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    A NOTE TO MY READERS: 
 
    I appreciate every one of you.   
 
      
 
      
 
    For everyone who gets back on the horse 
 
    when it’s the last thing you want to do. 
 
      
 
    Dedicated to DB.   
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Stalkers welcome. 
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    Sordid fun and other dirty shenanigans 
 
    Follow me here:  FACEBOOK AUTHOR PAGE 
 
    Be my Friend here:  FACEBOOK FRIENDS 
 
    Visit my author page  
 
    Dani Wyatt on Amazon 
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    The Parting Glass 
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    Oh all the money that e'er I spent
I spent it in good company
And all the harm that e'er I've done
Alas, it was to none but me 
And all I've done for want of wit
To memory now I can't recall
So fill to me the parting glass
Good night and joy be with you all 
 
      
 
    Oh all the comrades that e'er I've had
Are sorry for my going away
And all the sweethearts that e'er I've had
Would wish me one more day to stay
But since it falls unto my lot
That I should rise and you should not
I'll gently rise and I'll softly call
Good night and joy be with you all
Good night and joy be with you all 
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    You will only understand when you understand. 
 
    My father’s words come back in a rush as I step into the war-torn Parting Glass pub and my eyes land on her. 
 
    She comes out from behind the bar and I forget how to breathe.  The restraint it takes to hold back the rumble that wants to tear from my chest hurts.  
 
    It’s not simply the way her ass would fit perfectly in my hands. Or that her hair teases for me to clutch it at the roots and pull her lips to mine. 
 
    It’s the fact that—I swear to Christ—there’s a fucking halo over her head. 
 
    And bells are ringing in my ears. 
 
    I blink a few times adjusting to the dim light inside from the mid-March snow glare in the street. But even the lower light does nothing to minimize her impact on me.  
 
    And on my dick. 
 
    Peanut shells crunch under my steps, and the open space of the bar floor is set with a haphazard selection of empty mismatched wooden round tops and chairs.  The few patrons seated along the massive carved wooden bar look as much as fixtures as the line of antique beer tap handles lining the back wall.   
 
    The uneasy buzz of the neon Guinness sign tells me it needs a new ballast. This place could use a few dollars in its maintenance budget but it’s warm and inviting and I feel like I’ve come home.  
 
    The dusty light filtering through the expansive cracked front window adorned with the name of the pub in chipped paint catches in silky waves of red fire that pop from the top of her head in a single ponytail.  The length of that waterfall of red falls back and down to settle beneath her set jaw brushing skin that reminds me of the inside of an oyster shell.   
 
    An easy smile hinges on her lips as she speaks to someone sitting at the bar and I love the way it extends all the way to her emerald eyes.  Bold, unapologetic eyes that contrast with her fragile, doll-like complexion.  Her nose wrinkles a little as she smiles, the action puts cute at a whole new level, animating an arch of freckles decorating her nose as she circles a spot on the bar with a white towel. 
 
    Her eyes catch mine as she flips the towel up to rest over her shoulder and I stutter on an inhale, my chest tightening as I fight to release our glance wondering if she’s truly seeing me or just looking out the window.  
 
    But I’ve seen her.  
 
    God, I’ve seen her. 
 
    She moves away from the customer, but the smile stays perched on perfect pink lips that are moving even though she doesn’t appear to be addressing anyone in particular. 
 
    Five more steps inside and closer to her, my ears prick at the sound of her voice. She’s singing The Parting Glass, the song after which I can only assume the pub is named, and the sound is like crystal wind chimes from some long-forgotten dream. 
 
    My cock is high and tight as I fight for my next breath.   
 
    I’ve not gotten hard at the sight of a female since I was a freshman in high school back in Cork.  My interests in girls, and later women, has always been complicated.   
 
    For me, there was always something missing.  I wasn’t like most guys. Their main objective seemed to be getting into a girl’s pants, but not me. Made me the mockery of a lot of my friends back in the day. Inner-city schools in Ireland can be tough.   
 
    Hell, even more recently as an officer in the Garda my lack of interest in the more banal functions of most of my comrades raised their eyebrows, but fuck if I care.   
 
    Like an old clock or a dusty sideboard that’s been handed down from generation to generation we have a family legacy that is burned into our genes and twisted around our hearts. 
 
    As the legend goes, it is impossible for the first-born male in my family to lay with any other woman besides his one. And that one could take a lifetime to find, because she could be anyone, could be anywhere, but one look and everything will come clear.   
 
    When that happens, it will be as though the world before existed in tones of black and white and suddenly you see everything in brilliant color for the first time.   
 
    The family legend always did sound crazy to me. Truth is I wasn’t a believer until right fucking now.  Those old stories told to me by my father and my grandfather suddenly reverberate inside of me as if we were sitting around the stone fireplace back home. 
 
    But even if I didn’t quite believe the legend, I’ve still always been my own man. And the hell if I’m sticking my dick in anything that isn’t right for me. My whole life, I couldn’t seem to find anyone that made me want to connect with them.  Couldn’t find anyone that made me sit up and take notice. 
 
    Until this moment.  
 
    I take my seat at a table and admire her sashay as she makes her way to me still singing and smiling.  She’s wearing faded green Doc Martens and I note the way she walks with her left toe slightly pointed inward.   
 
    “What can I get for ya?”  She shoves her hands into the back pockets of her jeans and shifts her weight back and forth.   
 
    Her waist is the tightened center of an hour-glass form and it has my mouth watering and my head pounding with thoughts of how her ankles would look resting on my shoulders. Not to mention the view that would give me looking down. 
 
    The thought has my dick pushing up on the waist of my canvas work pants and I swear it’s about to unbuckle my belt trying to get to her. 
 
    A low growl precedes my question as she bobs her head back and forth on her neck like she needs me to rub her shoulders. “You serve your Guinness room, do you?”   
 
    There’s a little more Irish lilt in my voice than usual, responding to the undercurrent in hers.  I grew up in Cork but spent a handful of years in America attending Stanford before returning home, so my accent is thicker sometimes than others.  Most Americans barely pick it up, but I can see in her eyes she’s not like most. 
 
    “Course we do.  Is there any other way?”  She tugs her bottom lip between her teeth, holding back a grin, but the action makes her nose crinkle and I nearly cum in my pants. 
 
    She’s almost too beautiful to be real and resisting my need to reach out and touch her has me pushing my limits of self-control. 
 
    I force myself to take a breath before ordering.  “Pint.”   
 
    I want to say more but I’m overpowered by her.  By her scent, like daybreak and honey.  There’s an innocence about her that is contrasted with a sharp edge that I think is the mask she wears around here.  Pithy Irish pub in down town Pittsburgh, a girl like her needs to develop survival skills. 
 
    As she nods and steps away, I scan the place for potential threats to her. I wouldn’t think she’s here alone, but whoever might be her back up isn’t out here in the bar, and that irrationally pisses me off.   
 
    What if she was in danger?  What if some fuck grabbed her or smacked her on that incredible ass? That thought tightens my throat and a wave of anger rises in me.   
 
    Place like this can attract a diverse crowd if you know what I mean.  I’ve seen my fair share of shady deals going down in the traditional pubs back home even as families sit with neighbors on a Sunday afternoon.  Fights break out at the mention of the wrong football hero, or villain, as it may be.  
 
    And, this place, The Parting Glass, is as close to an authentic Irish pub as I’ve seen this side of the Atlantic right down to the cracked plaster and uneven floor boards. 
 
    Truth is, there is one other Irish pub in this city and from what I see in here, I wish it ran more toward this old school establishment style. That other pub…well, it is my reason for venturing back to the States. 
 
    My family lived on the poor side of poor growing up.  By rights, I should have kept to my station, lived out my life scraping by working manual labor, or maybe even some low-grade criminal.  I was voted most likely to serve a life sentence out of lower school, so I certainly can’t rule out the possibility I could have ended up busting heads on the wrong side of the law.  
 
    Life and luck sent me down a different path though.  I never got arrested, thank God. And what had always been just an anomaly for me in school took a blossoming thug from the wrong side of Cork to Stanford of all places. Fucking California. Returned with an education unlike most where I come from and a best friend that is more like a brother. 
 
    Meeting Henry at Stanford, understanding his world and his background as well as in my Junior year when my father died working a loading dock back home, helped change the direction of my life yet again. Henry’s own tough upbringing drew us together, but where I had had the benefit of a family all my life, such as it was, a chance encounter with a lowlife crack addict had robbed Henry of his.  Then losing my father shocked me into a new view of my life. 
 
    Made me realize I had to use my life to change the world or at least myself for the better.  Make it count for something. And simply selling my brain to the highest bidder so they could whore out my talents for their own profit. 
 
    So, with a degree in Mathematics and Computational Science, I went back to Ireland, and I joined the Garda. At first, my mum was more than perplexed.  Why go through the trouble of getting that degree just to serve and not use what I’d learned? 
 
    I don’t know, it was a calling I guess, and I did well, made it into the National Organized Crime Bureau and left as an Inspector after an injury in the line of duty. I lived simply, spending money on things didn’t interest me and I saved almost all my pay over those years. 
 
    Then, I started investing as a hobby more than anything, buying shares in small companies with potential that were going broke and took a hand in making sure they came back from the brink. Bought currency just before it went high every time.  
 
    Made enough money that if I didn’t want to work again I could get by quite comfortably.  Invested the lot right back into more stocks and shares, and it just kept increasing.  To look at my checking account, you’d think I was an average Joe with a bit saved for a rainy day, but my less liquid portfolio tells a different story. 
 
    So, when Henry asked me to invest in his Irish pub, I didn’t hesitate. I mean, I would have bought the place for him without a thought, but he wouldn’t ever have accepted a handout, he wanted an investor. He’d managed to scrape together some money to have some skin in the game as well.  We shook on it and I let him run it however he wanted. Then two weeks ago, he called me up, told me I needed to come out here. 
 
    Something we needed to discuss. In person. 
 
    His call just came at the right time for me. After leaving the Garda, I’d lost focus, purpose. A trip to the US felt like an opportunity to break out of my funk. 
 
    Turns out, my funk is being broken, but it’s not by visiting Henry or my investment. 
 
    It’s her. 
 
    The sway of her hips hypnotizes me as she walks. Even her simple movements behind the bar as she reaches for a glass and pulls a pint are mesmerizing.  I’m consumed by the thought of how she would taste, fuck the pint. 
 
    But, I mean, she’s too young, right?  Far too innocent and perfect for an ugly fuck like me.  What is she?  Eighteen?  Nineteen? There’s no doubt technically I am old enough to be her father.  I’m pushing toward my forth decade fast.  None of that realization manages to change the gnawing need that she’s ignited in me. 
 
    By the time she returns and sets the glass in front of me, I’m half-crazed.  As the creamy froth spills over the rim and down the darkened glass, instinct darts my hand out to capture her wrist.  The feel of her skin sends a chill from my neck to my toes and I draw a sharp breath, then look up to find her glaring at me. 
 
    “Don’t touch.”  Her voice is a confident command, and it almost fools me. She looks down where my massive hand engulfs her tiny wrist and adds, “Or I’ll have to hurt you.”   
 
    Her tough exterior is an act and besides she doesn’t pull away.  It only serves to thicken my cock, which before I stepped through the door here was in its usual lazy position down my pant leg but now is battling the fabric to rise and get at her. 
 
    As wrong as it feels, I release her.  My need to touch her has been quenched for the moment. 
 
    Just for the moment. 
 
    “Sorry, darlin’. I didn’t want you to walk away without this.”  From my back pocket I pull my worn leather wallet and take out a crisp one-hundred-dollar bill.  “Keep the change.” 
 
    She squints, but the way her cheeks and neck have turned from pearly white to cherry blossom pink tells me I may be affecting her as she is me.  Maybe wishful thinking on my part considering I still can’t imagine such perfection giving me a second glance. 
 
    “You trying to impress me?”  She takes the bill and holds it up between us, snapping it between her fingers giving the paper a visual inspection. “Takes a lot more than money.” 
 
    Her tits press out on a gray tank top, stretching the chunky black lettering that spells out The Parting Glass.  The shirt is worn around the hems, the lettering a bit cracked and faded, but it does nothing to diminish the magnificence of the female flesh beneath.  
 
    She spins on her heel and her ponytail flies in a circle around her head, making me want to grab onto it and pull her face to mine.   
 
    Mine.  
 
    The word comes back in a pulse, pounding in my ears.  She’s fucking mine. 
 
    “I’d be disappointed if it didn’t.”  I mutter as I pick up the pint for another sip, hoping it will calm the fire that is engulfing me.  A crazy thought is pulsing through my brain, one that I know doesn’t make any sense, but I can’t seem to shift it. 
 
    How long will it be before she agrees to marry me? 
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    Riona 
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    “What the hell is wrong with you?”  My cousin Danny is struggling up the stairs from the cellar as I plaster myself against the outside brick wall once I’m out of sightline of the open bar.  “Your face looks like it’s on fire.  Are you sick…Jesus, are you sweating? It’s freezing in here.”  
 
    He squints at the buzzing florescent bulb in the back room and with a grunt he heaves the two cases of liquor and mixers onto the floor before climbing out of the hole.   
 
    He exhales a solid breath as he stands to his freakish height, kicking the trapdoor shut to cover the opening that leads to the steps downward. 
 
    “No, I’m not sick or sweating.”  I snap with a shake of my head, trying to make sense of what the heck is happening with me.   
 
    There’s a tugging sensation deep in my gut, almost like a cord pulling me back toward where our newest patron is seated.  My head feels floaty and like it’s not attached to my neck anymore. 
 
    Danny notches an eyebrow, scanning my face.  I’m not fooling him.  He always knows.  He and his twin sister Ainsley came to live with us after their mum and dad died in a fire at their home in Cork.   
 
    They arrived the day I started first grade and by the next week, they were riding the bus with me entering third grade and a new life.  Danny and I formed a bond and for all purposes, he’s my brother.  He’s also my best friend. 
 
    Pretty much my only friend. 
 
    You’d think it would have been Ainsley and I that would have drawn together, being girls around the same age and all, but we’ve just never quite found our groove. Still haven’t.  
 
    Ainsley’s Posh and I’m part Ginger and Scary from the Spice Girls..  She would live at the mall given the chance. French tip manicures and hook-ups make her look more like a twenty-two-year-old born and bred American and I’m far from in that tribe.   
 
    I mean, if necessary I’m able to swipe on a few strokes of mascara.  I have a tube of Burt’s Bees clear lip gloss—an upgrade from the original Chap-stik I’d used.  But anything beyond that I guess I just don’t see the point. Take me as I am or don’t take me.  I’m not changing for anyone, let alone a guy. 
 
    Everyone thinks she’s the sweet one too, but if you look behind the curtain, it’s not all lollipops and honey glaze with her.  She sports a good cover but at least with me what you see and hear is what you get.  I don’t hide anything and sometimes that gets me in trouble, I suppose. 
 
    Danny brushes a hand through the mess of red scrub he calls hair. “Whatever. But if you get sick, I’m not covering your shift tonight.  I have a date.”  He smirks as he stretches, arching his back and placing his hands above his ass with a long groan before bending back down and retrieving the heavy cases. When he steps toward the wall and around to stock the bottles in the bar I follow. “And Mum and Dad have that meeting, so it’s you and Ainsley tonight.” 
 
    I ignore his comment about Ainsley working with me because I tend to avoid unpleasant topics. Instead, I delve into his more than active personal life which has always been in sharp contrast to my lack of one. “Another date?  Who is he?” 
 
    “Another date.  You say it like it’s something unusual.  Single people go on dates, Ri, you know that?”  Danny’s voice rises, but I catch the grin on his face and the humor in his voice.  “And it’s none of your bloody business who he is.” 
 
    “Not that Brad guy again?” 
 
    He shakes his head.  “Jesus Christ, no.  I barely made it out alive with him.  Focking stalker he turned out to be.  Don’t hound me for gory details and I’ll hit you with the highlights when I get home, deal?  You just focus on making sure you’re not coming down with something, Riona Farrell, because I’m not taking your shift.” 
 
    I snort a laugh.  He sounds like my dad.  “I’m fine.”  I lean against the bar so my back is facing the tables and fiddle with the silver Claddagh ring on my right forefinger.  It was the gift from my parents when I graduated high school.  “I’m worried about Mum and Dad though. I hope they get the money.” 
 
    “From your mouth to God’s ears.”  He works straightening the bottles that line the back of the bar fitting in the new ones as best he can. 
 
    The bar has been struggling for some time, but in the past we’ve always managed to scrape by.   
 
    But things went farther south when a swanky, polished Irish pub opened up on the west side.  Soon as they opened, we took a hit when a lot of the younger crowd chose to bail and spend their money in the trendier side of town. 
 
    To make matters worse that place advertises and promotes like their pockets have no holes.  They have special events, live music, Radio stations set up for shows and publicity.  Not to mention, they undercut our prices, and it’s become a struggle to keep the lights on.   
 
    Mum and Dad have a dinner tonight with a group of friends and acquaintances with connections here and back home, and they are going to see if there're any loans to be had the old school way.  The bank turned them down and there are not many other shrubs to shake.   
 
    I’m not saying there’s any sort of official Irish clad organized crime syndicate around here or anything, at least not that I know of.  But there are people.  People in the community that know other people.  Irish roots are knotty and sometimes bitter, but they run deep.  And far.  Connections here run back across the ocean so you never know who might come through on a reputation and a handshake. 
 
