inside and take a hot bath together. Soooo... we need to get the snow angels out of the way."

      God, the thought of lying in a hot bath with this man makes me need to squeeze my thighs together. "I like your plan," I say breathlessly. "It's well thought out... some would say with military precision, so you get bonus points for that."

      He chuckles at me and then steps back. "Okay, let's get to it. Come stand beside me, about three feet away."

      I position myself and he looks at me. "That's good. Now, the key to a good snow angel is to make sure you fall into a good starting position. You do know the mechanics of how making a snow angel works, right?"

      "Yes, sir," I tell him, giving him a quick salute.

      "Smart ass. Okay, spread your legs just a little bit further..."

      My cheeks heat up even though his words were not even intended to be sexual.

      "Nice blush," he smirks.

      "Shut up," I scold, "or we'll skip right to the snowball fight.

      "Okay... this is serious. Hold your arms out, and, on the count of three, we'll fall backward together. Ready?"

      I nod at him, removing my gaze from his and looking straight ahead with concentration. I actually want this to be a good snow angel, so I focus my attention.

      "One... two... three!"

      I fall straight back, letting out a hoot of joy when the pillowy snow catches me. I look to my left and see Jack is still standing there, looking down at me. The morning sun is behind him, so his eyes are gray and dark.

      "You didn't take the plunge. How come?"

      He doesn't answer but just drops down to his knees beside me. His hands come to my face, the leather from his gloves warming my skin. He looks so serious all of a sudden, my pulse starts pushing blood through my veins at Mach 3.

      "You're just so beautiful," he says reverently. "With your hair all splayed out in the snow... your cheeks and nose red from the cold. Fuck the snow angels... I just want to get to the kissing part."

      He doesn't wait for me to respond but stretches his body out on top of me and starts to kiss me. His tongue immediately slides into my mouth, warmly stroking every part of me. My arms come up and wrap around his neck, and I return his kiss with abandon.

      We lie in the snow... for what seems like forever, yet I don't feel the cold one bit. On the contrary, my blood is flowing so hotly through my veins, I feel like I could strip all of my clothes off right now and I would never be cold again. I luxuriate in the feel of Jack... his lips, which are so very soft, and his tongue, which is so very bold. The way his hard body presses me down into the snow yet his hands gently hold my head.

      When he finally lifts his head, I'm struck dumb by the look on his face. He's gazing at me as if I'm the most wondrous thing he's ever seen... like I'm a miracle. And I know that can't be true. I'm just good ol' Hope Camden.

      He stands up abruptly and pulls me up. "Come on... you'll catch a cold if we stay out here like this much longer."
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      Jack and I run back to the Inn and, by the time we step inside, my teeth are chattering. He pulls me up to the large fire that's roaring in The Great Hall and we take a few minutes to knock the chill off.

      While our backsides are getting toasty, he says, "Did you check with your sister to see if you could have dinner with me tonight?"

      I stick my butt out a little closer to the fire, because my jeans are soaked through. "Yup. She's given me absolute authority to ditch her all week to spend time with you."

      My face heats up as I realize I may be overstepping my bounds. I quickly amend, "Not that you'd want to spend all week with me. I'm not assuming... I mean... if you want... Oh shit, I'll shut up now."

      Jack's eyes are shining with amusement. "You're cute when you’re embarrassed."

      "I think I preferred it when you called me beautiful out in the snow," I mutter.

      He throws his head back and lets out a bark of laughter. Taking my hand, he starts walking out of The Great Hall. "You're cute and beautiful and I would love to spend the rest of the week with you. Let's make the most of it, okay?"

      "Sure. Sounds like a plan." I try to sound nonchalant but my insides are flipping around in excitement.

      We head down a side corridor that branches out into one of the side wings. I haven’t been down this way so I look at the old pictures hanging on the walls. Most are of the Inn during the various stages of its construction. The corridor also has various shops where you can buy everything from Christmas ornaments to artwork to jewelry. I make a note to myself to come back down here and browse before I leave because I'm a mad window shopper.

      Jack makes a quick left and we enter into the Inn's main gift shop. It's stocked with the requisite supply of Grove Park Inn sweatshirts, coffee cups, and snow globes. I see a gorgeous, framed painting of the Inn and I wonder briefly about buying it for my parents. Jack is still holding my hand, so I follow blindly along, glancing left and right at the wares for sale.

      Walking up to the counter, he throws a warm smile at the matronly woman standing behind it. Her hair is silver white and pulled back into a bun. She's wearing a pair of horn-rimmed glasses and I can smell her White Diamonds perfume.

      "Can I help you?" she says, returning Jack's warm smile.

      "I'm sure you can." He releases my hand and rests his forearms on the counter, leaning in a bit closer to her. His eyes flick to her nametag. "Mary... I was wondering if you could hand me that box of condoms you have for sale there... right behind you."

      Mary's face goes beet red, but I guarantee you mine is redder. I've never bought condoms before and I can't believe I find it so embarrassing. Glancing at Jack, he seems to be enjoying himself though.

      In the spirit of true professionalism, Mary asks, "Do you want the large box or the small?"

      Jack turns to me. "What do you think? Large... right?"

      I swear I could almost expire right there from mortal embarrassment. Die. Keel over... whatever. I wish I were in death's cold grave rather than standing here under Jack's sexy glance as he so openly talks about having sex with me to a woman that could be my grandmother.

      All I can do is nod, refusing even to look at the sales lady.

      "We'll take the large box," he says.

      I stare at my boots while Jack pays for the rubbers. Then he has my hand again and off we go. He doesn't say anything until we reach the elevators. "I'm sorry if I embarrassed you back there. I was teasing you to get a pretty blush but you went the color of a fire engine."

      I shrug my shoulders. "It's okay. You just caught me off guard. This is all new territory for me."

      "You've never bought condoms before?"

      I shake my head and glance at him. "You're only the second man I've ever been with. James... the other... he always handled that."

      He looks at me with wonderment. "Seriously?"

      I don't respond but just nod my head, and then glance back down at my boots. His hand comes up under my chin and he forces me to look at him. "This deserves a more serious conversation, but I want to wait until I have you in a hot bath first. Okay?"

      My eyes widen, because his voice tells me that my admission has intrigued him greatly. I'm also a mass of nerves over getting into a bathtub with Jack. Last night was surreal... there was some alcohol involved, and it was dark and late at night. I'm suddenly very shy about being around Jack in a sexual situation in the bright light of day.

      The elevator doors open and he pushes the button to my floor. "I want you to go to your room and pack up enough stuff for you to stay the night with me. Well... for that matter, pack up all your stuff."

      "All my stuff?"

      "As long as we're not doing something in conjunction with the wedding functions, I want you attached to my hip. I don't want you having to run off to go take a shower. In fact, I want you in the shower with me and I don't think we can do that while you room with your sister."

      "But..." I start to protest but I'm cut off with the searing kiss he lays on me.

      "No buts. We said we were going to make the most of our time together and you said your sister didn't mind if you ditched her." The elevator doors open onto my floor. "Now shake a leg and I'll help you carry it to my room."

      "No need," I tell him. "I only have one bag and it rolls. I'll meet you back in your room in about ten minutes."

      "Are you sure?"

      I nod and then I'm completely bowled over when he wraps his arms around me, placing his lips to my ear. "Okay. I'm going to go run a bath and then I'm going to wash and touch every inch of your body when I get you in it. Think you can handle that?"

      I just nod again, my ability to make intelligent words having been severely impeded.

      He whispers in my ear, "You won't regret it, baby."

      Placing a kiss to my temple, he steps back in the elevators and I watch as the doors close on him.
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      Jack helps me out of the bathtub. He takes a towel and slings it around his narrow hips, water still glistening across his body. I have the sudden and insane urge to lick him dry.