    I release the breath I’m holding and focus on a silent prayer that something comes through, and soon. 
 
    Finally, I turn around and nod at the handful of regulars seated and even at eleven am, they’re on their second or third pint and most will be in and out all day. 
 
    I smooth my hands down the front of my worn tank, trying to tame the way it rides up around my belly.  The low chatter mixes with the gentle music of Loch Lomond playing on the speakers, and I unconsciously start to hum along, but when I make the mistake of glancing up the sound sticks in my throat. 
 
    Only a single table houses a patron, and it’s him.  He’s half done with his pint and my stomach flips at the thought of talking to him again. At some point, I’ll have to go back over and ask if he needs anything else. 
 
    And I can’t seem to differentiate between the excitement and the nausea surrounding that thought. 
 
    I lean over and scrub a few glasses in the sink, but I feel a tug on my ponytail.  When I snap my eyes up, it’s Devan Morgan’s stupid smile and half brown teeth I see grinning at me from the other side of the bar. 
 
    I restrain the urge to punch him in his red-veiny nose, instead jabbing my finger toward him on a snarl. 
 
    “I’ve told you a thousand God-damn times not to touch me. And me includes meh hair.”  His broader smile in return sends my skin to crawl.  His efforts at gaining favor with me have ramped up the last couple weeks since his last girlfriend dumped him. 
 
    My temper has been a asset and a curse since I was a little girl. 
 
    “Sorry.  Can’t help myself.  That hair…mmm…it just makes me think of things.”  Devan leans his forearms on the bar, unapologetically gaining a better vantage point to look down my tank top. Even from here I catch the scent of beer and cigarettes on his breath. 
 
    “Well, you can stop that right now or you’re going to hurt yourself or I’m going to hurt you.” I stand straight, pulling the neckline on my shirt upward and darting a glance out onto the floor where I see the new guy glaring our way. 
 
    Devan chuckles then fights a wet cough before finishing.  “Now that just sounds like a lot of fun to me.  Always did enjoy a bit of hurt to go with my—” 
 
    Danny slaps a hand down on the bar, extending his arm into the space in front of Devan. “You like a little hurt, do you?”   
 
    Danny may be the gentlest person I know, but he also inherited a genetic code that grew his body like a sturdy Oak.  Truth is, he wouldn’t know what to do in a fight, but nobody outside the family knows that.  When you work a bar like this, it pays to command respect from your regulars even if you’ve never been able to back it up with action. 
 
    When Devan doesn’t respond his stupid glazed eyes trained on my chest, Danny’s shoulders square and he leans in.  “Now piss off and go sit back down with Maggie.  If you’re lucky, she’ll give you a spank and a chance.” 
 
    Devan bobs his eyebrows in my direction, then with a huff he pushes back from the bar and steps away. I stand taller, fisting my hands into my hips and rolling my eyes. 
 
    There’s a tenuous dance with some customers.  We need them so I don’t work to alienate anyone, but I’m not taking shit from anyone either. And oftentimes those goals don’t mix well. 
 
    “You okay?”  Danny shifts back with another glance at Devan who is already back in his glass with an arm around Maggie. 
 
    I nod and without thought my gaze drifts to the hulk at the table.  An unexpected shiver catches me when I see the look of death he’s giving Devan while holding his own pint half way to his mouth.  His grip looks like it could shatter the glass.  His sightline has Devan in his crosshairs for another long moment. Then I watch as he exhales and snaps his head back and forth as though he’s cracking a kink out of his neck, and that funny pulling feeling starts deep down inside me again. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I mutter an absent reply to Danny, forcing myself to look away.  “Now get back to it, those bottles aren’t going to jump out of that case on their own.”  I grouse and jerk my head at the crate on the floor as I turn and go back to finish the glasses in the sink. 
 
    I’ve been working behind the bar since it was legal at sixteen, and I’ve never felt anything like this with anyone ever.  This pull.   
 
    Even the boys that did show interest in me, I didn’t trust them. Growing up I was a chubby version of Pippi Longstocking.  I was that kid.  The one everyone took their jabs at in school and it stunk, but I will say, it prepared me for pub life.  Nothing like being the red headed fat girl to toughen you up. 
 
    And make you doubt anyone could want a girl like you. 
 
    Over the years at the pub, there were a couple boys I’d toyed with that flirted, but it was generally out of boredom. And I figured it was for them as well. 
 
    Except whoever this guy is, he is no boy.  If you look in the dictionary under ‘man’ you’d see a picture of him. And I can see from the look in his eye, he gives zero fucks about what everyone thinks about him. That’s sexy as hell.  
 
    Growing up next to Ainsley hasn’t helped my self-image, either.  
 
    Yesterday, Dad cooked breakfast for the family like he does most days even though for our family, breakfast comes when many are thinking about lunch.  Just a product of our late nights.  Now that none of us are in school, we’ve all adapted a bit more to a schedule that allows for the bar lifestyle.   
 
    Anyway, I ate eggs, hash-browns, two of his homemade sausages and orange juice.  Honestly, there’s no food I like more than my own parents’ home cooking.  Whether it was pizza and coke or haute cuisine if there was one of Dad’s homemade steak pies I’m all in.  I enjoyed every mouthful while Ainsley sipped on her black coffee eyeing each bite I took with contempt. 
 
    She let me know it was half-off Thursday at the thrift shop.  I told her I had plenty of clothes as she smirked, looking as I took the last bite on my plate and let me know I may want to budget for the next size up. 
 
    Such a brat. 
 
    But this is different.  There’s a charge in the air when I look at him.  His face is nearly covered with this brawny brown beard that matches his hair, and that may be due for a cut but its rough shagginess adds to his appeal.  He’s authentic.   
 
    A scar visible even from my place behind the bar runs down from the center of his forehead, and another around his throat that I’m not even sure I want to know about.  But I’m fascinated.  He’s older, at least fifteen if not twenty years older than me, which pushes buttons inside me I didn’t know needed pushing.  
 
    But they so do. 
 
    I picked up on the bit of the accent too, but it’s more than that.  Plenty of straight off the boat Irishmen have been in here before, and that has never hit me in the way his voice did.  It’s as though with one glance he told me he was here for me.   
 
    To protect me. 
 
    To give me something I didn’t know I needed.   
 
    When he’d grabbed my wrist…let’s just say, anyone else in here tried that they’d quickly find themselves with a knot on their head. But with him, lightning bolts shot up my arm. 
 
    He also looks like he could kill another man with his stare.  Even facing the opposite way, I see him in my mind’s eye.  The deepest blue irises, flecked with something dangerous, and by his sheer size I’d guess that one hand around someone’s throat could very well have their family making final arrangements. 
 
    When I’m done with the glasses, I check in with everyone at the bar, smile and make small talk with the regulars, then glance back at him.  It’s glaringly clear that he’s not leaving, so I’m going to have to make peace with the fact I’ll have to speak to him again. 
 
    Danny finishes stocking the bottles and stands up beside me, running his hands down the front of his shirt.  He looks out across the bar, then down at me, then back out at the man sitting at the table and starts to laugh. 
 
    “Really?”  He mutters, leaning back against the wall where he’s just straightened and refilled all the liquor bottles.   
 
    “What?”  I bark back, louder than necessary, drawing a slight tip of the man’s head.   
 
    He’s making no effort to hide the fact that he’s glancing at me every few seconds and when he does, I can feel his eyes warming my skin wherever his gaze lands.   
 
    “What?”  Danny mocks with a smile.  “Come on, Riona, I’ve known you since you were six.  I’ve never seen your face red and I’ve never seen you actually looking at someone like you are right now.” He pokes a finger into my cheek and I swat it away. 
 
    “Stop it, asshole.”  I grab the towel from under the counter and start wiping down the wooden top.  “You are imagining things.” 
 
    “Okay. Then I guess I won’t worry about you, will I? And watch your temper, you know what happens, you get mad and your ears stop working. You hear what you want and then we all pay the price.” 
 
    Both of us know I’m as tough as Danny even though at six foot six inches folks tend to give him a second thought before pushing things.  But when they first came to us, it was Danny that I would hear crying at night.  He had nightmares and I would go into his room and we would sneak downstairs and eat cookies and drink milk until I could get him laughing.   
 
    Ainsley slept like a baby from the first night, I think she just blocked out the horrible loss of her parents.  I also understand that part of her manner is just her defense mechanism and despite the way she is with me I still feel that.  I can’t even imagine ever losing my mum and dad.  They are amazing and have done so much for all of us I would do anything to give back to them and I know Danny would as well. 
 
    I gulp a breath and look over to find the giant man looking at me again.  He’s got to be a lineman for a professional football team.  I honestly don’t know if I’ve ever seen a human being that big, at least not live and in person.   
 
    His hand makes the pint glass look like a shot glass and the backs of his hands and fingers are decorated with dark hair and I swallow hard wondering if that extends to his chest and— 
 
    “Riona!”  I jump at the sound of Danny’s voice next to my ear, and shrug away as he starts to laugh. 
 
    “What?”  I gasp, trying to right myself as I smooth my hands up my burning cheeks to tighten my hair in the ponytail holder. 
 
    “He’s waiving you over.  Are you ignoring him on purpose?” 
 
    “I’m not…oh, shut up.”  I curse under my breath as I realize my panties are wet. That’s never happened before.  What the hell.  I steady myself before I gather the courage to make my way over to him. 
 
    As I step his way, our eyes meet and the intensity there has my breath caught.  It’s not just his otherworldly size that’s shaking me down to my bones.   
 
    It’s the way he looks at me as though I’m the bulls-eye of a target and he’s lining up the kill shot. 
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    I need to know what makes her smile. 
 
    I need to know who that fuck at the bar was that made her frown. 
 
    I need to know what she dreams about. 
 
    I need to know what frightens her at night. 
 
    No one has ever come close to making me feel this.  Not even fucking close.   
 
    There’s a pain in her eyes.  Something is bothering her and I need to be the one to fix it.   
 
    When I touched her wrist, I’m not sure what I saw in those emerald eyes. Not fear, but a tentative curiosity maybe.  Who am I to this beautiful, young thing?  I’m older. I’m rough, and not just around the edges.   
 
    My face would not be found on the cover of a slick men’s magazine.  For my sheer size I’ve been called a monster.  I’d never given much thought to my looks before, but I hope like hell she’s at least not scared of me.  Not that that would stop me from claiming her, I just don’t like the thought of her being scared of anything, let alone me. 
 
    A squeeze of tension knots in my throat as I wave her my way and catch her eyes.  There is a magnetic charge in the air.  A nagging, pulling feeling in my belly and I hope like hell she feels it as well.  Nothing this real could be one sided.  
 
    Yes it could. 
 
    I silence the negative inner voice as she steps to the table. “Another pint?”  Her soft voice reminds me of a spring breeze.   
 
    From this vantage point my eyes are level with her ripe tits and the thought of her pressing each nipple to my lips has me gritting back a groan.  She’s more beautiful every time I see her.   
 
    “No on the pint.”  I grunt, shaking my head.  “But I do want something else.” 
 
    I reach into my wallet and bring out another hundred-dollar bill, placing it on the table. 
 
    “What’s that for?”  Her hand flutters to her mouth, first touching her lips then pressing her knuckles there as she suppresses a smile.  “You don’t look like a mixed drink sort.” 
 
    She shifts her weight onto one hip and crosses her ankles.  It takes me a moment to catch my breath and I realize for the first time in as far back as I can remember, I am at peace.  Calm envelops me and the constant anxiousness that’s been my companion for so many years is gone.  At the center of that peace is an image of me slipping a ring onto her finger with her dressed in white. 
 
    “What’s your name?”  I force the words wondering if I’ll stay in control when I hear her name. 
 
    “Riona.” She shakes her head. “You offering me a hundred bucks to ask my name? Because that would be stupid. Tell me your name.” 
 
    “I’m Brann.  Brann Maguire.”  I laugh.  “The hundred is for you to sit here with me, Riona.” 
 
    She narrows an eye.  “I’m working.”  She shifts her weight again and licks her lips.   
 
    “I just watched you top off all their drinks. If they need you I’m sure they’ll let you know.  One hundred dollars for fifteen minutes, it’s a good deal.  I just want to talk to you, that’s all, nothing sinister.  I want to ask you things.” 
 
    “Things?”  There’s a roar of laughter from the regulars at the bar and she turns for a second taking note that the noise isn’t directed her way then her attention returns to me. 
 
    “That’s right, things.  Don’t worry. Just things about you.”  Her eyes flicker and I stand and step around the table to pull out a chair nodding for her to sit.  “And, your name…” 
 
    She cocks her head to the side narrowing a single eye at me before I finish. “What about my name?” 
 
    “…your name means queen.” 
 
    She squares off her stance, looks at the hundred dollars I’ve set on the table and crosses her arms.  “It does.  You throwing money around like a used napkin doesn’t impress me. You want something from me, you earn it.”  The grin that tugs at the corners of her lips gives me chills.  “I’ll make you a deal.” 
 
    My heart thunders in my chest.  The strength I see in her as she stares me down through eyes as green as a spring meadow it feels like I’ve known her before.  
 
    And. 
 
    I want her. 
 
    No, that’s not it. 
 
    I need her.  And the legend reverberates like a drumbeat deep inside me.  Parts of me come alive from ancient times, parts of me that feel as though they’ve belonged to her before.   
 
    And she belongs to me. In the most primal and complete way. 
 
    She will be my queen. 
 
    Convincing her may be another thing, but I’m up for the challenge. 
 
    I nod.  “Make your deal.”  I press the words out through tight teeth, withholding a growl at the end. 
 
    She jerks her head toward the line of cork dart boards along the wall to our left.  “We’ll play for it.  Each dart, high score gets a question.  Single dart rounds, first to exactly 300 wins. I go out first, I get your money.  You go out first, you leave with it.” 
 
    That’s not what I want to leave with.   
 
    I tip my hand and from the way her eyes connect to mine she’s not completely unaffected by the tension between us.   
 
    At least that’s what I tell myself. 
 
    I follow behind as she turns to walk toward the boards, my eyes keen on the way her ass is torturing the back pockets of her jeans, begging for me to pull those cheeks apart and feast on everything she keeps there for me.  Her pussy is where I will live, giving her my mouth, my fingers, my cock and all the pleasure she deserves.   
 
    Fuck, I need to know if she’s wet.  And that I caused it.   
 
    My mouth waters.  There’s no use trying to hide my hard on as it pushes up and out on my trousers, and the truth is I want her to see what she’s doing to me and yet I don’t want to scare her away.  It’s a fine line but there are things at work here even I don’t understand. 
 
    “Customers first.”  She grins, waving me to the throw line holding a single dart in her upturned palm, and I slip my toe forward as I look down at her.  When I take the dart from her hand, my fingertips brush her skin and I swear to Christ there’s a spark that makes us both look down. 
 
    She’s looks so small that she cranes her neck to look up into my face, and as her eyes flit upward an image of her dropping to her knees, hands on my belt, lips open and willing, sings to me.  The tip of my cock weeps cum and need blurs my vision. 
 
    I line up my shot and let my dart fly.  Growing up in Ireland, the game is in my blood and I hit the outer ring of the bulls-eye exactly as I’d aimed. 
 
    “Not bad.”  She shrugs.  “Looks like I’ll be answering all the questions then.”  
 
    I sidestep, and she takes my place at the line, leaning in and taking her shot.  The dart thuds into the board hard, and she releases a sigh. 
 
    “Lucky shot, I guess.”  Her steel tip landed in the center ring of the bulls-eye and I know a ringer when I see one.  “Let me think of a question.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes to the ceiling and for a split second I consider the fact that I’m getting very quickly attached to a girl that lives across an ocean from me.  Ireland is home, and this was supposed to just be a visit to check in at my investment and reset my head, not to restart my rusty heart. 
 
    “Okay.”  She starts, “Where did you get that scar?”  She points to the long silver stripe that traverses from the center of my forehead down to my left eyebrow. 
 
    “Bar fight.”  I answer.  “Our neighborhood pub looked a lot like this place. Worked cleaning the floors and keeping the peace. Broke up my share of bullshit.  This one,” I jab a finger to the scar, “a man raised a hand to a lady.  I was sixteen he was probably fifty, but he absorbed the lesson I taught as well as a lifetime eviction from the place.  He managed to break his pint glass on my head before he went down though.” 
 
    That stubborn grin tugs at her lips again and the way her eyes shine as I speak feeds my soul. 
 
    “And the limp?” 
 
    “That’s two questions,” I say, but this game was her idea and I’m happy to tell her anything she wants to know. Anything to keep her talking to me.  “Tell you what, you give me a smile and I’ll answer.” 
 
    Her eyebrows furrow. With an embarrassed roll of her eyes she shakes her head and a reluctant smile wins making my balls twitch and tighten. 
 
    I fucking swear, my body is tripling the amount of cum it produces. A tug deep inside wants to sink inside her and let go over and over until the world knows she’s mine.  Make her my little baby making machine.  Watch my cum dripping out of her for days until I’m sure I’ve taken root. 
 
    “There it is.” I thumb my bottom lip trying to hold back my own smile as her breaks over her teeth lighting up the room. 
 
    The pink on her cheeks spreads to a soft red over her face. Her freckles only make it more beautiful.  “Well then, you going to answer my question or not?” 
 
    “Yep, man of my word.  I was with the Garda.” 
 
    She tugs her lips down looking like that information gained me a few points with her. “That so?  What did you do there?” 
 
    “I was an Inspector.  Drugs and Organized Crime.”  I sniff lowering my voice. 
 
    “Not bad.”  She winks, and it’s my turn for my face to warm.  This little ginger snap has me fucking blushing. 
 
    Blushing for fucks sake.   
 
    She’s quickly wrapping me around each of her fingers. 
 
    “Anyway, there was an arms deal, I was supposed to co-ordinate from the surveillance room we had set up in a building across the street.  But it went south, one of my officers got shot and I couldn’t let him die on my account.  Those bad guys weren’t messing around.  Moment they knew who he really was it all turned to a world of shit.  I suppose I should have cut him loose and filed the paperwork, but it’s not in my nature.  By the time I got over there, he was bleeding pretty bad, but I managed to pull him out.  I got this—” I point to my leg “—as a result.” 
 
    Her mouth drops wide.  “What happened?  They shoot you, too?” 
 
    I nod.  “A stray bullet.  Once they’d made my guy it sent the lot of them wild, blaming each other and cursing old family names and such.  They didn’t even see me scoot in through the back door, grab my officer and pull him away, but they started shooting at each other.  I got in the way of a round. Shattered the bones in my knee. Never quite worked the same after.” 
 
    “Jeez…But you said you were in the Garda.  Past tense.” 
 
    “If I stayed I would have been on a desk rest of my time.  No way I could let others put themselves in harm’s way while I sat there fat and safe, so I took early retirement instead.” 
 
    Her answer is a pause and a nod, and I can’t read her features.  She’s playing things close to the vest but I want to be inside that vest.  “So, ready to answer more of my questions?”  She steps away with a sly grin and we have another go at the board. 
 
    This time, she’s on the outer ring and I take the center. 
 
    “That’s not luck.” She flips her head at the board. “You probably weaned off your mother in a pub back home didn’t you?”  She raises her forefinger to a patron at the bar who beckons her.  “One second, Jimmy.” 
 
    “I did.” I choke down the chuckle thinking about my mom who, according to my father, used to nurse me while they sat in the pub drinking pints.  How things have changed. 
 
    “Alright.”  She squares off with a toss of her ponytail.  “What’s your question?” 
 
    I want to know how your cunt tastes.  I want to know how it feels to be inside a woman.  No, that’s not true…I want to know how it feels to be inside of you. 
 
    A million questions fight for dominance inside my head.  I want to know everything about her, but one is tapping at me hard. 
 
    Does she have a boyfriend? 
 
    I realize that it doesn’t matter, because if she does, that’s over now. 
 
    I’ve never been arrogant, but I’m as sure as I’ve ever been that if necessary I would take care of that complication with extreme prejudice. 
 
    “What’s your favorite thing to do when you’re not at work?”  I keep my first question safe but it’s not yes or no so I’m hoping to learn more about her. 
 
    She cocks her left eyebrow and pulls her lips to the side.  “Tell you the truth, I don’t do much besides work.” 
 
    Her answer grips me in my gut.  A treasure like her should be experiencing every joy this life has.  Then, as quickly as her answer made it sad, the selfish prick inside of me smiles, knowing I will be the one to introduce her to so many new experiences.  That I will be there with her to watch her. 
 
    I consider for a moment, then nod.  “Well then, what would you like to do that you don’t get a chance to do?” 
 
    She tugs a shoulder to her ear and her voice softens. “I’ve always wanted to learn to ride a horse.  Like, you know, gallop through a field somewhere.”  She giggles then dismisses it with a wave of her hand.  “Imagine that?  Girl like me on a horse?  I’ve never even been out of Pittsburgh.”  Her answer turns the grip in my cut to a knife in my heart. 
 
    “I can imagine it.  You were born to be on a horse.” 
 
    Although, you’d look fuck-fine riding me as well. 
 
    She narrows her eyes as if she can’t decide if I’m teasing.  Her expression shifts as though she’s looking at me through a new set of glasses or something. She’s peeling back the gruff, monster facade most see with me.  But I’m praying she sees the real Brann Maguire.  The one that would do anything for her. 
 
    The one whose stone walls are quickly crumbling at his feet ready to be rebuilt into a new foundation for our life. 
 
    We play another few rounds and she seems as interested in finding out the answers to my questions as I am in hers. In the end, she’s winning more rounds than me, but I’m good with that.  Just the sound of her voice and being allowed this close to her is melting parts of me I didn’t know were frozen. 
 
    She wins the next couple rounds, asking me where I’m from and if I like dogs.  She’s never had a dog, and it’s another one of the things she’d love to do someday.  I store every bit of the information she gives me knowing it will be my duty to give her everything she desires.  
 
    She wins the next round. 
 
    “Okay.” She taps the darts to her lips, inspecting me. “I wasn’t going to ask, but I can’t help it. Where did you get that scar?” 
 
    She lowers the darts from her lips and points them toward her throat shifting them back and forth gesturing to the noose like scar that runs around the base of my neck. 
 
    I pause drawing in a full breath and holding it wondering if the answer to her question will tell her something about me she won’t like. 
 
    Before I can answer she shakes her head and looks away.  “Never mind.  You don’t have to answer.”  I see a tough exterior that is the mask for a little girl inside.  Some long-fought insecurity that I want to wash away and replace with her knowing what a fucking treasure she is. 
 
    I reach over and brush a strand of red hair that hangs onto her forehead before answering.   
 
    “It’s not as exciting as you’d think.” I shake my head thinking back.  
 
    “Doesn’t have to be exciting.  I want to know.”  The twinkle in her eyes only adds to the hardness in my cock. 
 
    “See, Ryan Dunkirk,” I cross my arms over my chest diving into the story.  “He took to teasing me from the time the first day of primary school in my worn shoes and patched trousers.  Down the years, we scrapped more than a few times, and even though he was four years ahead of me and always bigger I managed to win some pride with him more often than he’d have liked.  So, one day, he decided instead of beating me down, he’d dare me to wear a blackberry ivy for the day at school around my neck. He told everyone standing around that I’d be crying by noon.  Anyway, one thing you should know about me, is tell me I can’t do something and sure as shit I’ll find a way.  He had me finding the closest thorny bush and wrapping it not once but twice around my neck.  I kept my shirt buttoned up for two days.  When my mum finally tugged my collar open the third morning at breakfast I yelped.  Sitting there barely able to swallow my oatmeal, she snatched it off and gave me a whipping that would rival anything Ryan Dunkirk or that ivy could have dished out.  Took a month for my neck to heal, but Ryan Dunkirk never messed with me again.” 
 
    She smiles and shakes her head.  “You’re sort of an idiot.” 
 
    Something my mother used to say comes back to me in a wave.   
 
    If a woman ever calls you an idiot, she’s probably in love with you. 
 
    Christ mum, I hope you’re right. 
 
    I miss my mum and dad.  They’ve been gone years now, nothing tragic just life, but they were admired and loved by me and most that knew them back home.  
 
    I flip my hand up and retort. “I cannot confirm or deny. I’m stubborn, but I do learn.” 
 
    “There’s hope for you yet.” She crinkles her nose and my heart skips a beat. 
 
    As we wrap up another round, a shout comes from the bar. 
 
    “Hey, you still work here, Ri?  I’m empty!  Maybe I should get your Dad on the phone.” 
 
    The voice belongs to the same dumb ass that was eye fucking her earlier and I begin planning his demise. 
 
    “Ah, get over yourself.”  She shouts back. “I’m coming.  Not like you all couldn’t use a few minutes in a lifetime without a pint in your hands.”  She looks my way and twists a smile.   
 
    It pains me to let her go, but this is her job.  At least for now.  
 
    Besides, whoever it is working the bar with her, he seems like he can handle himself if there’s a situation.  I twist my hand holding my dart and look at my watch.  “I’ve got to head out anyway.” 
 
    Truth is, I’m an hour late to meet Henry, and he’s going to give me hell, but time with her will always trump time doing anything else. 
 
    We match steps back toward the table as she starts to speak. 
 
    “Devan’s harmless,” she starts to explain, taking note of the way I keep looking at the fuck staring Riona’s way.  “Anyway, we’ve got to keep all the customers we can.  That God-damned new pub opened up over on the west side…”  Her voice trails off and my gut turns.  “Whoever owns that place...they’re bloodsuckers.  I’ve considered making a bomb out of whiskey and ammonia and blowing the place up.  I think they are deliberately trying to put us out of business.”  Her words soften but her eyes tell me how raw the subject is.  “Sorry, I’m not usually a violent person.”  Her voice trails off, and she brings her hands up to cover her mouth, closing her eyes for a second. 
 
    The combination of sadness and anger I see in her turns my blood icy. 
 
    I’m the enemy. 
 
    Jesus Christ, now what the fuck do I do?  My intention was to stop in here, grab a quick pint, eye up the competition.  Nothing unfair, just a healthy rivalry between two Irish pubs I figured.  Seems fate had something else in mind. 
 
    I shake my head when I realize I’m staring in silence at her. 
 
    “Well, I’ve got to go.  Thank you, Riona.”  I set my darts down on the table and sidestep toward the door yet unable to tear my eyes from her face as I do. 
 
    She twists her lips into a smirking smile.  “Nuh uh. You’re not leaving until I get my hundred bucks ya cheap bastard.  I earned it, fair and square.”  She nods toward the chalk board where the tick marks show she took more rounds than me. 
 
    “That you did.”  I take a step back to the table where the bill is still sitting under the napkin dispenser.  I tug it free handing it to her letting my hand rest on hers for a long moment.  When she doesn’t pull away that drumbeat that’s been pounding inside of me since I set eyes on her thrums louder.   
 
    I know I should tell her who I am, who I really am, but I can’t.  I just can’t.  I don’t want to ruin this. Not before it’s even started.  I need better footing first. Need her attached to me a bit more.  Then, I’ll come clean. 
 
    “See ya around, Brann Maguire.”  She folds the bill carefully and then pushes it down the front of her shirt nearly toppling me in the process. When she turns and walks back toward the bar, I know she not only just took my money, she’s got my heart as well. 
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    “Glad you could make it, dumb ass. You’re an hour and a half late.”  Henry grins and holds out his hand for me to shake, but I hesitate, unsure about whose side I’m on right now.  He frowns.  “What the fuck, man? You’re not going to shake my hand?” 
 
    I draw a slow breath and place my hand in his with a sturdy shake.  Henry is my brother in every way that matters.  No part of me believes he would intentionally try to put The Parting Glass out of business.  But all I can think about is her.  I know I’m here to do what I do best but all of a sudden, the only thing that’s interested me in longer than I can remember is my investments but right now that doesn’t feel so interesting. My new focus is clear. 
 
    My future. 
 
    With her. 
 
    “We need to talk.”  I turn my face towards the third occupant of the room, a woman in a gray suit and sensible shoes. Her clothing looking like it belongs on a woman twice her age and her hair it tugged into a bun so tight her eyes are slits. I look her up and down, then back to Henry.  “In private.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah, but first this is Gina Plumber, she’s the—” 
 
    “This can’t wait.” I drop my eyes to the seated woman.  “Sorry.” 
 
    An uncomfortable moment of silence has us all exchanging eye contact. Henry had said today’s meeting would be with an outside consultant. I assume this Gina Plumber has something to sell us but right now all I can think about is Riona and how we are wrecking the legacy of a family just trying to get by. 
 
    “I’ll wait in the bar,” Gina says, pushing back her chair and standing up.  “It’s been a pleasure Mr. Maguire.” I don’t mind the hint of sarcasm in her voice it’s earned but I don’t give a shit. 
 
    When I fail to reply, she grabs a brown briefcase off the desk and focuses deliberate steps out the door.   
 
    “What the fuck, man?  I’ve never known you to be so rude to a lady—” 
 
    “The Parting Glass,” I growl.   
 
    He starts to laugh but my expression changes his mind and his face drops into a look of confusion.  “What about it?  They’re our competition.  What the fuck is with you?” 
 
    “Are you trying to put them out of business?” 
 
    “What?” He shakes his head stepping closer to me, arms crossed. 
 
    “You heard the question.”  The cool office is heating up quickly.  White walls are dotted with expensive artwork and pictures of the pub and local celebrities holding up pints with Henry. 
 
    For a split second, he hesitates unsure what’s going on.  He squares up to me, but in a blink his better judgment kicks in and he steps back, shoulders dropping.  “Okay, look, business is business.  They’re competition.  It’s my job to make us more money.  That’s why you invested isn’t it?  But put them out of business completely?  Naw.  You know me, man, I’m not a complete dick.” 
 
    “Well, they’re on the edge of just that.” 
 
    “What?”  He shakes his head. “If they are, it’s their fault. The place is a dump compared to what I’ve built here.  They’re small time, they’ve got no vision. No idea about the current market.  The old folks that run that place, they’re dinosaurs. It’s their own fucking mismanagement that’s to blame—” 
 
    In that moment, I see red.  In a single stride, I’ve got my best friend around the throat.  His eyes snap wide as I throw him back against the wall and lean in.  “Watch your mouth.” 
 
    He nods hands raised, his feet scrambling against the floor, and I relax my grip enough to let him breathe and get his footing. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on with you ass…”  He cinches his brow together.  “What the absolute fuck, man?”  Henry slams the heels of his hands into my chest and I step back, raising my own in retreat knowing my reaction was not cool.  “I don’t know shit about their financial situation you dick. Hell, for all I know, they’re flush. Figured they had that place paid off and were just coasting on their regulars waiting to retire.”  His words are staccato and quick, gasped between angered breaths.   
 
    “Well Harry’s seems to be doing well enough,” I counter, waving my hand around the office at the plush furnishings, the executive toys, the modern art and photographs that line the walls. 
 
    “Well, yes and no,” he says and I see a cloud of humiliation inch over him.  “That’s what I needed to talk to you about.  The place isn’t what I expected.  I’m pouring money in, but every fucking promotion I try I need to babysit and be here like 24/7.  They want theme nights and live music.  It costs a fucking fortune and I guess the payout for me just isn’t worth the time I have to spend.  Julia hates the fucking place.  We want out. This life isn’t for me.” 
 
    I can’t quite believe what I’m hearing.  When I invested in Henry’s idea, Harry’s Bar, a traditional Irish pub in the heart of Pittsburgh, I thought we couldn’t lose.  I looked over the business plan and fuck, it was Henry, my best friend with a Stanford degree in Business and Economics, it looked like win-win. Guess he didn’t think it through as much as I did. 
 
    Restaurant and bar business isn’t for everyone.  It’s a damn lifestyle not just a job. 
 
    “So, this Gina, she’s here to what?  Give us ideas about how to turn it around?” 
 
    “No man.”  He drops his gaze, shaking his head before meeting my eyes again. “I love you, man, you know I do, but it’s over.  Gina’s a business broker. She’s suggested a few things.  Made the books look as best possible before she took it to some potential buyers. Then, negotiated the offer I and I bottom lined the sale agreement. I had the right to do it, Brann, you know.”  He raises a hand defensively as if I might punch him for saying it, and that makes me feel guilty.  “I own sixty percent, and our contract specifically states that I have all rights to decisions…anyway I just wanted to tell you face to face.” 
 
    “Of course, the place is yours, that was our deal.”  My mind is racing, going over what he just said word by word, trying to find angles and—“New owners?” The whole thing is beginning to sink in. “You’ve already done the deed?  Sold the place?” 
 
    Henry gulps, rubbing his throat, and perches on the edge of the desk.  “Higham, Jones and Bingle.  They own a string of themed pubs, nightclubs and restaurants that all I know. They have some specialty in pubs too.  Authentic yet American style. They’ve got the kind of capital it would take to make this place what it should be. Brann.  I need to get out. This bar life isn’t for me and Julia.  We want to start our family and I need my portion of the sale to start something new for us.  I’m sorry man. And you’ll get your investment back, not much more, but if we keep going on, you’ll lose it because I just don’t care enough.  I just can’t do it. These new owners know how to run this kind of place.  They’ll do it right.” 
 
    “And wipe out The Parting Glass in the process.” 
 
    Higham, Jones and Bingle.  The names sound familiar. 
 
    He sighs and nods.  “Probably.  Not a lot I can do about that.  What is it with you and that place, anyway?  If they can’t run the business to keep up, that’s not on us.  You secretly invested in them too?” I can see he’s kidding but I’m not in a kidding mood. 
 
    “Something like that.”  I raise a hand, indicating his throat.  “Sorry.” 
 
    “I’ve had worse.”  He shakes his head.  “Never seen you on such a short fuse man.” 
 
    “What if I made a higher offer for your sixty percent than Higham, Jones and fucking Bingle?” 
 
    He’s shaking his head.  “It’s a done deal, Brann.  The offer is a binding contract. Sorry.  Anyway, what do you mean? First, why?  Second, have you even got that sort of stack without getting your money out of here first?  Third, you want to run this place?” 
 
    I play my financial life close to the vest.  From outward appearances, my bank account and portfolio would not be assumed to be impressive.  Right now, I’m leveraged in more businesses than usual, leaving me a bit cash poor compared to my usual position. 
 
    My teeth grind as I think through my options and come up short.  “Don’t you worry about the why,” I say absently, my mind calculating figures and sums.  Maybe if I sold this, maybe if I sold that.  But whatever I think of, it’s long term.  And if this is already a done deal I need the cash fast.  “I can get the money,” I lie.  “A lot of my capital isn’t exactly liquid right now, but I have a few assets back home that I could figure it out.” 
 
    “Assets?  I mean, you’ll get your cash out of this place but not until it sells.  That’s a weird Catch 22.” 
 