      The bath was not what I imagined and was unlike any other bath I've had. I had envisioned we would make mad, passionate love in there... sloshing water all over the place. Instead, he carefully stripped me of my clothes and held my hand while I stepped in. After I was seated, he undressed in front of me and I had to concentrate so my tongue wouldn't fall out as he revealed his glorious body to me. Then he stepped in and sat at the opposite end.

      We did nothing more than talk while we soaked in the steamy bubbles. Jack massaged my feet while he asked me about my past experience with men, based on the revelation I had made to him.

      "I'm stunned you've only been with one man before me," he had said, while digging his thumb deliciously into the arch of my foot.

      I leaned my head back and had to stifle a groan.

      "Who was the other one?" he asked.

      "My boyfriend in college. We broke up right after graduation."

      He's silent for a minute. "Why me?"

      "You can sort of blame my sister. She has this idea that I'm too serious all the time and that I need to live my life a little more on the wild side. She suggested I have a fling with you."

      Jack chuckles as he picks up my other foot. "So I was targeted, huh?"

      "By Audrey? Absolutely. By me? No. I wasn't going to have any part of her suggestion but something just came over me in that elevator. I all of a sudden wanted to do something daring... to let loose a bit."

      I was hoping Jack wouldn't be mad, thinking that I was just using him. But the look on his face was one of amusement. "Well, I'm fucking thrilled you made a move on me. I had been fantasizing about you since you stumbled into my arms that day."

      "Fantasizing?" I asked, my voice full of wonder and hope that what he was saying could really be true.

      "Yeah... I mean... didn't you feel it when we touched each other? I swear a zap of electricity went through me. And when you moved toward me in the elevator, I knew I'd hit the fucking lottery with you."

      "Are you sure you don't think less of me for coming onto you?"

      He shook his head and then pulled on my legs so I slid toward him. He picked me up and set me on his lap, the hard evidence of his arousal digging into me. "Of course I don't think less of you. If anything, I respect the fact that you tried to step out of your comfort zone. I'm just glad it was with me and not some random douchebag."

      Jack then kissed me while roaming his soapy hands all over my body. I was squirming in his lap, ignited into a frenzy of lust by his touches. Just when I thought he might pick me up and carry me out of the bath, he shocked me silly when he asked, "I want to do something to you... Will you let me?"

      My insides cramped up with hot pleasure at his question, while a shot of fear swept through me. "What did you have in mind?"

      "I'd like to shave your legs for you."

      My left eyebrow quirks at him. "I just shaved this morning."

      He presses on, sliding his hands upward from my ankle to my hip. "I know. I can feel. I'm not asking in a kinky, this-is-how-I-get-my-rocks-off way. I just want to care for your body. It is, after all, a most beautiful body. And that's an intimate act. Just as if you wanted to shave me, which you can if you want."

      I hesitantly said okay and his eyes gleamed dark over my acquiescence.
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      I will have to admit, Jack shaving my legs was beyond exhilarating. There was something so sensual, so deeply intimate about what he was doing. He concentrated fiercely, afraid he would cut me. His hands gently smoothed over my skin after every stroke of the blade to make sure he got all the spots. He even asked me to stand up from the tub and face him so he could shave my bikini line. His big hand covered my curls, pulling my skin taught so he could get a good swipe. I almost started hyperventilating while he did that—it was so sweetly erotic.

      Now Jack faces me in front of the large mirror over the vanity and carefully proceeds to dry my body. He pats and smoothes the soft towel everywhere, even giving me a soft rub between my legs, which has my lungs practically exploding.

      When he finishes my backside, he drops the towel to the floor and just stands behind me. His head easily comes above mine and he stares at me in the mirror.

      "I wonder if I got you completely dry," he says softly.

      Stepping in so his body is pressed up against mine, he winds one arm around my waist. He brings his other hand around and moves it down between my legs. Carefully, he moves his finger to my entrance and it slides easily in, while his palm grinds against me.

      "Fuck," he hisses. "I didn't do a very good job... you're wet down here."

      The move nearly undoes me. My knees actually give way and I sag, my head slamming back onto his shoulder. He holds me up by the hand that’s cupped against me and my weight pushes his finger in farther.  My eyes screw tightly shut so I can revel in this experience.

      "Uh-uh," Jack chides. "Watch me... in the mirror."

      My eyes open back up and I'm assaulted by the image of our bodies together. His skin is tanned golden against my paleness. His hand is stuck firmly between my legs, moving erotically against me. I glance up and his eyes are watching me carefully.

      "That's hot, right?" he murmurs.

      "Yes," I whisper but then I boldly tell him, "I want more."

      Jack issues a moan of appreciation over my words and slowly removes his hand. He pushes me a few steps forward until my pelvis comes to rest against the vanity, his chest mashed up against the back of me. He does nothing more than bend his body forward, which causes mine to bend under the force as well. When my breasts are mashed into the cold, granite surface, Jack pulls back. I start to turn to see what he's doing but he places a hand in the middle of my back and keeps me still.

      "Don't move. And now you can close your eyes."

      I take a quick peek up in the mirror and see that Jack is gazing at my ass, his eyes fogged with desire. I study him for just a moment, locking the image in my memory, then I do as he asked, and lower my lids.

      Jack takes his hands and smoothes them up and down my back. When he reaches my butt, he squeezes the flesh briefly before moving down my legs. He does nothing more but softly move his palms over my skin... caressing up the outside of my legs, and then moving inward to start a slow descent down to my ankles. I assume he's kneeling but I'm keeping my eyes close as he asks, content to let my imagination show me what it wants to.

      He leans in and his breath is hot against my skin. My muscles jump when he licks the area where the top of my thigh meets the bottom of my butt cheek. His tongue is wet and hot, and I cannot help the whimper that escapes my lips.

      Jack's hands come back into play, and he pushes my legs further apart. Then he spreads me open with his fingers and his warm mouth takes me from behind.

      "Jack," I moan, and I’m thankful that I'm lying over the counter because I would have fallen without its support.

      He doesn't acknowledge me but uses his fingers and his tongue to bring me to the brink of release. When he can feel my insides starting to tighten, he gently pulls away and I cannot help the groan of frustration that comes out.

      “Just hold tight, baby.” I can hear him chuckling softly but I keep my eyes firmly shut.

      I can hear him wrestling with the condom box, followed by the tear of the foil. A few agonizingly long moments later, and Jack is standing behind me again. His hands come to my hips and he flexes forward so I can feel him rubbing against me.

      "Open your eyes, Hope."

      I do and look at him in the mirror. He has a lazy grin on his face and he meets my gaze. "Have you ever done it this way before?"

      Words fail me; I'm so keenly aware of what he's getting ready to do so I just shake my head. "Good. I'm glad I'll be your first in this."

      I'm almost hypnotized as he reaches up and winds my hair around his hand. He tugs just a bit and it causes my head and upper body to lift up slightly from the vanity. Jack takes his other hand and grabs a hold of himself. He bends his knees slightly to position, and then he's pushing into me.

      I'm so ready—he slides in easily and the sensation is decadently filling. He sucks air in through his teeth and I see he has an almost painful grimace on his face. His eyes catch mine and his face smoothes out. "Sorry... but that just feels so fucking good. I hope I can control myself."

      His words cause my body to shudder. His free hand comes to my hip while the other holds me by my hair. Jack holds me in place as he pulls out and then pushes back in. Slowly at first, but then he builds up steam and power. His thrusts become deliberate and push against something inside of me that has my orgasm starting to fire up again.

      I have no control over my words and they slip out of my mouth unbidden. "Harder, Jack."

      His eyes fill with surprise. "Are you sure?"

      "God, yes... I'm sure. Please."

      He quickly lets go of my hair and now both hands are gripping my hips. He starts moving inside of me faster, his pelvis and thighs slapping against my backside. The pleasure is immense and I want to close my eyes against it, but I take one last peek at Jack. His own eyes are closed and he has his bottom lip stuck between his teeth. A bead of sweat trickles down his temple and I know he's lost in the throes of some unbelievably hot sex.