    I say the first thing that comes to mind.  “My house should be worth as much as this pub.” 
 
    Henry narrows his eyes. “Your house?  You fucking live there.  You’d sell your house?” 
 
    “Let me worry about that.  In principle would we have a deal?” 
 
    He shrugs.  “I mean, it makes no difference from my end, Brann, you know that.  But it’s not up to me.  I signed the purchase agreement, like I said it’s binding. So, I guess unless you can make an offer to them they can’t refuse, I can’t stop what’s already in process.”  He sighs.  “If I’d known you liked this place so much I’d have asked, but you’ve never even been out here until now.  Sure, if you can get HJB to pull out I’ll take your money.  But I need it soon.  Julia and I want to move down to Florida.  Her uncle has a construction company that will give us both good management jobs.  Time to start looking to the future, you know?” 
 
    “Okay, so I need to deal with Gina…what’s her last name?”   
 
    “Plumber.  Yep. She’s the broker. If you can get her to support, then she gets the buyer to release the contract. Though how you’ll do that I have no idea.” 
 
    I don’t like any of this, but none of that matters.  “Just don’t run The Parting Glass out of business in the next few days.  Deal?” 
 
    He shakes his head.  “Sorry, man, I feel like I’ve let you down.” 
 
    “You haven’t. Life throws us curves sometimes.  I understand.”  The wheels are turning in my head. I have to figure this out. I have to. 
 
    Henry pulls Gina back into the office and the next hour, it’s me talking.  Working figures together. Her making calls and shaking her head while Henry twists his hands.  Nothing about this is easy, but in my mind, as soon as I buy the place, I’ll turn it into rubble if I have to—whatever it takes to make sure there’s only one Irish pub in this city. 
 
    As I push open the back door, I’m holding my cell phone to my ear, waiting for my accountant to pick up.  I need cash, and I need it fast. 
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    “Hurry yourself up.”  Mum is holding the door open as Dad grumbles and marches outside carrying a huge stainless-steel chafing dish full of the sausages they’ve been making from scratch all week.  
 
    She’s wearing her lavender linen dress. At her temples, two rollers are still dangling wrapped in her graying warm brown hair.  She’s had that dress as long as I can remember and although there’s a bit of wear along the collar and a few spots where she’s done some mending, it looks as good on her as ever.  Unfortunately, she matches every outfit with the most God-awful black lace-up leather shoes, but I gave up giving her grief about her fashion sense a long time ago. 
 
    Pot, kettle and black and all that. 
 
    The sausages they make are for our Sunday afternoon brunch at the pub.  We don’t usually serve food, but we make Sundays special and we have a good group of regulars that enjoy it, so the place is generally full.  
 
    And right now we could use all the customers we can get. 
 
    “I’m coming, I’m coming.”  I huff as I grab my coat and quick-step toward my mum, who’s waiting by the door.  “Why can’t Ainsley take my shift today?  I’m beat.  I worked open to close yesterday.” 
 
    Truth is, I’m not that tired. I’m scared.  Or getting scared.   
 
    Brann Maguire has been in everyday for the last four days, and each time we end up in another round of darts and questions.   
 
    There’s this genuine affinity we have for one another and he honestly seems to want to get to know anything and everything about me.  And I hate to admit it but I feel the same.  And all those feelings are beginning to frighten me.   
 
    That tug that started in my belly the first day he came in has turned into an iron cord twisted and wrapped around the deep parts of me, binding me to Brann a bit more each time we’re together.  There’s that crazy flip inside of me whenever I think about him. He hasn’t asked me out.  Hasn’t made any attempt to kiss me or show affection other than an occasional playful twist of my hair.  
 
    That voice inside reminds me I’m not his type. I’m not really anyone’s type.  Besides the voice, my eyes confirm that feeling every morning when I avoid looking in the mirror.  
 
    My thought is that it’s all a recipe for a lot of Harlequin heartache. 
 
    Because that is something this girl can live without. 
 
    “I can’t take your shift because I have a life.”  Ainsley smacks back from her place on the sofa where she’s sitting with her feet up on the coffee table painting her toenails.  “I’m going out with my friends. Something you wouldn’t know anything about.”   
 
    I stick my tongue out at her and she replies in kind with a mocking twist of her head. 
 
    “Girls!”  Mum’s patience snaps and I feel bad.   
 
    But Ainsley’s princess act has been ramping up all week, and the truth is I should be tired.  And she should be pulling her weight, not that there’s much of that.  I didn’t get home until after three this morning.  Mum and Dad worked with me last night as well, and it just doesn’t seem quite fair we are the three that were up early while she just rolled out of the sack two minutes ago. 
 
    “Ugh, fine.”  I snap, grabbing my bag and looking inside to be sure my latest Horse & Rider magazine is there. When I do, I catch a glimpse of myself in the hallway mirror. 
 
    The best I can say about my hair is I wash it and hope for the best. Today I’ve left it down but by late this afternoon it will be driving me batty and will surely end up back on the top of my head in a ponytail or a messy knot.  Brann seems to like giving the ponytail a quick tug when he wins a round of our questions and darts game, so I’ll admit I’ve been favoring the ponytail lately.   
 
    When Devan does the same thing I’m ready to beat him over the head with the nearest bottle.  But, when Brann does it gives me heart palpations.   
 
    “Ainsley.”  My mother’s voice is sharp.  “I want you in the pub this evening to help your sister.  Don’t give me any arguments or you’ll regret it.  And you help her lock up, you hear?” 
 
    Ainsley rolls her eyes as is usual whenever anyone refers to us as sisters. 
 
    “Be in and ready to work by six o’clock. No excuses. Dad and I need a night off.  Your father has barely slept in days.  I need to get him home and get some Jameson in him and hope he sleeps.” 
 
    As far as I know, nobody’s told Ainsley about the financial stuff.  From the little tid-bits I hear between Mum and Dad, the meeting they had went as well as could be expected but no hail Mary’s came through at least they haven’t shared.   
 
    “I hate taking the stupid bus,” Ainsley rolls her eyes.  “Uber is lame around here, I am NOT walking, that will take me an hour.” 
 
    I twist a look her way.  “What’s the matter? Your   horse drawn carriage in the shop?” I sneer shifting to see my mother give me that look that tells me enough is enough. 
 
    Mum shuffles her practical black shoes another step out the door turning over her shoulder to Ainsley. “You drive Riona’s car in.” 
 
    “What?  No!  I don’t want her driving my car.”   
 
    My little red Volvo station wagon may not be much.  It’s fifteen years old and nearly two-hundred thousand miles, but it’s mine.  I saved my money since I was fourteen so I could buy myself a car. 
 
    I did the research, found it on my own. I learned about cars and engines from Dad using duct tape and prayers to keep ours running, and I do not like anyone else driving it, let alone Ainsley. 
 
    “It’s just from here to work.”  Ainsley picks at her nails, shooting me a sidelong glance. “I mean, I’m taking a chance someone will see me driving in that rusty tomato.” 
 
    “Girls! I’m not arguing.  There are more important hills to die on in our life.”  Mum looks tired.  I release my indignation on a sigh, giving up the fight for her sake. “And you Riona, watch yourself. You stop listening when you get riled and I’m in no mood to repeat meh self today.” 
 
    “So, now I have to work?”  Ainsley shoots back. 
 
    “Just be at the pub by six.” Mum caps the conversations with a finger jab in the air toward Ainsley then squints one eye my way. 
 
    With that, she turns and ducks out the door, and I aim two fingers at my eyes then jab them back toward Ainsley. 
 
    I hate how tired mum looks.  She and dad are the hardest working people I’ve ever seen.  They had me late in life, I was sort of their miracle baby after years of trying.   
 
    So, they are both of retirement age already, not that I’ve heard either of them ever speak of it.  They came to the U.S. just after they got married with a single duffel bag and their dreams.  The only work Dad could get when they got here was down at the docks doing pretty much whatever he was told and mum did washing and ironing until they’d saved enough for a down payment on what is now The Parting Glass.   
 
    Formerly it was a textile shop, by the time they took the building it was barely suitable for any sort of business, but they had a vision and tenacity.   
 
    The photo of the two of them with arms around each other standing in front of the tattered awning that adorned the front of the vacant space that day hangs behind the bar as a reminder of how far they’ve come.   
 
    They worked day and night for years to build the business and it breaks my heart that it’s in jeopardy.  And just at the point in their lives when they should be ready to relax and enjoy the fruits of their labor.   
 
    Of all the kinds of bars to open, it cracks my walnuts that whoever owns Harry’s had to open another Irish pub.  Not to mention with its loft apartments and trendy coffee houses that end of town is attracting not just the younger crowd but the crowd with deeper pockets. 
 
    Seems the east end is old news.  The shuttered store and restaurant fronts that dot the area are a cloud that hovers over The Parting Glass.  I’ll do anything in my power to make sure what my parents have built will go on and be successful long after they hand it over, and I know Danny will too. 
 
    Ainsley on the other hand…I honestly don’t know what goes on with her most of the time. 
 
    Mum gives me a half-hearted swat on the side of my head as we step onto the porch. 
 
    “Why can’t Danny work tonight?”  I grumble as I descend the front steps, tossing my hair back as a cool blast of late winter air takes my breath away. 
 
    Mum knows I hate closing with Ainsley.  Her work ethic is shit, she’ll sneak out early given the opportunity and she sometimes lets her friends stay after close, which I hate.  When you work until close, if you are driving home by three AM you’ve done well.  Staying until four or five in the morning is not my idea of fun, but Ainsley and I are cut from different bolts of cloth. 
 
    I sigh, at least it’s Sunday and we close at midnight tonight. 
 
    “Danny rarely asks for a night off, Riona. He’s got tickets to the semi-final March Madness game, won them on some radio call in thing and he’s taking that nice boy he’s seeing with him.  Joshua I think is his name.  Courtside tickets, not in his budget otherwise.  He works hard, too, he deserves a night off, and you know if you had something special going on, I’d make sure you had the night off too.” 
 
    I tug back my pout. Danny works harder than most of us put together, so I don’t fault him some time off.  Besides, it’s Sunday, so maybe Brann will take the day off as well.  That thought both makes me breathe a sigh of relief and fight off the twinge of disappointment that gathers in my gut. 
 
    The car is running with Dad in the driver’s seat wearing his Sunday fedora when we get there. 
 
    The only distinguishing difference between the Sunday fedora and the every-other-day-of-the-week fedora, is the green feather that decorates the ribbon around the brim.  He barely scrapes at five feet five inches while Mum hovers at five-nine, but there’s never been a doubt Dad is the man of the house.   
 
    His height has never stopped him from taking care of the biggest drunks at the pub and he has a way about him that demands respect.  But, he’s not as young as he used to me and I worry about his safety too.  Luckily, he can level the most arrogant customers with a cold stare. Not to mention, when it comes to his family, his protective instincts make us all feel safer around him. 
 
    Inside the car, Mum leans over to kiss Dad on the cheek. 
 
    “Buckle up.”  He says to both of us, then reaches over to squeeze my mother’s chin, turning her face toward him.  “That won’t do.”  His words are gruff but his eyes sparkle.  “You put those lips on my lips or this car isn’t moving.” 
 
    “Ugg.”  I mutter, looking out the window at our neighbor Mrs. Mertaugh walking her painfully obese Beagle down the sidewalk.  For March in Pittsburgh, there’s only a few small grayish white piles of snow left here and there.  Even with the clear blue sky it’s hovering only around twenty-eight degrees today but something about the smell of the air makes me think the long winter is coming to a close. 
 
    Growing up with parents like mine was both wonderful and horrible at the same time.  Watching them kiss and touch constantly is not something a child likes to see, even if it does show you an example of what sort of relationship you may want for yourself someday. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I see Mum lean over and set a kiss on Dad’s lips. It’s not a peck either, and when he tangles his hand in the back of her hair, I avert my eyes staring out the window until I feel the car ease out of the driveway.  
 
    I’m half surprised when Dad turns left instead of right, taking us towards the west side of town.  Not our usual route to the pub. 
 
    In a few minutes, we are heading down West Main toward Harry’s Bar.  Dad’s a business man and checking out your competition isn’t without merit.  To tell the truth, by now I’ve half expected him to make a visit there with a snooker cue and start smashing things.  If that ever comes to pass, I’ll be right behind him.  
 
    When we stop at a red light, he turns over his shoulder and gives me a rare full smile showing the glint of a single gold incisor. 
 
    “Yer friend coming in everyday most now, eh?” 
 
    My stomach does that stupid flip thing even though Dad doesn’t mention a name. 
 
    “I dunno.  Just a customer, that’s all, in from Cork to visit his brother or his best friend or do some business with someone.” I shake my head and fiddle with the ring on my finger under Dad’s questioning stare.  “He’s just wasting time.  Says he’s going back home next week.”  Those last words leave me feeling chillier than when I got in the car. 
 
    Dad’s playful look turns stern as his thick eyebrows draw together.  Dad is as loyal as a Doberman and cares for his family with a fierce pride, but he’s a take-no-shit sort and you want to pick your battles carefully. 
 
    “Going home next week, eh?  Me thinks not.”  He turns back to the road as the light turns green. Mum sits humming next to him, her knitting needles clicking together.  If she’s not sleeping, working or cooking she’s knitting.   
 
    And listening.   
 
    I learned a long time ago not to mistake her humming and knitting for a lack of attention to every detail of what’s going on around her.  Dad adds, “I know a customer when I see one. That man isn’t coming around for the pints.” 
 
    I want to believe him but I also look at myself and then I look at Brann and see two people that in no fairy tale would be a happily-ever-after.  My looks would be more described as unruly than refined and, well, my hips and ass are about the same only on steroids.   
 
    And Brann?  Well, there’s a football team somewhere missing a linebacker, that’s for sure, but it’s more.  He’s an Irish mountain man with the sex appeal of Sean Connery and there’s no way that I get to be that girl.   
 
    As we turn the corner and Harry’s comes into view, we see the queue stretching out the door. The tension inside the brown Buick thickens. 
 
    “What in Lord’s name…”  There’s a catch in Mum’s voice. 
 
    The banner flapping in the breeze outside of Harry’s reads “Join Us for Our New SUNDAY Brunch! Five dollars ALL YOU CAN EAT!” 
 
    The color drains from my father’s face and his knuckles turn white as he grips the steering wheel.  He stares straight ahead and his jaw muscle flexing.  Sunday brunch has been my father’s favorite event at the pub as far back as I can remember.  It usually fills us to capacity and he and Mum always serve at the buffet. It gives them a rare chance to visit with the customers in a more leisurely way.   
 
    As well, there’s not as much alcohol involved on a Sunday morning so it feels more like having people over to your house for a holiday.  A good number of the customers who come in, my parents have known for decades. Dad’s always thought of the brunch as something that set us apart and offered a sense of community. 
 
    I force an inhale, trying to say something reassuring.  “It will be okay.  It’s just a fad.”  My upbeat act falls flat and inside the car the energy has turned thick and dark as a cloud blocks out the sunshine.   
 
    These days, our brunch was one of the few things left that gave our pub a good financial shot in the arm every week.   
 
    Everything we do, Harry’s copies and they try to do it ten times bigger for half the price.  I have half a mind to march down there and put a stick in the eye of whoever owns the place, but both Mum and Dad have always taught us to leave those details to God.  It’s our job to live our lives the way we see fit and be able to sleep at night.   
 
    There’s a pressure growing in my ears. 
 
    “Riona’s right.”  Mum reaches over and squeezes the back of Dad’s neck.  “St. Patrick’s Day is just around the corner. We will come up with something wonderful and that will bring us back.  We’ve survived worse, we will survive this.”  
 
    The rest of the five-minute drive none of us speak.  I’m half ashamed when my thoughts are more on Brann than the family struggles but I can’t seem to shake thoughts of him nearly twenty-four hours a day.  
 
    When we get to The Parting Glass, Danny is busy inside setting up the chafing dishes and the long banquet tables for the food.  Dad silently fixes himself in the small kitchen area behind the bar, getting the sausages in the oven and the other food prepped while mum starts wiping down tables. 
 
    I get to work behind the bar when I look up to see Danny standing there with a stupid grin on his face. 
 
    “What?”  I wipe down another pint glass and place it on the shelf above the taps. 
 
    “What?  What, she says.  What is named Brann Maguire.”  He tips his head toward the front of the pub. 
 
    Outside the front window, leaning against a vintage Jeep Wagoneer, is Brann.  This time, it isn’t just my belly that reacts, either.  There is that pull again, but it connects directly between my legs.  
 
    “What is he doing here?  We don’t open for an hour.” I glance up at the Jameson clock on the wall. “Doesn’t he have anywhere else to go?”  I force annoyance into my voice but inside me fireworks are exploding. 
 
    “Why so many questions?  Oh, that’s right, questions are your thing, aren’t they?”  A stupid grin covers his face, and it makes the heat rise to my own.  “Why don’t you just go ask him instead of me?  Or shoo him away with a broom like our mom used to do with the drunks in the doorway back in the day.”  Danny twists a towel in the air and snaps it at me. 
 
    I swat it away with a bark. “Stop it, ass. And maybe I will. Fippin’ arrogant, or stupid, showing up so early. Can’t he read.”  The sign with our hours hangs clear as day on the front door. 
 
    I smack my lips and take a long look through the painted sign on the front glass window at Brann leaning there.  He looks even bigger than usual today, wearing brown sort of canvas work pants and a deep red and black flannel shirt.  He’s staring straight in the window while he talks on his phone.   
 
    I toss him a dismissive wave then go right back to my work.  He can wait. 
 
    But I’m not so sure about me. 
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    “How much are we talking?”  My heart pounds as I try to take in what John, my accountant and business guru, is saying.  “Enough for me to buy out Henry’s share in the pub?” 
 
    I’ve been on a bit of a buying binge of businesses the last few years.  It’s been my only focus, to tell the truth.  I mean, apart from the house back home I haven’t really spent any of it, just kept investing in everything that looks promising.  John has been a godsend, keeping track of where my money is and bringing me new opportunities when he sees them.  We’re cut from the same cloth, and it’s amazing how in sync we usually are.  He gets some hefty return for his services as well so it’s a win-win the way things should be. 
 
    He provides the businesses with his knowledge and I get to be as involved as I’d like.  Gives me freedom and still some focus. 
 
    He laughs.  “If that’s all you want, can I have the rest?  I mean, I’ll be retiring to the Bahamas and an all you can eat pussy buffet—” 
 
    “Give me the bottom line.” I cut him off before he starts getting descriptive.  When he gives me a cold, hard number, even I almost choke.  “Really?  That much?” 
 
    “It’s one of our best returns to date my friend. I’ve got my eye on a little villa—" 
 
    “Yeah, okay, you’ll get your end.  And this is cashable, right?  No waiting?” 
 
    “Sure, there are no end of investors lining up to take shares off our hands.  I mean, wait a year or two and it might be worth twice that, but you know as well as I do how volatile the tech market is.  I’m with you on this one, Brann, I say we cash out.  We do it today, I can have at least half of it in your account by the time the banks close.” 
 
    “Good.  Do it.  What about Higham, Jones and Bingle?  Did you find anything out?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, you’ll like this, man.”  He chuckles.  “Your memory is like fucking Rain Man or something.  Seriously, nobody else would have put that together.” 
 
    “So tell me.” 
 
    “Maybe if I say the names Patrick Higgum and Gene Bindel it’ll make more sense?” 
 
    “Fucking hell…”  My voice trails off. 
 
    Obviously, somewhere in the back of my mind, those names had set off a flag and I just couldn’t quite put my finger on it.  Jones is someone new then, but I know Higham and Bingle from my former life in the Garda, when they were going by other names.  I wouldn’t exactly say they were drug smugglers, I mean nothing was ever proven, but there were conspiracy theories and whispered rumors.  Obviously, it would be enough to make their lives very uncomfortable if it were to become common knowledge, otherwise they wouldn’t be hiding their names behind a corporate facade. 
 
    “Yeah, fucking hell exactly.  Tread carefully there, Brann.  My advice?  Forget that pub and get yourself back here.  Buy a nice little bar in Cork if you’re that desperate for free drinks.” 
 
    “And Jones?”  I ignore his advice as if he hadn’t said anything.  I have no intention of letting that drop.  So far the HJB suits have been ignoring my calls and plowing ahead with the buyout.  I don’t like how much influence they’ve already got over at Harry’s Bar, either.  But that might all change if I put in a call to whoever Jones is and have a word about his business partners. 
 
    “Can’t find much about him, to tell the truth.  Some business graduate or whatever.  Graham Jones.  I think he’s pretty much a nobody.” 
 
    “Good.  Get me his contact info.” 
 
    John takes a breath as if he’s going to say something, but he knows better.  “Sure,” he says after a pause.  “Oh, one more thing before you go.  I said you didn’t have the cash, but that was a couple of days ago.  You know Terry Mumford, right?  Salt of the earth type, knows everyone who knows everyone.  Well, he’s looking for someone that can place a loan.  No collateral, but I know you like to help out good Irish families and all—” 
 
    There’s a pop as the deadlocks on the pub door are thrown back, and suddenly my mind wants this conversation to be over.  “Sure, whatever, we have the cash now.  Lend it.  I’ve got to go.” 
 
    “Great, I’ll see to it.” 
 
    “Get me that number for Graham Jones,” I say as I hang up. 
 
    I turn, and I can’t help the enthusiastic grin that spreads over my face when Riona finally swings open the door.  Cheeky girl.  She’s the best sort of pain in the ass.  She’s shown me both her sweet and saucy side in the last four days and each day I fall in love with her a little more.   
 
    Sure, I could have asked her out on a proper date by now.  But there’s something comfortable here.  Playing darts for questions while she feels safe and at home in the pub I think has allowed her to show me more of her true self.   
 
    Dates seem so contrived.  The small talk, while engaging in some completely staged activity that deep down you both probably wish was over.  
 
    I don’t want to share small talk with her. I want every word to be meaningful.  I want to know what makes her tick. I want every day be part of our life together. I want to know if she wakes up cheerful or grouchy.  If she likes her toast charcoal black or barely brown. I need to know all the things that make her smile or make her scared so I’ll be ready to take care of each one when the time comes. 
 
    Because that time is coming. 
 
    Quickly. 
 
    “You’re early, Brann Maguire.” Her green eyes shimmer as she straps her words with a touch of sarcasm. 
 
    “I’m not early, I’m right on time. Watching you through the window is like my pre-game show.”  I give her ponytail a quick tug as I go by, stepping inside and eyeing my usual table.   
 
    I’m immediately rock hard and I’ve quit worrying that she’ll notice. There’s no way in God’s green meadow that she’s not taken note of the constant erection I sport whenever I’m near her.  “Besides,” I say as she steps back inside with me, shaking her head, “I’ve got to leave in about hour and half.  Watching you through the window I at least got more time with you.” 
 
    “Aren’t you a smooth talker.  I’ve got Teflon armor when it comes to that just so ya know.”  Her cheeks ripen to rose red.  She’s finding it harder and harder to maintain her tough-girl act around me. 
 
    A few customers begin to shuffle in behind us. Calling out greetings as they do. I watch as she and her family genuinely greet each one by name with warm smiles and inside jokes.   
 
    Truth is, this is probably what Henry has been missing.  The Parting Glass know their customers like friends of the family; same as the pubs back home.  Harry’s might be newer, might be slicker and trendier, but your traditional Irish pub is friendlier.  The customers and Riona banter back and forth for a few minutes, even as I see her eyes flit my way between the exchanges. 
 
    She’s wearing her usual: jeans that fill out in all the right places, along with her Parting Glass T-shirt that pulls tight over tits that were born to be in my mouth.  Soon enough, I keep telling myself, soon enough, Brann Maguire. 
 
    “Will you still be here?”  She catches me off guard with the question, but I see her eyes dart to the wall behind me, and turn to find an ad for St. Patrick’s Day here at The Parting Glass. 
 
    “I might be.”  I grin.   
 
    Deep down, I know I will be.  I have a flight scheduled the day before, but hell if I’m ever leaving here.   
 
    My reply hangs between us. I watch her mouth open and close as if she wants to say more.  I want her to tell me she wants me to be here but then she shakes her head.  “The usual is it then?”  She asks, and I love that twinkle I see in her eye as she sets her weight on one hip and leans on the table with one hand. “And the food is ten dollars.  All you can eat.  Don’t put us out of business.”  She adds, and it’s like a punch in the gut. 
 
    “Yep, the usual and it smells amazing.  I promise I’ll behave and at least leave some scraps for everyone else.” I suck in a long breath taking in her scent. “And today we’re changing up our game.” 
 
    “Oh? You make the rules now, do ya?” 
 
    “I do. Today it’s winning dart gets to choose what we do tomorrow.”  I lean over the table toward her.  My eyes dance over each exposed inch of her, memorizing it all for future reference. My skin prickles, just as it always does when she’s so close.  My fingertips twitch, wishing they were tangled in her hair. 
 
    “Tomorrow? What do you mean tomorrow?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.”  I nod, as sure about this as I’ve been about anything in my life.  “Tomorrow, you and I are going out.  So, it’s just the one dart today.  I win, I decide what we do and where we go.  You win, you choose.” 
 
    “Is that so?  How about you ask me if I even want to go anywhere with you tomorrow?  Maybe I have to work.  Or how do you know I don’t have a boyfriend?”   
 
    Her nipples give her away, poking out on her tank, and I wonder what they will look like when they are full of milk after she has our first baby.  How they could be more perfect, I’m not sure, but my crazy mind travels in all sorts of directions these days. 
 
    She’s cute when she’s trying to cover up her smile. The way she always twists and fiddles with her Claddagh ring when she’s nervous. 
 
    “I know you don’t have to work, because your schedule is posted back by the john. As far as the boyfriend?  I did my research.  Besides, if you did have a boyfriend, it was over four days ago. And, Danny gave you up. Only cost me fifty bucks.  He’s easier than you.”  I nod my head toward the bar where Danny is talking to his adopted mother, and Riona narrows her eyes, but doesn’t say a word. “So, let’s get on with it. I need to know what our plans are tomorrow.”   
 
    She shifts on her hip and I see the way she tenses her thighs together. The movement is small, but tells me what I need to know as well as it makes my balls draw tight.  Desperation clutches in my gut needing to fill her sweet cunt with my cum.  I’m sure, if I even brushed against her right now I’d cream my jeans like a twelve-year-old. 
 
    The way she glances back at Danny, I can see her irritation that he gave up info on her. What she doesn’t know, is he has her back.  And he can read people, even me. 
 
    The second visit here when I took my table, he made a beeline for me. 
 
    Turned a chair backwards and took a seat, letting me know in no uncertain terms if I had anything other than the best of intentions, he would be sure I limped on my other leg.   
 
    I should be ashamed but I’m not that I’ve been following her around nearly every spare moment when she’s not here at the pub.  Legally I am sure I would fit the qualifications for a stalker at this point.  But when I’m not at the pub playing darts with her or dealing with my other life business, I’m watching her. Thinking about her.  Planning the life I see with her. 
 
    This evening I’ll be hiding in the shadows after close to make sure she gets home safely.  I know her routine and I’ve become quite good at not being noticed.  She usually closes with Danny, if not with her mum and dad, but for me that’s not enough.  I need to make sure. 
 
    She draws in a deep breath, then lets it out through her nose.  “Well then.  Here’s what we’re going to do.  Write down what we want to do tomorrow.  That way, when I win, I’ll still get to see what your choice would have been.”  She reaches into her back pocket and pulls out the little notebook and pen she carries there and hands them to me.  “You write down yours first.  Fold it up and put it there.”  She points at the chalk board on the wall where dart players who actually play for points keep score.  A line of multi-colored magnets are haphazardly placed along the top edge. 
 
    I nod and stand, take the paper and pen to scribble down what I’d plan for our day tomorrow and ripping out the page.  Then I fold it neatly into quarters before handing the pad and pen back to her. She does the same, watching me from under her lashes as she does, then passes the paper to me and I take them to the board, putting both under a red magnet. 
 
    “You first today.”  I hold the dart out and place it in her upturned hand. “I’m not just a customer anymore, am I?” 
 
    Her eyes flit to mine then to the floor before settling back on my face.  “Then what are you?” 
 
    “Can I graduate to creepy acquaintance at least?”  I lick my upper teeth as my mouth waters for her.  After a dramatic pause I place my hand over my heart, “Could even be, friend?” 
 
    “Maybe.”  She rolls her eyes and steps to the board. 
 
    Her dart lands perfect center and she turns to give me a shoulder shrug. “Guess we’re doing what I want.” 
 
    We will always do what you want. 
 
    “Not so fast.”  I turn around and take my turn.  My dart lands in the tiny space left next to hers. 
 
    She releases a little whoop and gives me a high five.  “Good shot, Maguire.  So what do we do if it’s a tie?”  Her smile warms my heart. 
 
    “I say we do both.”  I step toward her, looking down and fighting off the urge to kiss her right here.  The bar is gathering more customers and her mum and dad are looking our way, so I know she needs to get to work.  “Let’s look at them together, then you bring me my pint and get to work. Your father’s giving us the eye, especially me.” 
 
    She looks over at her parents tending the buffet.  “Be right there.”  She raises her voice above the music and chatter, then walks over to get the folded papers from under the magnet. 
 
    “Bring them here. I want to read yours and you read mine.”  I command. 
 
    Watching her walk is a gift in itself. Her hips sway like the pendulum of a grandfather clock and my dick is as hard as a metal spike. 
 
    “Here you go.”  She hands me her piece of paper and holds onto mine.  “Ready?” 
 
    “I am.  Open it.”  I watch her eyes as she unfolds the paper.   
 
    I unfold mine and glance down at what she’s written and there’s no fighting the smiles we both wear. I can’t help myself but reach to cup her cheek. My thumb rubs gently up and down on skin that rivals rose petals. 
 
    “I…better get to work.”  Her softness heats under my palm. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    She leans into my hand for a long moment, and that simple gesture makes me feel like a king.  She shoves the piece of paper into her back pocket before turning and moving toward the bar humming as she goes. 
 
    I look down at the paper in my hand and re-read what’s written there. 
 
    Horseback riding. 
 
    The beat of my heart pounds in my ears.  We didn’t have to compare our notes because we both wrote exactly the same thing. 
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    Watching her move around the bar working has my cock aching.  Since the day I walked in here I’ve been ready to explode but relieving myself with a nice tug hasn’t happened.  It just doesn’t seem right anymore.  My cum belongs to her. 
 
    I’m nursing the last of my second pint, feeling the anxiety creep into my chest.  I need to leave soon and it’s pissing me off.  I’ve never been happier than I am just sitting here while she moves around, serving customers and talking in quiet tones to her father.  I get the feeling from the glances from both of them my name has come up in conversation. 
 
    It’s all good.  Before I leave today, I’ll have a man to man with her father, make sure he knows I’m not here to play.  I need him to be settled with what’s going on. 
 
    I tip back the last of the smooth Guinness in my glass as the front door bursts open, bathing the darker space in March’s tease of spring sunlight.  Through the opening, three twenty-something guys fall inside, laughing and stumbling. It’s barely noon, but it’s not a stretch to surmise they may have been at it all night. 
 
    “God, I’m fucking hungry!”  One of them bellows, taking uneven strides toward where Ri’s mum and dad are serving.  He caps off his entry with a belch and my guard is up. My fingertips tingle and I’m ready as I’ve ever been to move into action when and if necessary. 
 
    His partners follow in fashion, laughing as they call out to Riona to bring them drinks.   
 
    I watch her eyes narrow and her shoulders pull back as she stands behind the bar.  I don’t see fear in her but what she doesn’t realize is this sort of shit will not be on her plate to handle anymore.   
 
    As the trio move through the buffet, Mr. & Mrs. Farrell do their best to serve them and stay polite, ignoring their less than gracious comments about the food.  In my mind I know this entire family can handle this sort of bullshit, but they shouldn’t have to.   
 
    With piled plates the three stumble to an open table, nearly falling on their asses before they finally manage to sit.  The other patrons glance over at the spectacle as everyone else is trying to enjoy a lovely Sunday meal. 
 
    “Hey!”  The dark-haired guy wearing a backwards Pittsburgh Pirates ball cap yells toward Riona and my fists ball at my sides. “I said three boilermakers!  Are you deaf, Ginger?”   
 
    “Hey!”  She yells right back jabbing a finger his way.  “I heard you just fine.  Eat your food.” 
 
    She comes out from behind the bar with a tray and three glasses full of water and three coffees stepping toward their table.  I’m on my feet watching. 
 
    Before I get a step forward, Mr. Farrell is behind Ri. I’m never one to be in the mood for a fight but I don’t avoid them either.  
 
    Riona sits the glasses down in front of each man. 
 
    “Fuckin’ water? Coffee?”  One of the others, a blond-haired, bearded guy who looks like he’s been sleeping outside all night, starts laughing around a mouthful of food, spitting gobbets back onto his overfilled plate.  Ri stands steady as Mr. Farrell takes a step to her side. 
 
    Mr. Farrell crosses his arms over his chest.  “That’s right, water and coffee.  And that’s all you’ll get today, too.”  He is about the same height as Riona but he’s got a wicked stare and all three of them look up at who it is that is ruining their buzz. 
 
    “Fuck off!  My money’s as good as theirs.”  Backward-ball-cap wags his arm in an arc motioning to other tables where pints and other drinks are served. 
 
    “It’s not about your money asshat.”  Riona snaps.  “You’re already three sheets and read the sign.”   
 
    Her arm flies out pointing to the wall between the dart boards which reads in clear black and white, We reserve the right to refuse service to anyone we damn well choose.  
 
    “Fuck your water.”  The third guy chimes in picking up the glass and holding it back toward where Riona stands with her tray still balanced on her hand. 
 
    “Fine by me.”  She responds with a tip of her head reaching down to retrieve the glasses of water.  When she picks one up, backward-ballcap guy snatches it from her hand, cocks back and throws the liquid and ice in her face causing her to drop the tray where the steaming cups of coffee fall to the floor.  
 
    And I see red. 
 
    Before I’m across the room, Mr. Farrell has him up off his chair by the collar of his shirt and he’s stumbling toward the door.  I keep my eyes on Ri, making sure she’s okay before running to help him get the shithead outside. 
 
    I’m two steps away when the other two knock back their chairs and jump Mr. Farrell from the sides, knocking him and ball-cap to the floor.  They get a half-hearted swing each on him before I can get there.   
 
    I take the two on top of Mr. Farrell first, tossing one over a table and slamming my fist into the gut of the next, taking them down fast.  They are both on the floor and distantly I recognize shouting behind me, with Riona’s voice in the background. 
 