      I push back against him just as he starts a new thrust inside of me and our bodies collide almost violently. The move causes his eyes to fly back open and pin me with a feral look in the mirror. Then he gives me a wicked grin before bringing one hand around to my front to rub against me. I immediately break apart, my body racked with spasms of undiluted gratification. Jack pumps in me a few more times and then goes absolutely still while he holds my gaze in the mirror. The corded muscles in his neck stand out starkly as he orgasms so hard his entire body shudders but he never breaks eye contact with me. His breath comes out loudly and I can feel it glide across my back.

      When our bodies finally quiet, Jack leans over and kisses me in the middle of my spine.

      "Oh, Hope," he says reverently. "What have you done to me?"
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      "Get the fuck out of town? He shaved your legs?"

      My face burns red and I nod my head. I cannot believe I just told that to Audrey. I never thought I'd be the one to share details like that with her, but she keeps pumping me for information and I'm apparently weak willed. Besides, I have nothing to compare this to so I don't know if I'm getting standard treatment from Jack or this is something insanely outside the box.

      "Damn... I can't believe I'm getting ready to say this, but I'm actually jealous of your love life!"

      I slip on my diamond stud earrings and study myself in the mirror. I'm back in Audrey's room, getting ready to go out to dinner with Jack. Even though I had packed all my clothes, I didn't have anything nice enough to wear to dinner in the Five-Star restaurant that the Inn boasts. So I put myself at Audrey's mercy and she has once again shined me up and dressed me in her sexiest, little black dress.

      "So, is that stuff normal? I mean... in a sexual relationship?"

      "Fuck no, it's not normal, but it's hot as hell. And you said he made you watch... in the mirror?"

      I didn't think it was possible for my face to get any redder, but it must have because I felt like I was having a hot flash.

      "Is he a pervert or something?" I ask with dread.

      "No way. He's just really, really good. I mean, really good. Does he have a brother?"

      I shake my head no. "Only child."

      Turning around, I hold my arms out for Audrey to inspect my final appearance. She gives me a quick once over and then says, "You look great. But seriously... why are you even bothering to go out to dinner? You should shackle yourself to his bed for the next three nights."

      "It's not all about the sex, you know," I tell her, a little miffed that she's debasing something that is still special to me.

      My time with Jack has been perfect. After our debauchery in the bathroom yesterday, he wrapped me up in a fluffy robe and carried me to bed. We stayed there all day, talking and watching movies. We ordered in food and then watched some more movies.

      Even better... we made out. Like two teenagers, we just kissed and groped at each other. But before too long, he was inside of me again, driving me out of my mind with pleasure.

      Jack and I talked until the wee hours of the morning and then he made love to me so slowly, I thought I would just melt into nothingness it was so blissful.

      Today we went with the group to Biltmore. I was nervous because I wasn't sure how he would act around me in public, but you would have thought we were dating by how attentive he was. We followed the group around on a tour, but we hung near the back of the crowd so he could whisper sometimes sweet, sometimes naughty, things in my ear. He held my hand the entire time and would often lean down to rub his nose along my neck.

      When we returned, he told me to get dressed in my fanciest dress because he was taking me to dinner at the restaurant Starlight. So that's why I've been primping for the past two hours under Audrey's direction.

      "Oh, honey," Audrey says as she looks at me with sympathy. "Of course it's all about the sex. This is a fling, remember."

      I don't respond because those words cause my stomach to clench. I know, in my head, that this is just what she said it is. A fling... an extended booty call. A way for both of us to have crazy monkey sex, and then go our separate ways with smiles on our faces.

      But I can't help the fact that I'm starting to develop feelings for Jack. It has nothing to do with the multiple orgasms he's given me. It has to do with the fact that he taught me how to make snow angels, he called me beautiful, and he talked with me for hours last night because he was truly interested in me. He asked question after question and, by the time I fell asleep in his arms, I realized he probably knew me better than most people did.

      I brush past Audrey and head into the bedroom. Grabbing my purse, I check it to make sure I have my ID and lip gloss. She follows me in and touches me lightly on the shoulder. "Do you have feelings for him?"

      Shrugging my shoulders, I sit down on the edge of the bed to slip on my black heels, not feeling the need or desire to voice my thoughts out loud.

      "Hope... baby... if you have feelings for him, you should talk to him about it."

      I look up at her as she stands before me. "And say what?  I want to keep seeing you. Even though you live in Kentucky and I live in Florida. Besides... he mentioned that this was only for a defined period of time. This is just a fling for him, so what does it matter what I feel?"

      "Because he may feel the same thing. You don't know for sure. And I don't want to see you get hurt."

      A knock on the door prevents me from answering and I glance at the clock. He's right on time.

      Standing from the bed, I assure her, "It'll be fine. Don't worry about me, okay?"

      She wraps me in a hug and squeezes me tight. "I love you, Hopey."

      I tell her I love her too and step back from her embrace. Her face is swimming in sympathy for me, and I can tell she already thinks it's a foregone conclusion that I'm going to get hurt. It puts me in a sad mood so I try to put on my best face as I open the door to let Jack in.
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      "Do you want another bite?"

      I look at Jack sitting across the table from me as he holds out the last spoonful of crème brûlée. He's so handsome and my senses go haywire when he looks at me like that... with care and desire.

      Shaking my head, I tell him, "I can't. I'm stuffed and you'll probably have to carry me out of here."

      He brings the spoon to his mouth and licks the cream off in a way that makes my blood start to race. "I'd gladly carry you out of here, as long as it's straight to my room."

      My eyes lower shyly to the table because his overt attraction to me is still not something I'm used to. I wonder if he treats all women this way and I'm afraid I already know the answer to that question. It doesn't stop me from delving though.

      "Do you date a lot back in Kentucky? Or are you a confirmed bachelor?"  I wince inside, afraid of the answer that is coming.

      He gives me a slow smile, setting the spoon down and pushing the empty ramekin away. "I don't have a lot of time to date with my work, but I've had a few relationships over the years."

      "So... what's the life of an army helicopter pilot like?"

      His eyes light up and, for the first time, I see that he loves his job. It's more than just duty to him. "Every day is different but it's a combination of keeping my pilot skills polished and managing the aviation crew. I could be stuck doing paperwork one day, and the next flying training missions. Sometimes, I'll be asked to fly with a maintenance test pilot."

      "You love it, I can tell."

      "That I do but, again, the military is not my career choice. I'm actually anxious to get out and start college."

      "Have you been to Afghanistan?"

      His face gets tense and I'm suddenly aware that could be a very invasive question. "No, not yet."

      His tone tells me that it's not a subject that is dear to his heart, but I can't help the feelings I have for him. Now, I worry for his safety so I press forward, "Is there a chance you will go before you get out of the Army?"

      His brow crinkles inward and he takes a sip of his wine. After he sets the glass back down, he looks at me. "I leave in two weeks."

      My heart plummets to my stomach. I'm suddenly filled with an overwhelming fear for his safety and an undeniable sense of sadness because I realize I've been harboring some hope that perhaps we could continue to see each other, even if it's a long distance relationship.

      Movement from the corner of my eye catches my attention and I see our waiter has approached. Jack says, "Look... let's talk about this later, okay?"

      I nod in agreement, afraid no words would come out any way. Jack turns to the waiter and takes the check, his eyes sad and distant for the first time since I've met him.
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      I'm lying in Jack's bed, wrapped in his arms. He's breathing deeply, indicating a restful sleep. I, on the other hand, am restless and wired.