    I glance up for a second to see her coming closer with fire in her eyes. 
 
    “Stay right there!”  I bellow, and she gives me a death stare but obeys my command. 
 
    She snaps her head throwing a hand up then yells, “Get them out of here then!” 
 
    My hands are on the fuck on the floor in the next second.  I don’t just toss him, I draw back and deliver a solid fist to his right eye socket.  My other hand pulls him up by the neck and I give him another shot in his belly.  From there, it’s ten steps to the door and I throw his worthless, drunk ass out on the sidewalk.  By the time I turn around, his two buddies are back up and they hold their fists up. 
 
    “Really?”  I grunt.  “Get the fuck out or I’ll put you out.” 
 
    I hold the door open with my boot and for a second they falter.   
 
    Their friend is rolling around moaning out front, and the looks on their faces tell me they are as dumb as they look.  When they fail to make forward movement toward the door, I growl and step toward them letting the door fall shut. At that point they manage to find some coherent thought and after a single look one to the other they make their way out the door, cussing us out as they go. 
 
    My blood is pumping as I turn stepping back toward Mr. Farrell.  I drop to one knee beside Riona and her mother, who are already crouching down tending to him.  Chairs are tipped and fallen over all around, and the pub patrons are on their feet working to right the furniture and clean up the mess with rags and trash cans without fuss. 
 
    “You okay?”  I nod at her dad. 
 
    “Just meh pride.”  Mr. Farrell rolls his shoulders and braces a hand against the nearest table leg. 
 
    I look over and see distress in Riona’s face.  Her mother is chirping at Mr. Farrell, telling him he put up a good fight as I reach over and grip his hand. 
 
    “Back on your feet.  You take on three at a time.  Next time, wait until I’ve got your back, eh?”  With a grunt, he grips my hand tight and I heave him easily upright. 
 
    When he’s standing, the bar breaks out in applause. 
 
    “Oh, go on back to your sausages, you lot.”  Mr. Farrell waves his hands at them.  He gives me a terse ‘thank you’ under his breath before he and the missus go back over to tend to the food like nothing ever happened. 
 
    Riona is staring at me and all I can think about is getting her under me.  But right now my protective instincts are in high gear, so first things first.  I march over to the front door and make my way outside into the sunshine.  Stepping onto the sidewalk I look up and down the street to make sure the three used what brain cells they had left and disappeared. 
 
    Which lucky for them they did. 
 
    I lean half my upper body just inside the door to see Riona still standing there staring.  “Come here.”  I twitch my head at her and she obeys.  I open the door just enough to get her outside into the outer entryway of the pub. 
 
    It’s cool out still, but the sun has warmed the small space and I hear birds chirping and my heart beat in my ears. 
 
    With the door barely shut behind her, she opens her mouth to speak but it’s not words I need right now. 
 
    I tug her against me and I’ve got my mouth on hers before she can take a breath.  Her hands flatten against my chest, but she’s not pushing away.  I lick the seam of her mouth and she slowly opens.  My first taste of her slams through me to the core.  If there’d been any lingering doubt about our family legend before, it’s gone now. 
 
    Tasting her is like coming home.  She’s sweet and pure like honey in the summer.  The sound of those church bells ringing returns as her mouth opens and our kiss ignites. 
 
    I spend the next few minutes tasting and touching her, getting to know her flavors and each morsel of her skin that I can touch.  I pull her hard against me, imagining blanketing her naked.  My full length is pressing upward and I push myself into her soft curves and relish the little moan that seeps from her into our kiss. 
 
    I can’t go on this way much longer.  It’s taken all my control so far to not drag her into the back room and rut into her like a fucking wolf.   
 
    To look at me, most would figure I’d had my share of time in the sack, but it’s not the case.  My father always told me it was the legend but honestly I just thought I was broken.  Whatever it was, I’m sure not broken now, because every fucking thought I have is about getting my dick inside that soft, wet pussy of hers and breeding her. 
 
    Fucking almost forty years old and I’m a damn virgin, but for the first time in my life I’m so fucking happy I’ve never been with another woman.  And I know exactly why, too.  The thought of putting myself inside Riona after I’d been with someone else horrifies me.  Call me a freak, but it’s all coming clear. 
 
    “Stop.”  She pushes back. “My parents…” 
 
    “I’ll handle your parents.”  I shift my thigh and half lift her tiny frame up onto the hard muscle and plaster my lips back to hers.   
 
    I’m honest about dealing with her parents. That’s been in my plans since the first day.  Again, I know I’m backwards compared to what most guys do these days, but I don’t give a shit.  I’m going to do what feels right for me and Riona and that will include marching into the pub in a minute and asking her father for his approval to court his daughter. 
 
    When I move my hands to the sides of her neck I can’t help but squeeze.  I want to own her.  To claim her.   
 
    And yes, hurt her in the right ways.  The thrum of her pulse under my palms sends me nearly into a rage as it speeds faster, and the growing heat from her skin tells me she’s right here with me. 
 
    I plunge my tongue deep and twist it with hers.  Her hips gently begin to sway and her cunt is burning a hole in the fabric of my trousers. 
 
    I release her lips just an inch, stare down into her eyes and begin to move my thigh between her legs all in time with her own movements. 
 
    “Are you going to cum?”  I whisper in a throaty groan.  My dick is so hard it could shred metal and the thought of her cumming right now just turns me into a monster. 
 
    A shaky breath falls from her open wet lips and her hips move faster, but she doesn’t say a word.  And she doesn’t have to.  She’s so perfect, just like this. 
 
    “God, do you have any fucking idea how beautiful you are?”   
 
    Her eyes flicker and her lids fall. She’s close and just as I increase the tempo of her grinding on my thigh the pub door starts to swing outward. 
 
    I sweep her up and into the crook of my arm before we’re caught.  We step out onto the sidewalk and smile at the two gray-haired customers exiting. 
 
    “Good day Mr. Piper.  Mrs. Piper.”  Riona nods, cheeks pink and desire still twinkling in her eyes. Her hands flutter upward, adjusting her ponytail.  “Have a good day.” 
 
    “You too, dear.” The older couple hold hands as they shuffle out the door and down the sidewalk. 
 
    “We best get back inside.”  I instruct.  As much as I want to see her cum, my better judgment knows this isn’t the time or place. “We will finish what we started.  But you need to get back to work.  And I need to have a conversation with your father. Then I have to move.  I have some things to do this afternoon out of town.  But I’ll be by your house tomorrow at seven AM to pick you up.” 
 
    “Seven? AM?”  Her eyebrows arch high on an incredulous tone.  “I haven’t been up at seven AM in years, not unless it was because I was up all night. You’re taking your life in your hands dealing with me at that time of day.” 
 
    “Not a morning person?” 
 
    “Not until about noon and a pot of coffee.” 
 
    I chuckle as we weave back inside through the tables and I watch as Riona’s step seems a bit lighter as she slips behind the bar. 
 
    Her father has his eyes on me as I approach. 
 
    “Sir.”  I nod at him and he gives me a solid stare.  “You have a moment?” 
 
    There are no customers at the buffet and Mrs. Farrell is humming as if she’s not paying attention, but when she looks over at him and nods, he relaxes just a touch. 
 
    “Back here then.”  He motions toward the back hallway and I follow him around behind the bar. 
 
    He stops and turns in the corner where we are shielded from most of the activity in the open space of the pub.  Then he stares at me silently, crossing his arms over his chest.  His face shows years of hard work, but he has the same green eyes as Riona and they have the same light in them. 
 
    “Well?”  He narrows his eyes at me.  “What is it boy, I don’t have all day.” 
 
    I nod appreciating his direct approach.  “I know I’ve only been coming in here for the last few days. But from that first day…”  I swallow hard and think of the right words.  “Your daughter has put her hands around my heart and held on.  I can’t explain it, but bottom line, I want to take Riona out.  More than that, I want to court her—by which I mean, this is not just dating.  My intentions are honorable, and I promise I’ll do right by Riona. By you. By your family.” 
 
    I pause for a breath.  I’m fucking nervous, more nervous than I think I’ve ever been in my life, and he’s still staring at me. 
 
    He sniffs with a nod and finally replies.  “You think I don’t have eyes?” 
 
    I let his words hang there, and I sense that it’s some sort of test.  A test of my patience, perhaps, and I steel myself and hold steady.  An excruciatingly long moment later he finally continues. 
 
    “I don’t pretend to know who ya are.  But I do know people.  You don’t work in this business for as many years as I have and not get a sense for who’s right and who’s wrong.  I can tell something about you from just watching.  But, know this—”  He lifts a hand and stabs a finger into my chest.  “You hurt my little girl and I’ll hurt you a hundred times worse.  We clear?” 
 
    “That is not going to happen. You have my word.” 
 
    “Okay then, just so long as we understand each other then go on with you.  I’ve work to do.  Don’t know anyone these days would ask a father to court his daughter anyway.”  He steps to walk away then pauses for a moment and mutters back at me over his shoulder. “Sits well.” 
 
    I’m still smiling as I return to my table, slowly finish my pint, watching her work.  When I can’t delay any longer, I give her a quick goodbye, firm up our morning plans and I’m out the door.  When I set up this meeting to view a rental property on the north side of town, I was planning to pay a month or two and see what happened, but now I’m glad it was one with an option to buy. 
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    My level of irritation just went from DEFCON five to nine.   
 
    And even I know the scale for that only goes to five. 
 
    I’m still at nine. 
 
    Since Brann left, every thought I have is about him.  It’s infuriating.  And what’s more infuriating is that I can’t stop the little quivering that happens between my legs when I think of that kiss and how he’d gotten me so close to actually having an orgasm right in the entryway of the dang pub. 
 
    And then to be left hanging when I was right on the edge…what an ass. 
 
    “There’s one more sausage left, I’m sure you’ll want it.” Ainsley smirks as she shoves the plate toward me with the last of the buffet food on it.  “After all, you’ve only had three.”  Her sarcastic smile pushes me to DEFCON ten. 
 
    I shove the plate back at her with a glare.  She’s seated at the bar along with the handful of customers that are sipping their drinks and watching some March Madness on the big TV.  
 
    Ainsley showed up an hour late, of course. She then spent the next hour texting, and I’m about ready to throw her phone in the dishwasher.  She’s waited on a couple tables—a couple—while I’ve managed the bar and four tables, washed glasses, been down to the cellar and checked the bathrooms.  
 
    Mum and Dad left a couple hours ago, close to five.  Just before they did, Dad ran the numbers on the register and for a Sunday we’re running at about half the business we usually do. 
 
    Thinking about Harry’s and their damn Sunday brunch makes my new DEFCON scale shoot toward a hundred.   
 
    I hold on to the hope that St. Patrick’s Day will buy us some time.  Dad is advertising pints at a dollar for the day, and he’s never done anything like that before.  He doesn’t believe in wasting money on promotions or ads.  Or discounts. He’s just old school and change is hard for him.  Giving away money he isn’t sure he will see a return on is even harder. 
 
    The next hour is the usual and I do my best to fight off the constant presence of Brann in my mind. 
 
    “Hey.”  Ainsley sits up and breaks into a smile.  “Guess who’s on their way?” 
 
    I know that look and I snap my tongue in my cheek while I rinse a couple glasses, not wanting to answer.  But I know if I don’t, she’ll only keep on.  “Who?”  I mutter. 
 
    “Devan, Ryan and Calvin.”  She bobs her eyebrows on the last name and sweeps her hair off her shoulder with her hand.  “God, Calvin is hot.” 
 
    “If you say so.”  I mock her movements and she gives me a sneer. 
 
    “Well, no accounting for your taste, is there?  Not if that Neanderthal you’ve been playing darts with all week is any indication.” 
 
    “Shut up.”  My hackles go up immediately, and I can’t believe how defensive I feel over a man I’ve only known for a few days.  “Brann is just a friend.  And Calvin is a twink.  He could be on a Beach Boys album cover from like thirty years ago.” 
 
    Ainsley sticks her tongue out.  “I’ll take a twink any day over a Cro-Magnon monster.” 
 
    We call a truce with a mutual flipping of the middle finger to each other and Ainsley nods over at the few tables with customers.  “People need drinks, Ri.” 
 
    She goes back to her phone, and I want to say So fucking serve them, you lazy brat, but I’m determined not to have any more arguments.  Not tonight.  As mum says, there are bigger hills to die on. 
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    About an hour passes before Devan, Ryan and Calvin walk in.  Devan winks at me and it makes my skin crawl.  I curl my nose in disgust and turn away as they sit down at a table near the dart boards and Ainsley, of course, immediately sashays to join them, leaning over the back of a chair to chat tossing her hair around until it looks like she’s going to throw her neck out. 
 
    With those three here, I’m actually glad to just be managing the bar and going about my own business.  I deal with the other customers quite happily while Ainsley flirts and waits on them.  And then I hear a whistle. 
 
    When I look up, Devan is leaning elbows on the bar, holding a sheet of paper up and reading it out loud.  “Come one, come all to Harry’s St. Patrick’s Day Celebration!  Come in and get your pints for a quarter all day!  And enjoy a buffet of authentic Irish food for a cool five spot!” 
 
    I snatch the paper from his hands to re-read what he just said and my blood boils.  White spots dance in front of my eyes. 
 
    “Where the fuck did you get this?” 
 
    He starts to laugh, and Ryan and Calvin are grinning like idiots behind him.  Even Ainsley is looking amused.  She doesn’t even realize what this means. 
 
    “Calvin had it,” Devan says, winking.  “But they’re plastered all over town. What do you say then?  Me and you, down at Harry’s for a few St. Patrick’s Day drinks?” 
 
     “Ainsley.”  I shout as I’m untying my apron.  “I’m going out.” 
 
    I toss the apron under the sink. 
 
    “What?  What do you mean, going out?  I can’t handle everythi—” 
 
    “You can.  Handle it.  I’ll be back.”  I grab my bag and hit the back door with a stiff arm on the way to my car and Harry’s. 
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    I practically run a red light on my way across town, skidding to a stop in a parking spot half way down the block from the entrance to Harry’s.  I’m hot with rage when I hit the door and stomp inside. 
 
    Everything is shiny.  Every God-damned thing.  The noise from the crowd fills the space. Every table is occupied, and the bar has patrons two deep.  I see signs around the place offering three drinks for the price of two, free bar snacks with a round of drinks… 
 
    I turn my body sideways and excuse myself as I press along the wall, trying to get to the back.  I mean, God…there’s probably enough business for two pubs here, from what I can tell these folks are putting in the effort to drive The Parting Glass right out of business. 
 
    When I get up to the bar, I push my way between a couple drinking some low carb beer and wave over the blond bartender who reminds me a little of Calvin. 
 
    “What can I get you?”  He smiles pleasantly, like he loves his job, and it just makes me grit my teeth tighter. 
 
    “Who’s the owner?”  I bark over the noise. 
 
    “He’s—” 
 
    “I am.”  A man in his late thirties or early forties steps in front of the blond guy and extends his hand.  “Henry O’Connor.  Well, I’m the part owner, actually.  What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Part owner?” 
 
    “That’s right.  You’re not here from…”  He drops his voice, and I have to strain to hear him over the noise in the pub.  “HJB?” 
 
    This isn’t making any sense.  “I have no idea who that is.  I work at The Parting Glass and—” 
 
    “Oh, right.”  He glances around the room.  “I’m glad you came.  Would you come through to the back with me?” 
 
    I can barely believe what I’m hearing.  “You’re glad I came?  What does that even mean?” 
 
    “Please?”  He indicates with his hand to a door over on his right. 
 
    With a shrug, I follow him through to an office that looks like it belongs to the CEO of a bank, not the part owner of an Irish themed pub in downtown Pittsburgh for God’s sake. 
 
    “What’s this about?”  I ask refusing to sit when he indicates the seat to me. 
 
    He takes a deep breath through his nose and balls a fist under his chin, swiveling in his black and chrome desk chair.  “What I’m about to tell you has to stay strictly between us, okay?” 
 
    “I don’t owe you anything.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ.”  He shakes his head.  “We’re not enemies, you know.” 
 
    “That’s a matter of perspective.” 
 
    “My business partner—” 
 
    The phone on his desk starts ringing, and he holds up a finger to pause whatever this is that’s happening.   
 
    “You asked me to come back here.  Now who’s more important on the phone?  You’re rude.”  I ask, refusing to just stand here while he orders me around. 
 
    He looks at the display on the phone and a smile curls his lips.  He picks up the receiver without even looking at me.  “Boy, am I glad to hear from you, I’ve got a friend of yours—”  He draws in a deep breath and shakes his head, his expression darkening.  “I don’t see that there’s a lot we can do then, we’ll have to push ahead.  I can’t wait forev—”  His eyes widen at whatever is said on the other end of the line.  “Double it? That’s a heck of a budget. Are you sure you can…no, I hear what you’re saying but that’s…well, sure, it’s just…I don’t think she’ll like it.  See it as our fault if they have to lose the pub…” 
 
    That’s when I see red.  How dare he talk about our business right in front of me?  How fucking dare he?   “Lose our pub, you piece of…that’s our life.” 
 
    He cups a hand over the phone.  “Hey, that’s not—” 
 
    I can’t listen.  I won’t.  In a heartbeat I’ve turned around and thrown the office door wide, and I’m running out into the bar area.  This just isn’t fair.  My parents built The Parting Glass from scratch, and they’re just going to muscle their way in.  Double it.  Yeah, I know what he means.  Double the promotions.  Double the number of customers they’re stealing.  There will be nothing left and they’ll run us out of town. 
 