      We never did talk about the fact he's heading off to war. When we got back to his room, he wordlessly undressed me and quickly brought me to the brink of insatiable need for him. I was begging for him and he finally gave me what I asked for. It was hard and fast, and when we were finished, I was ready to fall into oblivious sleep. But he wasn't finished with me. He just started kissing and touching me all over again. He gave me two more orgasms and then entered me again, this time going at a torturously slow pace. He whispered in my ear the entire time, telling me how good I felt, telling me that he was thankful he had met me. And once... he even said, "I'm going to miss this."

      His words and attentiveness to me were so at odds with the way he reiterated that there would be nothing more between us three days from now. It hurt my heart, and after he came the second time, he drifted off into a deep and soundless sleep.

      Now I'm the one that is wide awake with my head spinning. I tell myself, over and over again, this is nothing more than a fling.

      My brain says to enjoy it while it lasts, because there is no future for Jack and me.

      My heart?

      Well... it tells my brain to shut the fuck up.
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      I take another sip of my wine, trying to push it down past the lump in my throat. Today has been brutal and I want nothing more than to curl up in Audrey's room and go to sleep.

      This morning was awful and it's only getting worse.

      I woke up in an empty bed after finally having drifted off to sleep around four AM, which was the last time I had checked the bedside clock. When I opened my eyes, I noticed Jack sitting on a chair, fully dressed and watching me.

      "Hey," I said, my words sleep filled.

      "Hey."

      He stood up from the chair and walked over to his dresser. He grabbed his watch and latched it onto his wrist. "I've decided to go skiing with the group today. Hate to miss that snow."

      Jack turned to look at me, and I saw a flash of guilt in his eyes. I didn't fail to notice what was missing from that statement. He didn't ask me to come, which meant he didn't want me to come.

      "We'll probably be out all day," he continued, "and then we have the rehearsal dinner and Bachelor party, so I'm not sure if I'll get to see you at all today."

      I didn't respond, just watched him. The guilt in his eyes increased. "It might be a good idea to take your stuff back to Audrey's room... you know... in case, we don't get a chance to see each other. So you can have your things."

      His last words drifted off lamely, as they should.

      It appeared the fling had come to an end.

      Standing from the bed, I reached over to my pile of discarded clothes and started to pull them on.

      "Sure," I told him. "No problem."

      I glanced at Jack and saw that he was watching me get dressed. The guilty look was gone, and desire shone hot in his eyes. But he didn't make a move toward me.

      I made short work of packing up my stuff and, when I was done, I walked past Jack toward the door. My chest seemed to be cramping with an unknown feeling and damn if I didn't feel the prickle of tears in my eyes.

      Jack reached his hand out and touched my arm, causing me to look up at him. "Maybe I'll see you later, okay?"

      I gave him a smile, hoping it was cheerful enough to hide my pain. "Yeah, that would be great."

      He didn't say anything else as I walked out the door, and thus was the way my crappy day started almost sixteen hours ago.

      The rehearsal dinner was earlier this evening and no amount of begging or pleading by Audrey could get me to go. Even though I wasn't part of the wedding, Jenna insisted I come, but I stubbornly refused and ordered room service.

      Getting out of the Bachelorette party was a little more difficult. Audrey resorted to tears, a slimy tactic on her part that I've never been able to refuse. She knew something was wrong with me, and she was smart enough to know it was about Jack. But no matter how many questions she asked, I just breezily told her things were great and nothing was wrong.

      But everything was wrong. I'm miserable that Jack has given me the brush off and the last thing I wanted to do was go party with a bunch of girls. However, once Audrey pulled that teary shit on me, I capitulated and agreed.

      We had spent the better part of the night in downtown Asheville, where I sipped on a single glass of wine for most of the night. Now, here we are back at the Inn, and apparently waiting for the guys to get back from their Bachelor party.

      Glancing around The Great Hall, I look at Audrey standing among the group of bridesmaids. They are all trashed and I know they're going to be sporting vicious hangovers.

      I want to see Jack, but I'm terrified to see Jack.

      Will he acknowledge me, or will he brush me off? I'm afraid it's the latter and I don't know if my fragile ego can take it.

      I've just made up my mind to head back to the room when the Inn doors burst open and the guys all walk in. They are loud and boisterous, and several of the other guests in The Hall look at them with amusement, a few with disdain.

      My eyes search hungrily for Jack and I spot him. He stands out like a shining beacon to me. He's wearing a pair of black slacks, a charcoal gray sweater, and a black leather jacket. If he was standing closer to me, I'm betting his eyes would be the color of slate. His cheeks are red from the cold, and he has his arm companionably slung around Carson.

      His eyes do a quick scan of the room and stop the minute they land on me. He leans over to say something to Carson, who glances my way and nods.

      Then Jack is walking toward me.

      My breath catches over the way he's looking at me. He's a man that looks like he's starving and he runs his eyes up and down my body. When he reaches me, he puts his hands on my face and pulls me to him for a kiss.

      It's warm but demanding, and I provide no resistance when his tongue seeks mine. He tastes of beer and spearmint gum. It's only when someone yells, "Get a room," that we break apart. My eyes search his for some clue as to what he's feeling, but he only treats me with a lazy smile.

      Rubbing his thumb along my bottom lip, he murmurs, "That's a great idea... let's go to my room."

      He doesn't wait for me to answer but takes my hand and starts leading me to the elevators. I pull back slightly, confused over his abrupt turnaround.

      "Wait," I say.

      He turns to look at me, impatiently. "What?"

      "I just... I didn't really think you wanted to see me today?"

      His eyes soften a bit and he pulls me in his arms. Kissing my temple, he says, "Hope... don't be that way. I'm here now, right?"

      Pushing back on his chest, I glare at him. "Are you drunk or something?"

      "Now why would you ask that?" The smirk on his face leads me to believe he's a little drunk.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I look at him levelly. "Because this morning you gave me quite the brush off. I just assumed this... fling was over."

      Jack steps toward me and brings his hand to my face. He cups it gently and his eyes are soft. "No it's not over... at least not for me. I made a terrible mistake this morning, Hope, and it drove me nuts today not being near you. We have two more nights... please say you'll spend them with me."

      His words are soft but sure, and they convince me of two things. First, that he truly does feel like he made a mistake with me this morning, and for that I can forgive him.

      The second? He's again reiterated there is still a limit on our time together. Nothing has changed in that respect.

      Do I follow him blindly, knowing that every minute I spend with him I'll get entrenched deeper into my feelings for him? Or do I walk away, knowing it will be a bit easier today than two days from now?

      "Why did you act that way this morning?"

      He rubs his hand along his jaw, considering the question. "I don't know. When you asked me about going to Afghanistan... I just realized that our time is fleeting, and maybe it was a mistake to have even started this. But today... I realized I can't be here... knowing you're so close, and not be with you. I need to be with you."

      I study his face and it's filled with confusion. He doesn't even understand the feelings he has. Jack reaches over and takes my hand, bringing it to his mouth. He kisses it lightly and then brings it to hold against his heart, which I can feel thumping beneath his breastbone.

      "Hope... I'll be leaving soon and I don't know what fate has in store for me. Please come to my room with me. We don't have to have sex. I just want to hold you, talk to you, and be reminded of all the wonderful things I'll be leaving behind. I promise... no more brush offs. It was stupid and I underestimated how much you have gotten under my skin in such a short time. Please... say yes."

      His words float over me like a warm, summer breeze, wrapping me in a peaceful feeling. I step into his body and wrap my arms around his waist, laying my head on his chest.

      "Okay. Let's go back to the original plan and make the most out of these last two nights."
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      I step out of Jack's bathroom and find him lying on the bed, the covers pulled up to his waist and his bare chest is magnificent. He's flipping channels on the TV.

      He turns to look at me and pats the bed beside him. "I'm trying to find a good movie for us to watch. Come get under the covers."

      I walk around the bed and slide in next to him, leaning back against a pillow-lined headboard. After a few moments of channel surfing, he finds Forrest Gump on TNT.

      "I love this movie," he proclaims.

      I do, too, but I'm not interested in it right now. Turning in the bed to look at him, I say, "What are you doing, Jack?"

      He looks at me in surprise. "Watching a movie with you. And if you snuggle up next to me, it will make it that much better."

      Sitting up all the way, I make quick work of slinging one leg over Jack's lap and then I'm straddling him. His hands automatically come up to grip my hips and his eyes shimmer with hunger.

      "What are you doing?" His words come out softly.

      Placing my hands on his chest, I lean forward and kiss the corner of his mouth. Pulling back, I look him dead in the eye. "I'm making the most of our time left together. Forrest Gump has no room in this bed. We have more important things to do."

      His fingers flex into my hips, pushing me down onto the bulge I feel growing harder by the moment. "I just want you to know... it's not just been about sex for me this week. I mean, don't get me wrong... it's been phenomenal, mind-blowing sex, but it's more. You're more. I'm happy to just lay here and watch movies with you."

      The honesty of his words shoots a piercing arrow through my heart, because they continue to make it that much harder for me to walk away in the end. I give him a gentle smile and lean forward to kiss him softly. "I know, Jack. I know."

      Pushing up from his chest with my hands, I stand up on the bed, my feet planted on either side of his hips. His large hands circle around my calves, holding me steady as he looks up at me in amusement. "Now what are you doing?"

      Pulling my t-shirt over my head, I say, "Getting naked."

      He watches me silently, particularly when I hook my thumbs into the waistband of my panties and start sliding them down my legs. His eyes glaze over a bit. When they drop to my calves, he steadies me by holding onto my legs so I can lift first one leg, then the other to kick them off me.

      Now I'm standing over him on the bed, completely naked and vulnerable to his stare. He licks his lips and runs his hands up the insides of my legs. When he reaches the apex, he slides his finger through my folds and I jerk from the ecstasy of that small touch, almost losing my balance. With one hand latched onto a thigh, he keeps me standing in place while he rubs between my legs with slow, lazy strokes.

      "Jack," I gasp. "It's your turn to get naked."

      I feel him kicking at the sheets and look down as they slide from his lower body. He's already naked.

      "Put a condom on," I tell him. "I want to watch you do it."

      He turns slightly in the bed to angle toward the bedside table, pulling a single packet out. I watch intently as he rips it open and smoothes it over his hard length. The fact that he strokes himself a few times after has me swallowing hard.

      I carefully lower myself until my knees hit the bed and I'm straddling him, just raised high enough that we are barely touching.

      "What would you like me to do, Jack?"

      He answers by putting his hand between my legs and sliding a long finger inside of me. I have to fight not to let my eyes roll into the back of my head. "I want you to ride me, Hope. Take me to the brink and push me over the edge. Then I want you to fall with me."

      His words are lovely and poetic, and I very much want to take him over the edge. I take a hold of him gently and position myself over him. Guiding him the entire way with my hand, I settle over him and slide down easily until our bodies are fully melded.

      Jack's breath comes out in a rush and I practically purr in my throat over the fullness of him inside of me. He brings his hands up to my knees and softly caresses up my thighs. When he reaches my hips, he grabs a hold of me and pulls me up. The move surprises me and my hands shoot out to rest against his chest so I have leverage. He then pushes me back down, at the same time surging his hips upward. I can't help the moan that seeps past my lips from the sensation.

      Staring me in the eyes, he removes his hands from my hips and places them behind his head. Smiling at me, he says, "There... that's what I want you to do. Think you can handle it?"

      I don't answer but merely lift my hips off him, hover briefly, and then I slam my body back down.

      "Fuck," Jack curses between his teeth.

      "Yeah, I think I can handle it."

      I start to move my body up and down, alternatively going slow and then increasing speed. When I can feel him start to tense, I slow it back down. Within minutes, he no longer has his hands casually tucked behind his head, but they are back on my hips, urging me onward.

      "Please, Hope... give me more," he begs.

      And I do because I can't resist him needing something from me.

      I ride him the way he wants me to and I can feel my own climax starting to break free. One hand leaves my hips and comes between my legs, touching me in exactly the spot I need to cause my complete and utter shattering. I can't help the scream that tears loose from my throat, and just as it dies down, I hear Jack give a shout of his own as he comes deep inside of me.

      My movements slow and eventually subside, and I lay my body forward to rest against his chest. His lips find my forehead and his hands stroke my hair, all while I can still feel him twitching inside of me.

      "That was amazing," Jack murmurs. "You're amazing."

      I don't respond because I don't want Jack to hear all the things that are clamoring to get out of my head. I don't say anything because I'm afraid I'll break down and admit to him that I’m starting to fall for him really hard, and I don't want to let him go after tomorrow night.
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      Jack holds me tight, one arm wrapped around my waist, the other holding my hand against his heart. We're swaying on the dance floor to Louis Armstrong's What a Wonderful World.

      The reception has just started up and we still have miles to go... the toasts, the traditional dances, and the cutting of the cake. Jack pulled me out on the dance floor for this very first song, and the only thing I can think about is leaving this reception so we can be alone.

      He leans down and places his lips near my ear. At first, he just rests them there, still and soft against my skin. Then he whispers, causing the fine hair on my arms to stand up. "Let's get out of here, okay?"

      I pull away and look at him. "Leave the reception? Don't you have obligations?"

      He shrugs his shoulders. "Not really... I mean... Carson is the Best Man. I'm just one of twelve groomsman. I mean, seriously, do you think I'll be missed?"

      "I'd miss you if you left," I tell him, slightly blushing that I would admit such feelings.

      The kiss he gives me in response is soft and my eyes close against his tender touch. He pulls away from me but keeps a hold of my hand, leading me off the dance floor.

      I sneak a glance back into the reception room as we leave but no one is paying us any attention. My insides quiver in anticipation of spending this last night with Jack. I was afraid we'd be stuck at the reception for hours, which would cut into my dwindling time with him.

      The elevator doors open to my floor and Jack just pushes me out. I turn to look at him and he's remaining inside, although his arm is holding the door open.

      His grin at me is sly. "Go get dressed for outside."

      "Excuse me?"

      "Outside. Warm clothes. Now."

      "But—"

      "No 'buts'. Get your gorgeous ass dressed and meet me back down in The Great Hall."

      He steps back inside and the doors close on him. Shaking my head in amusement, I hurry off to do as he bids.

      In less than five minutes, I'm changed into jeans, a heavy sweater, my wool coat, and gloves. I throw my beanie on my head for good measure, although chances of it protecting me from the cold are nil.

      Jack waits for me in The Great Hall. "You look great," he says, and then starts leading me to the back doors.

      "What are we doing?"

      "Well, it occurred to me that you really didn't get much snow time the other day, and there are so many things you're missing out on. So we have lots of snow stuff to do since this is your last day here and there is no telling when this Florida girl will see it again."

      My insides warm up over his kind thoughts. Jack could have easily led me off to his bed, and I would have willingly gone with him. More than my insides warm up at the thought of the carnal things he would do to me in that bed. But the mere fact that he wants to treat me to more snow play has my heart singing.

      And I fall just a little bit harder for him.

      He leads me down the stone steps and out onto the lawn. There are several trees surrounding the white landscape, which are heavily strung with tiny, white lights across all the branches. It looks like a fairy tale world come to life.

      "I thought about a snowball fight," Jack says, "but that would get us way too cold and wet, and I don't want to short change your time out here. I think we should build a snowman."

      "Okay," I say, bemused that he has thought this through.

      For the next hour, Jack teaches me the fine art of snowman building. It involves a lot of rolling and my back is killing me from being hunched over as we make the snowman's body. When we finally place the head on top, we step back to admire our work.

      Cocking my head to the side, I give it a critical stare. "Something's missing."

      "Hmmmm. Really? Like what?"

      "Well... it's sort of faceless. I can't tell what he's thinking and that sort of creeps me out."