    Pushing through the patrons, I find myself gasping for air, then I’m out in the street and fumbling for the keys to my car.  I can’t believe this.  I just can’t.  
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    “I locked the front door.”  Ainsley sweeps by me with a self-satisfied grin.  “You want another pint sis?” 
 
    She emphasizes the last word, leaning in and giving me a fake kiss, and I shoo her away with a flap of my hand.    
 
    Then she twirls as Calvin takes her hand and pulls it over her head.  Her giggles are partly delight and partly shit-faced drunkenness. 
 
    “Well I want another pint, even if she doesn’t.”  Devan raises his empty glass. 
 
    “Me too.”  Ryan answers, then looks at me. 
 
    “Three.”  I chime in, finishing the last third of my Guinness in one gulp and letting out a satisfied sigh.  My face is heated and everything has a hazy film around it.  
 
    The owner at Harry’s talking about doubling everything has me riled.  Even when I got the message from mum that a loan came through for them she told me it still wasn’t a saving grace, but it would get us through a few months until we could try to figure out how to pump some life back into the Parting Glass.  
 
    “Don’t know what’s gotten into you tonight…”  Ainsley yells at me once she gets behind the bar. Calvin has followed her, arms around her waist kissing the back of her neck, and she’s shrugging away but giggling.  “Ever since you got back from wherever you stormed off to earlier you’ve been fun.” 
 
    I never drink.  Well, not never never, but rarely.  And I think I’ve only been drunk once in my life, when I turned sixteen and Ainsley convinced me that peppermint schnapps would keep me warm at a high school football game. Not only did it not keep me warm, but I ended up throwing up behind the bleachers and my dad grounded me for a month.   
 
    But tonight, I’m on a mission and that mission is to forget all about Harry’s Bar and the fact that all we are to them is a casualty of war. I’m also trying to push Brann out of my mind.  The little ‘it’s too good to be true’ voice winning out over any girlish hopes. 
 
    “You wanna play cricket?”  I ask Devan and Ryan.   
 
    “Sure.”  Devan answers running a hand down his face.  “No fun if we don’t play for something though.  What’s the bet?” 
 
    “Fifty bucks.”  I answer. 
 
    “I’m in.”  Ryan laughs and reaches into his pocket, pulling out a wad of cash.   
 
    I follow, putting mine on top of the pile of bills in the middle of the table.  Devan does the same and we get up and grab the darts and set up. 
 
    “You guys in?”  Devan calls out to Calvin and Ainsley who are still playing kissy face behind the bar. 
 
    Calvin waves him off and I point at Ryan. 
 
    “You go first. Then me, and Devan last.” 
 
    Ryan nods and takes his first three shots.  He lands a twenty, a one and a triple two. 
 
    “Fuck.”  He grunts as he takes his seat back at the table.  “Anyone going to bring us our beers?”  He bellows, and Ainsley gives him the finger. 
 
    “I’m coming, hold your panties on.”  She answers, but I watch as she moves and starts filling the empty glasses from the tap. 
 
    Ryan laughs, and it goes on just a little too long, evidently much drunker than me.  “I think it’s you who needs to watch her panties.  Right, Calvin?” 
 
    Ainsley brings the beers, slapping Ryan across the back of the head in the process, and then after another gulp each we shoot a few more rounds. 
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    I stumble and nearly knock the table over as I come up to take my turn. 
 
    “Hey, careful.”  Devan mocks and reaches out to steady my next step. 
 
    “I’m fine.”  I brush his hand away, the words falling like syrup.  “Watch, I bet you another hundred I can finish my bulls this round.” 
 
    I have one bulls-eye already and I need two more to close them out. 
 
    Devan squints at me but Ryan slaps his money on the table.   
 
    “I’m in.  But, if you miss…” 
 
    “You guys can split the pot and I’ll put in another hundred.” 
 
    They look at each other and nod, grinning. 
 
    Devan shrugs.  “Sounds good.” 
 
    I can see they think it’s a sure win for them, but even in my altered state, I’ve been a ringer since I was about fourteen and I’ve been taking it easy on them so far. 
 
    I step up to the line and just as I’m about to take my first shot, Ainsley’s shrill voice stalls me. 
 
    “Hey.”  She’s heading my way from where she and Calvin have been sitting facing each other on a couple of bar stools, kissing and ignoring the rest of the world. 
 
    “What?  Can’t you see I’m about to take a shot?”  I half shout back with an annoyed shrug. 
 
    She comes up next to my ear and whispers. “Calvin and I are going to take off, okay?  Cover for me with Mom and Dad if you get home and they ask, okay? Just tell them I went home with Rachel, I’ll stick to the same story. I’ll be home in the morning before they get up.”  She steps back and bites her lip holding her hands up in prayer fashion.  “Love you…” 
 
    Rachel is her BFF from high school, but if I wasn’t half in the bag I’d tell her to go to hell.   
 
    “Fine.” I draw out the word.  “Go.  I’ll finish up this game and lock up.” 
 
    “Thank you so much.” She mouths the words and spins on her heel before prancing back to Calvin.  She grabs his hand and I watch as he throws his arm around her shoulders and they disappear into the back hallway behind the bar. 
 
    I turn back and line up my shot.  A quick glance over and Devan and Ryan tells me both are watching. 
 
    Inside, I’m smiling as I take my first shot. 
 
    “Damn!”  I grouse as I hit a seventeen.  “No way I’m in any condition to be betting.”  I shake my head then line up my next dart. 
 
    I focus, lean in and bam.  Hit the bull straight on. 
 
    I hear a collective moan from the guys and I turn and shrug. “Lucky.”  Turning back, I close one eye to line up my last dart. 
 
    When it hits just to the right of the one already stuck in the board, their moans turn to curses. 
 
    “Fuck this.”  Devan slaps the table.  
 
    “Hey.”  I work my way toward the bar.  “Another free pint will take the sting off and we leave the pot in for the next game.  Another hundred from each, double or nothing?” 
 
    They agree readily, and I pull another pint for each of us and grab another hundred out of the cash drawer. 
 
    “You know my whole paycheck is on that table now.”  Ryan snaps. 
 
    “Then you need to throw better darts.”  I retort, but from his sneer he’s not laughing. 
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    Two hours later and another hundred from each on an all-or-nothing game, it’s pushing three AM.  The dart board seems to move on its own and my feet don’t seem to want to stay put as I line up my shot.  I’ve missed almost every shot I’ve aimed for in the last forty minutes and at this point, I just want this done and I need to get them out of here and go home.  Not that I’m in any state to drive.   
 
    I can walk though; it will take me almost an hour, but that’s better than sleeping here on the lumpy couch in the back office. Besides, even with Ainsley being Ainsley, I did promise her I would cover for her so if I’m not home either, we’re both going to risk the wrath of Dad. 
 
    And no way can I call and tell them I’m drunk and shooting darts after hours with customers. 
 
    Devan stands behind me laughing then reaches over and runs his hand down my arm.  We’ve just smacked our final money on the last bet, and I’m so far ahead of them on this game and so dang tired by this point I offer them an out. 
 
    Another fifty bucks in and if I hit the center bull, I win. If not, it’s all over, I put in another hundred on top and they split the entire pot.  I don’t expect to walk away with the pot, I just want this over. 
 
    “Here, I’ll help ya, Ri.”  He grabs my hands and presses his body to my back. 
 
    “Get off me.”  The drunker I get, the more I sound like my mum.  I swat Devan away and take my shot. 
 
    To my shock, the shot lands smack on the center bull and I turn around to see Ryan coming up behind Devan with fury in his eyes. 
 
    “Fucking hustle.”  He’s screaming now, drunk enough to be capable of pretty much anything.  He looks at Devan, pointing at me.  “She fucking hustled us!” 
 
    “Hey, I did not…”  The room begins to spin and Ryan is right in my face screaming.   
 
    The next thing I know, Devan is in my face as well.  I back up until I’m flat against the wall next to the dart board.  Their faces are blotchy and red, eyes wild, and I turn my face, squeezing my eyes shut feeling the spray of their spit as they yell.  Hot, sour breath stings my nostrils as I bring my hands to cover my ears. 
 
    I focus all my effort on trying to force myself to tell them just to take the money and go, but before I can, someone grabs me by the hair. 
 
    I start kicking and yelling unintelligible words and I wonder how I let myself get here right now.  There’s a splash of liquid that hits my face and has me gasping for air through the stench of stale beer.  Droplets hit my neck and start to run down the front of my shirt. 
 
    “She’s been getting the money from the drawer.  Maybe we take a few hundred more—” 
 
    Then, there’s another hand around my throat this time and I scratch and flail my arms, trying to kick but the pressure from the hand is applied upward and there’s no air and my feet struggle to stay connected to the floor. 
 
    “I’ll take care of her. You get the money.”  It’s Devan, I can tell by his voice and he presses his lips to my ear.  “Don’t you fucking tell anyone either, Ri.  Your Dad will get shut down if the state knows you serve alcohol after hours. Don’t think your family can afford a lawyer or losing their liquor license can they?  Think you’re too good for me—" 
 
    His words are cut off and the pressure at my throat is suddenly gone.  There’s a loud crack that comes from where his voice was, and a low grunt of pain.  My eyes fly open to see Brann lifting and throwing Ryan nearly half way across the bar, and he crashes into some chairs as he slides across the floor. 
 
    Devan is already on the floor holding his nose, crimson liquid seeping out between his fingers as he rolls onto his side, moaning loudly and shouting expletives. 
 
    “What the—”  I start, but Brann reaches over and puts two fingers over my mouth with a stare that would rival any from my father. 
 
    “No more words.” He’s pissed.   
 
    Even in my current state I can tell that.  I see the flash of fire in his eyes as he lowers his fingers from my lips and reaches down to lift Devan by the back of his pants.  He half drags him over the room, then reaches down and grabs the front of Ryan’s shirt, lifting and dragging him in kind. 
 
    They manage some weak protest, but between his size and their level of intoxication there is not much of a fight.  I’m not sure there ever would be if Brann was blindfolded and had both arms tied behind his back, to be honest.  He drags them to the front door like empty paper sacks, then lets go of Ryan, unlocks the two deadbolts and without ceremony tosses them out the door, closing and locking it behind them in one swift motion. 
 
    When he turns back toward me I try to step forward but end up stepping to the side instead, jutting my hand out to save myself with the back of a chair. 
 
    “How’d you get in here?”  I slur, secretly grateful but forcing some indignation into my words. 
 
    “You left the damn back door standing open.  Any fucker could have come in here.  Besides the two fuckers I just threw out the front door.  What the hell were you thinking, Ri?  And you’re drunk in here alone with two other drunks.  Jesus.”  He shakes his head and grabs my hand, which I jerk back.  “All of that is unacceptable.” 
 
    “You’re not the boss of me.” Even as I flip him the finger, I realize that may not have been a wise move. My infantile reply only adds to the flash of fire I note in his eyes. 
 
    “You’re coming with me.”  He grabs my hand, this time with a grip that clearly states he’s not letting go, and we start toward the back door. 
 
    “How’d you know I was even in here? Are you like stalking me?”  I manage to slur out as he grabs my purse off the top of the bar. 
 
    “I know where you are almost all the time.  And tonight…well, you should have been home.  I got back an hour ago, when your car wasn’t at home, I came here.  Your car is parked in back, it’s the middle of the night, the back door is wide open and there was nothing right about that.” 
 
    He drags me outside and I stumble, but he’s holding me tight enough to keep me on my feet.  It feels kind of nice, but I’m not letting this go so easily. 
 
    “That’s it!” I point at him and narrow my eyes.  “You are a stalker.  Going by my house?  You know where I live?”  I wag my finger in his face as he pours me into the front seat of his car.  “What are you doing?  You want me to scream rape?”   
 
    I see him take a deep breath as he reaches over and buckles me in, ignoring my comment.  And honestly, it was an idle threat.  I should be fighting him more, but I don’t have it in me.  I’m tired.  I’m beyond drunk.  And I so badly want him to be the fantasy he seems to be. 
 
    And maybe, just maybe, in my current state I’m brave enough to take a risk.   
 
    He walks around the front of the car after closing my door and slipping into the driver’s seat, clicking on the ignition and the engine rumbles to life.  He grips the steering wheel in silence for a moment before turning to me. 
 
    “I just saved your ass in there.” 
 
    I pout, folding my arms over my chest as he slips the car into gear and starts it moving forward. 
 
    “Do you have your phone?  Because I don’t want your parents to worry about you when you are not home in the morning.” 
 
    I squint, trying to process what he’s saying.  “First of all, I’m going home.  You’re taking me there.  Just turn out here onto Branch Street, left there at the stop sign—” 
 
    “I know where you live, Riona. But I’m not taking you there, you’re coming to my place.” 
 
    “Why the hell would I come to your place?” I tug at my ponytail and clear my throat, trying to keep my eyes open and act casual. 
 
    “Because it’s where you belong, and you know it.  I’m going to take care of you, get you sober and cleaned up.  Besides, tomorrow morning we have a date at seven AM, and at this point, there’s no way I’m going to see you at seven unless you’re at my place.” 
 
    “I am not that kind of girl!”  My hackles are up.  Mostly because I know this is what I want, but I don’t want him to know that. 
 
    “And I’m not that kind of man.  My intentions are honorable.  But you belong at my place and I’m taking you there.  So, do you have your damn phone or not?”  His words turn harsh and I instinctively reach into my back pocket and pull out my cell, holding it up and shoving it in his face like a brat. 
 
    “I’m not texting my parents.  My dad would come and skin you alive if he knew I was going to spend the night with you.”  I tap the screen.  “I’m texting Danny, he’ll cover.  They’re asleep and don’t usually wake up when we come in late.  You’re supposed to pick me up early anyway, so they will just think I’ve gone out.”  I surprise myself at my ability to work that all out, drunk as I am. 
 
    “Fine.  Do it.”  Brann winds the car through the streets of the town while I text Danny adding in the part about Ainsley as well.  A minute later I get a quick reply asking if I’m okay and I give him a brief rundown of where I’m going.  He texts back a smile emoji and I leave it at that. 
 
    Brann drives to the north side of town.  This is where the other half lives and when he pulls into a long driveway, I look up to see a house that could be the country home of some European royalty.  It’s all stone, there’s ivy clinging to a massive chimney and low light is streaming out from the multitude of leaded glass windows on the main floor. 
 
    “Is this a hotel?  Like a bed-and-breakfast?  I thought you were only here for a couple of weeks?” 
 
    “My plans have changed.  I rented this place today, but they’re willing to sell if we like it.  I’ve had furniture and a bunch of things delivered this afternoon, spent most of the day and night setting it up. But if there’s anything you don’t like…” 
 
    He looks over when he says those last words and my stomach does a little flip.  I’m still having trouble focusing but his eyes burn into me and my face turns hot.  I’m not quite sure what he’s saying, to be honest.   
 
    We?  Anything I don’t like? 
 
    He parks the car, and he’s out and around my side, opening my door and unbuckling my seatbelt. 
 
    “Come on.”  He takes my hand and before I know it we are at the side door and walking into the kitchen. 
 
    “You know, I shouldn’t trust you.  I barely know you.” 
 
    “Really?”  He turns me around to face him.  Two rough palms cup my cheeks and I look up into his eyes.  “Tell me you don’t know me.” 
 
    A shiver courses over my entire body at the depth of his words.  He’s right.  Since the first moment he walked into the bar, there was something familiar about him.  In a week, I feel like I’ve known him forever.   
 
    “I do know you, Brann Maguire.  And you know me.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  His lips come down and plant a soft kiss on my forehead.  “I’ve known you since the day I was born.” 
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    Riona 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    There are tiny sweaters on each of my teeth and my tongue is super-glued to the roof of my mouth.  I’m clutching something soft. 
 
    There is enough light coming through my closed eyelids to give me a headache already: a low drum beat inside my temples and across my forehead feels like the clang and thump of not so tiny hammers. 
 
    A pitiful moan sticks in my throat as I shift under the soft comforter and slowly, insidiously, the events of the evening before return to me like the mixed-up pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.   
 
    “Morning, Gingersnap.”  Brann’s deep voice comes from somewhere to my left but it hurts my head, and instead of looking that way I grab the pillow, jerk it up and onto my head, and kick my feet a few times under the covers on a high-pitched whine. 
 
    The rest of my senses awaken slowly, and as I shift under the bedding, I realize that I am wearing a T-shirt and nothing else. 
 
    Nothing.  Else. 
 
    Spotty memories of coming into the house—oh my God, his house—and then Brann giving me…what?...a soft toy of some sort…a horse, I think.  Then he was putting bottles of water to my lips, both before and after I was in the shower. 
 
    God, I was in the shower. 
 
    Naked. 
 
    And he was there. 
 
    I flip the covers down and sit up, braving the painful light and glaring at him while pulling the toy horse closer to my chest. 
 
    “Have fun last night, did you?”  I let the toy horse go to raise my arms and point down at the T-shirt while tossing my head around to get my tangled hair out of my face.  “Bring me home drunk, get me naked—” 
 
    “Stop right there.”  That deep baritone hints at a paternal annoyance, and it stills everything except my racing heart. “I did take your beer-soaked clothes off, that’s true, and I gave you a shower.  If you don’t recall, after that you did your very best to get me into bed with you, but that did not happen.” 
 