      Jack shoots me a flash of smiling teeth. "I think I can remedy that."

      I watch as he pulls from his pocket a plastic baggie that contains a carrot, two strawberries, and a handful of blueberries. "Voila. Our snowman's face."

      "Where did you get those?" I'm shocked and impressed all at the same time.

      He shrugs his shoulders. "I begged the concierge this afternoon if he could rustle me up some facial implements. Here... I'll let you do the honors."

      I take the carrot and push it into the head. Using my fingertip to make holes, I then make a blueberry smile and finally finish the face by placing the strawberry eyes.

      When we step back again to admire our work, Jack stands behind me and wraps his arms around my waist. Laying his chin on top of my head, he says, "The red strawberry eyes make it look sort of demonic."

      "I know. Or maybe he just has allergies."

      Jack chuckles and the sound vibrates through my body. His arms tighten around me tighter.

      "Thank you, Jack," I whisper.

      He turns me in his arms and brushes his lips against mine. "It's my pleasure."

      His lips push against me again and I open up to him. This kiss feels like a gentle summer rain, evoking another pull against my heartstrings.

      When he pulls away to look into my eyes, I know he can see the various emotions swimming there. He just stares back at me, not afraid that I'm looking at him with open honesty over how I feel. I know he can see it, but he doesn't flinch or look away.

      "Can we go inside now?" I ask.

      He gives me a warm smile and one more soft kiss. "Sure."
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      Jack is moving inside of me, slowly... ever so slowly. He's intent on dragging this out and I'm content with that as well. I concentrate on every detail I can hold in my memory. The feel of his skin under my fingertips, the way he groans in my ear when my hips meet his thrust, the hardness of his thighs under the heels of my feet as I dig into them.

      I pay careful attention to his words, because Jack likes to talk during sex. His words are usually dirty, aimed with the purpose of building my excitement. But tonight... his words are more poetry than anything.

      He tells me how beautiful I am and how lucky he is to have met me. He says I am the most uniquely amazing woman he has ever been with, and that he hates to leave me tomorrow.

      These words give me hope... that maybe we can have something. My heart becomes even more entangled with every word he tells me and every thrust he makes into my body.

      When we are finished, Jack pulls me into his arms and we lay silent for several moments. I almost expect him to say more but he seems happy just to enjoy the quiet.

      I, on the other hand, feel the sands moving swiftly through the hourglass, knowing that every minute that passes by I am losing time with Jack.

      Audrey told me this was only a fling. Jack told me it was only a fling. But I'm not willing to accept that and I need to know if there can be more.

      "Jack?"

      "Hmmmm?" He sounds sleepy.

      "Do you think we could have something when you return from Afghanistan? Maybe continue to see each other?"

      He doesn't respond right away and my heart starts sinking. I was foolish to hope for something more than what was being offered to me this week. I can't help the wetness that floods my eyes, and I'm happy that he can't see my face right now.

      "Hope," he says tentatively, almost with the sound of dread in his voice.

      "Never mind," I cut in. "It was silly. Forget I even mentioned it."

      Jack pulls back from me so he can see my face and I blink rapidly, hoping to dispel the tears. "No, I won't forget it. I was going to say that yes, I could definitely see us reconnecting when I return."

      An overwhelming feeling of elation courses through my body. "Really?"

      Jack meets my smile. "Yes, really."

      I throw myself at him, wrapping my arms around his neck. Burying my face in his neck, I mumble, "That makes me so happy. And we can stay in touch the entire time you're gone. I can write you letters every day, and I'm not sure if you have access to email, but we can do that, too. And I'll send you care packages... of all your favorite stuff, and you can tell me all about your life there. Before you know it, you'll be back and—"

      "Hope, wait. I need you to stop for a second." Jack pushes me back from him and the tone of his voice scares me. Jack sits up in the bed and rests his back against the headboard.

      "What's wrong?"

      Jack takes both of his hands and rubs them on his face. Letting out a huge sigh, he looks at me and his eyes are filled with sorrow. "I don't want to stay in touch with you when I'm gone. I don't want you writing me and I'm not going to write you."

      "What?" I ask, confused by this. "But you said you wanted a relationship."

      Jack lowers his gaze from mine and is silent. Without looking back up, he reaches over and takes one of my hands in his. He strokes my hand, keeping his eyes focused there.

      "I don't want you waiting around for me. I might not come back and that's not fair to you."

      "Isn't that for me to decide?"

      He finally looks up at me and his eyes are hard. "No, it's for me to decide. I can't leave you back here worrying about me. I can't have you waiting for a man that may not come back to you. I won't let you do it."

      "That's absurd," I tell him.

      "No, it's not. It's life and I've seen firsthand what it's like for the girlfriends and wives that have to wait out the torture. I've seen firsthand the devastation it can cause a woman when she loses the man she loves."

      "Jack... it won't—"

      "No, Hope." His words are harsh and cause my mouth to snap shut. "Listen to me. I watched my best buddy head over there, and I watched his wife, Jennifer, suffer months of torturous waiting. I saw the worry on her face every time the news reported soldier deaths, and every time her phone rang, I watched dread fill her face. But most of all, I watched her crumple to the floor when she got the news the Mark was coming home in a body bag. I don't wish that on anyone and I certainly don't wish that on you."

      Jack's face is awash in misery over those memories and I choose my next words carefully. "I understand all of that, Jack, and it sounds horrible... but I know I can handle this."

      He leans forward in the bed and frames my face with his hands. He looks deep into my eyes, his gaze searching back and forth until he's sure he has my undivided attention. "You may be able to handle it... but I can't. I don't want to have to worry about you, too. I need my head in the game and if I worry about how you're doing, I won't be worried about my job. I'm sorry, Hope, but I mean it. I don't want any contact and I want you to go on with your life. If I come back, then more than anything, I want to see you again."

      I don't know what to say to him. I think he's wrong... so very, very wrong. I don't think it's fair for him to judge what I can and cannot handle. But the thought that his worrying over me could cause him to operate at less than optimal level is like a punch in my gut.

      "Please, let's not talk about this anymore tonight. I'd rather spend my time making love to you."

      He leans in and kisses me, and it's filled with hunger and desperation. I give in to it, but in the back of my mind, I'm already planning to hit him with this again tomorrow before we leave. I don't believe cutting off all contact is the answer.

      I crawl onto his lap and wrap my arms around his neck. "Okay, Jack. No more talking tonight. Let's just show each other how much we'll be missing while you’re gone."
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      I open my eyes, shaking myself from the memories I created with Jack.

      Memories that I hope I won't have to rely on the rest of my life because I want to create new ones with him.

      Thinking of the way that Jack left me a year ago causes me to both burn with anger and practically weep with sorrow for him. I understand his reasoning, I truly do. But I don't agree with it and I wasn't about to abide completely by his wishes.

      I reach into my purse and pull out two envelopes. Laying both of them on the bar before me, I pick up the one that has The Montgrove Inn's logo in the top, left corner. Pulling the sheet of paper out, I unfold it and flatten it out before me. It was Jack's last words that I had to hold on to.

      When I woke up that last morning, my first thoughts were about starting up a fresh conversation with Jack about moving forward with our relationship right now... not when he returned from war. But, rolling over in bed and seeing that his side was empty, I knew immediately that he was gone. I stood on shaky legs and made my way over to the closet. Sliding the door back, I saw it was empty. I peered into the bathroom and it was bare as well.

      When I walked back into the bedroom, I saw the envelope lying on his pillow that only had the word "Hope" scrawled on the front.

      I've carried that letter with me since that day, and while I only read it every now and then, I choose to read it again, at this very moment, to see if I can renew my hope that he will show up.

      Dear Hope,

      I hate to leave you like this and, although we have not known each other long, I know you well enough to know that you’ll ambush me with another attempt for us to forge a relationship right now rather than wait for my return. When I'm around you, my resolve is weak and I want to give into the comfort that I know you will offer me. As such, I decided to go ahead and get an early start out of here so I don't have to see your beautiful eyes looking at me with sadness.

      Instead, I'd rather remember you lying in the snow, with your hair spread out and your eyes full of promise. That is the image I will hold on to and I know it will never grow dull in my memory.

      I don't have the right to ask you to wait for me, so I won't do it. I want you to lead your life to the fullest and don't look backward. If it helps, please know that I'm not going to look back on our time together either. I don't want to be burdened with 'what ifs'. I'm going to move forward with what I need to do and you need to do the same. It will be easier on you if things go badly for me.

      If, by some miracle, you remain unattached and I remain alive, perhaps we can have another chance to be something. I hope to meet you back here next Christmas Eve and then we can move forward.

      But only if I make it back. Only if I return.

      Be well, Hope. Be happy.

      Love,

      Jack

      

      My hands shake slightly as I lay the letter back down. He told me to move forward and don't look back. It was a ridiculous request and one I found impossible to do. I knew Jack would be in grave danger while in Afghanistan, but I also knew chances were good he'd make it back to me. So there was no way I was moving forward without him.

      I lasted all of two days before I had Audrey work her magic. She called Carson, who in turn called Jack's mother, and before Jack even made it to Afghanistan, I had his address.

      I waited two weeks before I wrote my first letter. It started off with an apology for doing something he specifically asked me not to do. Then I filled it with chatty news about my life. I wrote words that were upbeat and positive. I wanted him to know that he didn't have to worry about me, even though I was secretly pining and filled with anxiety over his safety. I waited patiently for a response but I never received one.

      Two weeks later, I wrote again. I told him jokes, and enclosed some funny comic strips I had collected. I explained, in probably excruciating detail, how my classes were going. I filled up two pages of fun details about my life and I made sure he knew that I missed him.

      I never got a response.

      But that didn't deter me.

      I wrote him thereafter about every two weeks. I kept the letters light and breezy. I poured out word after word about my life and there is now no person on the planet that knows Hope Camden better than Jack Freeman.

      About four months after Jack left, I got an envelope in the mail. My heart stuttered, and then stalled for a brief moment when I saw the postmark. It said "Military Post, APO, AE". I had no idea what that meant, but the words "military post" told me all I needed to know.

      Jack had written to me.

      I reach out and pick up that envelope that is lying on the bar. There's no return address and I have the back secured with a piece of tape that I carefully peel back.

      Inside there is no letter but there is a wealth of information. I reach in and pull out the dried flower... some sort of desert species, I assume. It's a deep shade of purple and looks like it may have been round and fuzzy at one point, although now it's flat and shaped like a fan. It's clear that Jack took his time to press and dry it out before sending it to me. I lift it to my nose and sniff, although I know it won't smell like anything.

      Setting the flower down, I let my fingers graze the remaining contents of the envelope. It's nothing more than maybe a quarter teaspoon of sand, but I know it's the soil that Jack himself stood on, and that has brought me much comfort over the last few months.

      A flower and sand is what I received from Jack, but the message was clear. He had been thinking of me and I took that to be his silent agreement that I should keep writing to him. I doubled my efforts and sent him a letter every week.

      I never received anything else from him.

      I also never bothered to try to find out if he was okay. I could have easily found out through Carson, but I knew in my heart of hearts he would make it out of there okay. Besides, I knew if something had happened to him, Carson would have gotten word to Audrey, and as I sit here now, I know if Jack doesn't show up, it will be because he doesn't want to see me.

      I return the flower to the envelope and carefully seal it back up so as not to lose any of the precious sand. I place it carefully in my purse, and then pick up the letter he had left me. I resist the urge to read it one more time, and start to fold it up.

      "I lied, you know."

      His voice is soft and seeps into the very pores of my skin.

      Jack.

      Turning slowly on the barstool, I take him in. He looks the same... tall, military haircut, glimmering eyes. He's dressed in jeans, a white dress shirt, and a tweed sports jacket. His hands are tucked into his back pockets.

      My mouth goes dry at the sight of him and the hammering of my heart sounds like thunder in my own ears.

      "Don't you want to know how I lied?" he asks.

      Licking my lips, I do nothing but nod at him.

      Removing his hands from his pockets, he takes a step closer to me. I inhale and smell his spicy cologne. His hand comes up and tucks a stray lock of hair behind my ear. That small touch sends a tremor down my spine and I have to fight not to close my eyes in response.

      "I lied in that letter you’re holding," he says, looking down at the paper that is now gripped tightly in my hand.

      He reaches out and takes the letter from me. Opening it up, he skims it briefly, his forehead crinkled in consternation.

      "Right here," he points, showing the letter to me. "Where I said that I wasn't going to think back on our time together. That I was going to move forward without you."

      I glance to where he's pointing and then back at him. His eyes are deep pools of sorrow and my heart aches for him.

      "I lied about that, Hope. I thought I could put you out of my mind, but I couldn't. I thought about you every single day that I was there. I thought about you every single night... just before I fell asleep. And those letters... I was pissed when I saw the first one, but it didn't stop me from devouring every word you wrote. From then on, I craved to hear from you. My happiest days there were when I got a letter from you."

      Elation bubbles up inside of me over his words. To know that I gave him comfort makes the agony of waiting so very worthwhile.

      "I got the flower and sand you sent me."

      He nods. "I didn't write, because I didn't want you getting close to me. But I had to let you know that your words weren't in vain."

      Reaching out tentatively, I lay my hand on his chest. His heart seems to be galloping at an even faster pace than mine. "I wasn't sure you'd come tonight."

      He takes my hand, which is lying on his chest, and brings it to his lips. He feathers a soft kiss on the ends of my fingertips and then pulls me from my seat. Dragging me into his arms, he wraps himself around me, placing his nose in the crook of my neck.

      I hear him inhale my scent and slowly let it out. He then pulls his head back, keeping his arms wrapped tightly around me. "How could I not come back to you? How could I give up the girl that likes old re-runs of Battlestar Galactica or who loves sitting on the front porch during a thunderstorm? How could I be without the woman who hates chocolate ice cream but loves vanilla with chocolate sauce? What would I do without the silly girl that threw up in the movie theater while watching The Blair Witch Project? Or the insanely kind girl that grocery shops for her elderly neighbor every week? Tell me, Hope... how can I live without the woman that helped to keep me sane over the last year?"

      My eyes are glazed with tears, and I smile up at him. "You don't... you don't live without her. I'm here."

      His hands move up to my face and he just holds me there a moment as we get lost in each other's eyes. Then he kisses me and it's better than it ever was. His mouth is reassuring to my senses. My hands wind up around his neck, rubbing the short hair at the base of his head. We kiss for what seems like forever with no care for the fact that we are in a public place. Time stands still and the happiness that flows through me is bright and electric.

      When we finally pull away, it's to engage in another deep stare with one another. Trying to look deeper into each other's eyes to see if there is anything that remains to be said.

      "I'm here, too," Jack says. "I returned... just for you."
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        One Year Later

      

      

      
        
        Jack

      

      

      I'm sitting here on the floor, surrounded by mounds of torn wrapping paper and bows. The lights from the Christmas tree twinkle merrily and Hope is resting her head on my shoulder.

      "I'm worn out," she says. "I can't believe how many presents we just opened."

      Glancing around, I groan inwardly at the mess we'll have to clean up. But it was so worth it to see the look on Hope's face as she opened gift after gift that I had gotten her for Christmas. I can't help but to spoil her. She's my everything.

      Hope reciprocated as well. She went a little nuts actually and bought me more clothes than I can possibly wear in a lifetime. But I'll admit it's a bit of a turn on that my girlfriend likes to buy my clothes for me, so I just go with the flow.

      This past year has been amazing. I moved in with Hope and I'm attending Florida State. I still have no clue what I want to do, but I have another full year before I need to declare a major. Hope is working with the Florida Social Services Department and loves her job so far. This is our first true Christmas together as last year didn't count. I had to head back to Kentucky the day after I saw her at The Montgrove, but I knew that as soon as I was discharged from the Army, I would be making my way to Florida and Hope.

      Glancing at my watch, I see it's time for one last present. Audrey should have completed her secret mission and left the last of Hope's presents in the garage within the last few minutes.

      Giving her a little push off my shoulder, I stand up. "I'll go get us some egg nog and we'll just veg out here among all the presents for a while."

      She lies down amidst all the trash and sighs happily. "Sounds great."

      Once inside the kitchen, I open the door that leads out to the garage, wincing over the way it squeaks. But, just as planned, there is the big box, wrapped in shiny, silver-foiled paper, and sporting a huge, red bow.

      I pick it up and chuckle when I hear the rustling around inside. I turn it so the five large holes cut into the back don't show, but not before a little pink tongue pokes out.

      It is going to be fucking great when she sees this.

      When I walk back into the living room, Hope sits up. Her eyebrows rise. "What's that?"

      "What does it look like, goofy? It's another present. I found it at the back door."

      "Oh, really?" she says with mock suspicion.

      "Hey... if you don't want it, I'll just go set it out by the curb for the trash man to pick up."

      Hope jumps up to her knees and holds her hands out. "Don't you dare! Gimme, gimme, gimme." Her eyes are sparkling with excitement.

      Rather than handing her the box, I kick some of the trash out of the way to make a clearing and set the box on the floor. "Now be careful... it's fragile."

      Wasting no time, she leans over the box, quickly untying the bow. She peels back the paper to reveal the top flaps, still not seeing the holes cut into the box that are facing me.

      I watch her closely as she unfolds the top flaps and watch her face go from one of utter excitement to pure, full-blown, ecstatic joy. She even squeals and I resist the urge to put my fingers in my ears over the high-pitched shriek.

      "Oh, Jack," she says reverently, as she reaches inside the box and pulls out the Golden Retriever puppy. He's a little, fat ball of fur and the velvet, red bow that Audrey tied around his neck looks perfect. He eagerly plasters her face with puppy kisses. She holds him to her chest and buries her face in his fur. When she finally looks over at me, her eyes are filled with tears.

      "You remembered," she says softly.

      "Of course, I remembered. I remember everything that you ever wrote to me while I was gone."

      One of Hope's letters had talked about growing up with a Golden Retriever and that she couldn't wait to have one of her very own someday after she finished school. I knew it was the perfect gift to get her for Christmas, and I'm sure I'm going to be a very lucky man when we hit the bed tonight. Just the thought of sinking myself deep into Hope has my dick twitching but I try to dash those feelings. She still has one more present to come.

      "What's his name?" she asks.

      "Now how would I know that? He's your puppy. You get to name him."

      She shoots me a warm smile. "He's our puppy, you mean. Since we are living together."

      "Yes, he's our puppy, but you get to name him."

      She holds him up so his chocolate-drop eyes are looking at her. His little, fuzzy tail swings back and forth with giddiness. She studies him for a moment. "I think I want to name him Stumble."

      "Stumble?  Where did you come up with that?

      Putting the puppy in her lap, she strokes his fur while looking at me. "It's how I met you. I stumbled on those slate stones outside of The Montgrove and you caught me. It's how all of this started. It was the beginning of the rest of my life."

      Oh, God, the things this girl does to my heart. I clear my throat before saying, "That sounds like a great name. How about passing me Stumble so I can get some puppy loving? But before you do, why don't you take that bow off him. It's got to be uncomfortable for the little man."

      "You're probably right."

      I watch as she tries to hold the squirming pup and undo the ribbon that's tied in a huge bow around his neck. She struggles for a moment and then peers closer at the knot. I give a silent chuckle as her eyes go wide with astonishment. Her gaze flicks briefly to mine and I just stare back at her.

      She returns to the knot, her hands now working furiously, all the while Stumble thinks she's playing a game and is trying to nip at her fingers. But she is patient with him, and the knot, and once she has it undone, she pulls the ribbon free from his neck.

      After releasing her hold on Stumble, he hops off her lap and makes himself busy jumping and diving among the piles of Christmas paper.

      She holds the ribbon up in front of her face, so she can finally get a good look at the diamond ring that it holds. Her hand shakes as she takes the ring and slides it free, staring at it in wonder.

      Finally looking to me, she says, "Oh, Jack. It's beautiful."

      I crawl over to her and take the ring from her. I grasp her left hand and kiss it first.

      "Hope..." I begin, but then I falter. I had this great speech planned out but now my mind is blank. I had beautifully poetic words all lined up... words that would sweep her off her feet.

      But now... all I can do is look at her in panic.

      She smiles at me because she knows me well. "Yes."

      "Yes? I haven't asked a question," I tell her with a smirk, a little relieved since I was blanking.

      "I can see it in your face, Jack Freeman. I know all the things you want to say to me because I see them written all over you. I know them because I know you. And there isn't anything that would make me happier than being your wife."

      My heart expands to nearly double the size and I'm surprised it doesn't burst out of my chest. I slip the ring on and then pull her into my arms so she's straddling my lap. She holds her left hand out so she can admire my handiwork and then turns to me. Wrapping her arms around my neck, she lowers herself onto my lap and her warmth immediately causes lust to jolt through me.

      "So, it's a yes, then?" I ask as I flex my hips upward into her.

      She lets out a purr and rubs back against me. "It's a yes."

      Holding her head in place, I kiss her deeply. I pour all of my emotion and all the things I wanted to say in my proposal-gone-haywire into that kiss. When I pull away, I rest my forehead against hers. "I love you, Hope. Knowing that you will always be by my side is like a miracle come true for me. I promise to make you the happiest woman alive."

      Hope wraps her arms around me and moves her head to the side so she can hug me. She holds me tight, digging her fingertips into my shoulders. "I love you, Jack. You started out as a Christmas miracle for me, and you continue to be one."

      I return her squeeze while gazing at the glittering tree.

      Christmas has played a part in three pivotal events for us. Fate threw us together that first Christmas, only to cruelly separate us. Destiny brought us back together that second Christmas, so that we could continue to forge a relationship. This Christmas... love takes the spotlight and binds us together for eternity.

      I lay us down carefully on the floor, surrounded by mountains of wrapping paper. I note that Stumble has curled up into a little ball and is fast asleep, a piece of ribbon sticking out of his mouth.

      Turning toward Hope, I hover over her, ready to make love for the very first time to my new fiancée.

      It's a Christmas I will never forget.
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      Thank you for reading IF I RETURN!

      Have you met pro surfer Hunter yet?

      Hunter Markham left home to travel the world for fame and glory, finding it as a top ranked professional surfer. Now he’s returned home to the sand and salty breeze of the North Carolina Outer Banks so he can open The Last Call, a beach bar nestled among the dunes of the Atlantic.

      Five years ago, Gabby Ward drunkenly threw herself at her best friend’s brother, only to have her young heart crushed. Hunter is back but Gabby is content to stay far away from him and his dangerously charming ways.

      Gabby’s well-schemed plans to ignore Hunter go up in flames when he presents her an offer she simply can’t refuse. Working together day in and day out proves problematic for two reasons—Gabby realizes her feelings for Hunter are still very much alive, while Hunter struggles to break through to Gabby’s cold heart. What starts out as a mutual business arrangement soon turns into a passion that neither can deny.

      But when the pro surfing tour comes knocking and Hunter has a chance to reclaim his former glory, hard choices lie ahead for both of them.

      Choices that could destroy what they have built or take them further than they could ever dare to hope in their second chance at romance.

      ONE CLICK ONE THE ROCKS (THE LAST CALL SERIES BOOK 1) >
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