    I glance down to see that in fact the enormous bed is only messed up on my side. More snapshots of what happened last night poke through the fog of memories and he’s right.  I remember tugging at him and trying to get him to kiss me.  If my memory is right, he ended up tucking me in, then laying on the top of the bedding next to me, wrapping his arms around me while I held tight to Thunder.  Thunder.   
 
    Through the fog I remember Brann trying to distract me and making me name the plush toy. 
 
    And he is beautiful.   
 
    Thunder. 
 
    And, well Brann in his own way.  Physically and otherwise. 
 
    After I’d picked the name, Brann put Thunder into my arms and spooned behind me. 
 
    That’s the last memory I have until just now when I woke up.  And, if in fact anything did happen, I’m sure my virgin body would be giving me clues. 
 
    And it’s not, which means he was, in fact, a gentleman. 
 
    I’m not sure how this man could be any more perfect and that tiny voice rings in my head about it all being too good to be true. 
 
    “Drink some water.” He points to the side table where there is a glass of ice water waiting.  I reach over and bring it to my lips, swallowing the cool liquid and sighing with pleasure.   
 
    I gulp down nearly the entire glass before coming up for air.  “Thank you.”  I manage, dragging the back of my hand over my wet lips then sitting the glass back down and crossing my legs under the covers.  “What…time is it?” 
 
    “Almost eleven-thirty.”  Brann looks like he’s been up all night, which he probably has.  His ocean blue eyes are set deeper, but he wears a hint of an amused smile.  He sets the book down on a table next to the wingback chair where he’s sitting. 
 
     With an intent stare he leans his forearms on his knees like he’s working something out in his head. 
 
    I rub my forehead and squeeze at my temples.  “Thanks for taking care of things.  And me.  Last night I mean.” 
 
    “That’s my job.”  He looks at me like I’m the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen and I can hardly imagine what I must look like.  His words gather a tightness between my legs and a slight shiver wiggles my shoulders, and somehow the pain from the headache eases just a little.   
 
    “I need to brush my teeth soooo bad.” 
 
    He sniffs on a smile and points toward the door on the side of the room.  “There’s a brand new toothbrush and your favorite brand of cinnamon toothpaste right next to the sink. Also, a bottle of Advil.” 
 
    I shuffle out of the bed, tugging the t-shirt down over my naked ass as I go.  “How did you know I liked cinnamon toothpaste?” 
 
    “I know more than you think.”  The way he says it sends more chills over my skin.  “Just get in there and do what you need to do.  As soon as you feel up to it, I’m still expecting my date, so scoot.” 
 
    I tiptoe across the room and shut the door behind me.  My head is still spinning as I take care of my teeth and use the facilities, but it’s starting to calm.  I remember lots of bottles of water last night, and I’m about as grateful for those fluids as I’ve ever been for anything in my life.  As I splash some cold water on my face, I fight to avoid the mess I see looking back at me in the mirror, but it’s difficult to keep from looking. 
 
    Once I’m back out, I rush back under the covers, shifting back to lean against the pillows piled behind me. 
 
    “So, what’s with the drinking?  You told me in one of our questions that you don’t really even drink.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.”  I start playing with the fabric of the white duvet cover. 
 
    “It matters to me.”  Even under the scruff of his short beard I see his jaw muscles set, turning down his lips.  “Did something happen?” 
 
    “I don’t really want to talk about it.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Deep inside, I know that there’s nothing he can do about it.  It’s not like he can close down Harry’s and make all our troubles go away, so what’s the point?  But he’s asking, and something about this—whatever it is between us—makes me want to tell him.  I sigh before I start to talk.  “I told you that our pub is competing with another, Harry’s, on the other side of town.  Well, I found out last night that they’re deliberately trying to run us out of business.” 
 
    “What?” His brow clenches above his nose.  “No. I mean, they’re not—” 
 
    “They are.  I heard it myself. And there’s nothing you can do about it.  Nothing we can do about it.  I don’t know how long it will be before my parents give up the fight.” 
 
    “I won’t let that happen.”  He sits up straight placing his hands on his knees and locking his elbows. 
 
    I laugh, shaking my head.  “I appreciate the sentiment, but you’re one man, Brann Maguire.  Even if you’re moving in here,” I wave my hands, indicating the whole house, “and even if you’re going to drink in The Parting Glass every day, it’s not going to make any difference.  I don’t know how they’re going to pay off the loan if they go under. Besides, my father would never accept a hand out. Ever.” 
 
    He hesitates before speaking.  “Loan?” 
 
    “They needed something to tide them over, so they asked some old friends.  You know how it is. Dang Irish are tight but they’ll give up a loan for a handshake and a reputation.  Thank goodness my dad has a good reputation.  But that kind of money it won’t be free, I tell you that.” 
 
    That moment of hesitation again, then slowly he says, “There’s something I need to tell you.” 
 
    It feels like he just punched me in the chest.  The look on his face has that little voice inside my head doing the I-told-you-so dance. I put on a brave face and manage to ask the worst case. “You have a wife.  A girlfriend.  Or both.” 
 
    He shakes his head.  “Nothing like that.  But—” 
 
    “If that’s not it, then right now I don’t want to get into anything else, okay?”  I let out a sigh.  “I don’t know if I can stomach deep conversation right now.”  I point at my head.  “At least for today, let’s just enjoy this, whatever it is.” 
 
    A long silence hangs in the air as his eyes trace my face.   
 
    I reach over and gather Thunder into my lap, biting my lip. 
 
    When Brann finally speaks, his voice is low and his words deliver a direct shot to every sexual organ in my body.  “You know exactly what this is.” 
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    Brann 
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    Her face pinks as my words sink in.  She looks so pure and innocent in my white T-shirt, sitting in the crumpled, soft bedding, and I go to sit beside her on the bed.  The stuffed horse is tucked neatly in her lap as she pets the long mane and tail, looking uneasy. 
 
    The ceiling fan overhead moves her fiery red hair softly around her face and I reach over to pinch her chin between my fingers.   
 
    It took all my resolve last night to not put her under me.   
 
    Unwrapping the clothes from her body and watching as the water washed down her luscious curves in the shower nearly drove me to the brink of madness, but I held back. I would not take her that way. Would not touch her while her state of mind was not one hundred percent with me, not completely able to give herself.   
 
    That’s not to say my hard-on didn’t nearly double me over in pain through the night. One of the hardest things I’ve done in my life is hold her and listen to each and every breath and not touch her. 
 
    She is worth my patience.   
 
    She is worth my everything. 
 
    I’ll admit, right now, that patience is thinning.   
 
    I have to touch her.  To taste her.  This need I’ve had since I met her has grown with each passing second, each minute, each day, and sitting here with her in my bed I want to tear the shirt from her and put her on her back.  My body cries out for it, for her. 
 
    I won’t fuck her yet. That will wait.  There are things I still need to fix, things I need to put right, before I can be honest with her—before she can fully commit.  And until that commitment, I’ll hold back. 
 
    Her parents’ loan…I can pay that off if they’ll let me.  I have the money now.  But the deal with HJB is a fly in the ointment.  If their pub goes under and then they find out that I was part owner of Harry’s Bar, everything would come crashing down.  That’s why I tried to tell Riona.  I don’t want this secret between us.  But she’s right, how can I tell her right now?  John came through with the number for Graham Jones, but I’m still waiting for him to call me back.  If I can’t get hold of him before the sale goes through, I may never get the chance.  
 
    As I fight to control the fury that is building, Riona suddenly throws her arms around my neck and launches herself at me.  Suddenly, I know what I must do.  Soothe the beast and show her what I will give her every day for the rest of our lives. 
 
    Pleasure. 
 
    The weight I’ve been carrying on my shoulders all night disappears in that instant.   
 
    Her softness covers me.  The scent of her is magic as I draw it into my lungs. 
 
    Knowing she wants me is all I need.  The rest I’ll figure out later.  She feels light against me as I wrap my arms around her back. 
 
    My embrace is so tight that I’m aware it may be hurting her but as her lips press to mine, I can’t bear the thought of letting her go. 
 
    I shift her weight and shove my hips between her legs, arranging her so she is straddling me.  The length of my dick immediately senses the scorching heat of her cunt and engorges until my hard on is full and painful under my jeans. 
 
    Holding her tight, I hear the gasp that escapes into my lips where hers are warm and soft against mine.  I part her lips with my tongue and the flavor of her is even more intoxicating than yesterday outside the pub.   
 
    I moan as our tongues touch and feel like I may break at the hunger rising inside of me.  Our kiss makes me ravenous, and she’s the meal.  A meal I’ve been starving for my entire life.  I snake my hands up her back and into the wild mess of her hair, feeling each strand brush against the backs of my fingers. 
 
    In my mind I want to be gentle but in my state I know that’s impossible. I want all time and space between us to disappear. In some part of me she’s awakened, I wish I had known her as a child so I could be there when she was hurt or scared.  Teach her things. Watch her grow up and never miss a birthday or holiday with her. 
 
    Part of me is fucking angry that I’ve missed so much of her life. 
 
    As I grip her hair by the roots and feel her body melt against me I give up any fairy tale of gentle. 
 
    Her arms tighten around my neck and I begin to rock her naked cunt up and down my dick.  There’s no doubt she feels me, and I increase the speed.  Our mouths are wide, tongues winding and tasting.  It’s like our mouths are fucking each other and if this is a prelude to the real thing, I will die the happiest man that ever graced this earth.   
 
    Her breathing comes faster into our kiss and her hips move on their own.  Cum seeps out of my cock and I’m on the edge already.  She’s sweet and the fucking sexiest thing I’ve ever seen as she takes some control of her own pleasure. 
 
    I tighten my hands into her hair, pulling her head back and separating our lips.  Any distance between us offends me, however, and I bury my face into her neck, gritting my teeth. 
 
    “Jesus Christ.”  I’m out of breath, unable to control my actions as I bite the skin where I feel her pulse race. 
 
    A soft yelp scurries over my ears, her moans telling me what I need to know.  I understand.  My entire body feels like it is on fire.   
 
    I say a tiny prayer that I can give her everything she deserves. 
 
    My inexperience rattles through me, but there’s also this primal sense that I know Riona.  I know her in ways that make zero sense but are no less true.  I can’t explain it, but there’s a connection between us that is better than any experience I could have had and her pleasure will be my muse. 
 
    I lick and kiss her neck until I can’t stand it anymore.  She’s a feather in my arms as I lift her up and stand, turning in one smooth motion to lay her down on the bed.  As I release her hair, running my hands down the front of her T-shirt, I let my fingers linger over every soft curve.  Her nipples are pushing out on the fabric and I want to taste them. 
 
    I want to taste all of her.  And I want to repeat it every day until our last. 
 
    I stare down to see her green eyes wide, unsure. 
 
    “Are you scared, Gingersnap?”  I ask. 
 
    I watch her swallow as I brace my arms on either side of her shoulders, boxing her beneath me.  I can feel my control wavering, but I do not want her to fear me. 
 
    Leaning down, I place a gentle kiss on her lips, then push myself back up and wait for her to answer. 
 
    With a soft shake of her head she finally forms words.  “I’m not scared of you.  But I am scared.  My heart is beating so fast.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to be scared.  But feel this…”  I reach down and pull one of her hands to my chest, placing it over my heart.  “You’re doing that to mine, too, so it’s only fair.” 
 
    “This has been so strange.  Since that first day you walked into the bar, I felt like I knew you. From a long time ago, maybe, as if it’s from another life or something.”  Her face turns red, embarrassed, but I get it.  “I mean, I barely know you and yet I know you better than anyone ever before in my life.  I know that sounds stupid. I would have never said something like that to anyone. Ever. Not before you.  How is it I trust you?  After, what?  A week?  I trust you completely, like it’s totally natural.  I may be just a stupid girl—” 
 
    I cut her off with a kiss and listen to her soft moan as I spread her lips with my tongue, calming her for a moment before I answer.  Once I feel her relax, I pull back and move my hand to hold her cheeks and force her eyes up to mine. 
 
    “You are not a stupid girl.  In fact, you are my girl, and yes you should trust me.  Because if you are stupid then I am the dumbest man on the face of the earth. Because since that first second I saw you, Ri, something came alive inside me, something that I think has been buried since our last lifetime together.  So, we are in this craziness together.  And it’s the most real thing I’ve ever known.” 
 
    She’s danced in my dreams for my lifetime, faceless and beyond my grasp.  But for the last few days since we finally met, she’s tortured me every hour of the day, every thought, every dream.  And my world has been turned upside down.  
 
    I know from some things she’s said that she’s pure, as green as me.  Told me as much when she said she’d never even really been kissed. She has never even had so much as a boyfriend.  And that couldn’t make me happier.  But what she doesn’t know is, the same applies to me. 
 
    Lowering my hand from her cheeks, I let my fingers course down her neck and over the thin fabric of my T-shirt, which is more beautiful on her than any haute couture creation walked on the runway.  When my hand finally comes to cup the weight of each of her tits, her eyes flick to mine and there’s a hitch in her breathing. 
 
    My cock sounds the alarm at the contact, and the scent from between her legs tickles at my nose which only serves to send cum dripping out of the tip.  I’m desperate to be inside of her, but I will wait.  I have to.  I’ve promised myself.   
 
    And I’ve waited for the real thing this long, so as much as it feels like it may kill me I will wait a little longer. 
 
    But today, I will get a taste of her.  I will hear the sounds she makes when she cums and see if they match the ones in my dreams. 
 
    I twirl the hard peaks of her nipples between my fingers, my eyes trained on her face.  Her lips fall open as her eyelids flutter. 
 
    “You like that?”  I lean into her ear and ask on a growl. 
 
    She answers in a soft, “uh huh” and the rumble in my chest grows.   
 
    I’ve never growled before, but right now if any other man came between us, I could tear his throat out with my teeth. 
 
    The offending fabric between us has pushed me as far as I can take.  I make quick work of ripping it up and off her head, and she smiles as her hair spills wildly over her face.  Before the fabric hits the floor, my head spins at her beauty.  Soft pink nipples pull tight for my eyes only.  The white skin of the rest of her is nearly translucent, begging for my mark.  I fight to keep myself from looking down towards her cunt, but of course I lose. 
 
    The holy grail of my dreams is right there.  Sure, I’ve taken my glances when I showered her last night, but that was clinical by necessity.   
 
    Today is different.  Soft pink folds peek out with just a hint of ginger curls decorating the triangle above her slit. She’s glistening.  Turning my already painful erection into the most excruciating torture.   
 
    It is probably a good thing I don’t plan on taking her completely today because finding my gentle side and not harming her would be fucking hard. 
 
    I lower her back so she rests against the pile of pillows and use my fingertips to arrange her hair behind her head.  As I do, her eyes flicker, half lidded but as alive as I feel and willing as I’d prayed she would be. 
 
    “I just need to taste you.  I won’t fuck you today, Ri.  And don’t take that the wrong way.  For me, fucking you and making love to you are different but the same.  Okay?  I won’t make love to you until you are my wife.  I’ll also fuck you then, you’ll see the difference and enjoy them both.” 
 
    Her lips open to reply but she sucks her words in on a gasp as I bring my mouth to the nearest nipple.  Cupping her left breast in both my hands, I feed it to my mouth like a man starved for too long and finally finding an endless buffet. 
 
    When her back arches into me, sounds of pleasure springing from her lips, she anoints me as her king.  I feel her body twitch beneath me as I eat at her tits.  Back and forth I grope and suck and bite until she’s shaking and her hands come to tug at my hair.   
 
    Her aroma of lust is more than this man can take.  Her cunt so close I can’t fucking wait anymore. 
 
    “Open your legs.”  I command as I shift back, running my hands down her sides and over the outside of her hips.   
 
    I watch as she uncrosses her legs and does as I say.  Her face is already pink with blush, exploding into a deep rose that travels down her entire torso.   
 
    I help her along, lowering my hands down each leg and pulling them farther apart for my viewing pleasure.  I tug her ankles apart and another growl comes from some deep, ancient part of my very soul. 
 
    “God, I’ve been dreaming of that scent my entire life.”  I bring my face down and run my tongue into the crease along her thigh.  She jumps and jerks but leaves herself open for me. When I glance up, I’m taken aback as she watches, licking her lip as she does. 
 
    I pull back to examine her up close.  I want to memorize this moment and every slick detail.  Rage pounds in my dick, making it feel like I am going to explode.  There’s this internal dialogue I have going on with my cock, telling him just a little longer. That we’ve waited this long, and we are going to do this right. 
 
    Of course, I’ve never been up close and personal with a woman and I couldn’t be happier about that.  I couldn’t imagine comparing her perfection to anyone that came before. 
 
    I bring my hands to her outer lips, pinching them between my thumb and forefinger as I spread her apart.  Inhaling deeply, I glance up to see her still watching with such bright-eyed innocence it only serves to tighten her grip on my heart.  
 
    I take a long moment to appreciate her.  Not just her pussy but her entire being.  How a fuck like me could be so lucky to be here with a woman like her right now I’m not sure, but I’ll live the rest of my days trying to earn her over and over. 
 
    Her pink gash is slick. I watch as a little more lubrication gathers in her opening and all thoughts turn to scooping that delicious nectar up with my tongue and swallowing her down, making her a part of me forever. 
 
    “You okay, baby?”  I grunt out as my eyes ravage her naked form.   
 
    “I think so.”  Her soft voice shakes as I bring my lips to pepper kisses on her inner thighs, reveling in how they vibrate with each contact. 
 
    Her tits always looked amazing behind her Parting Glass T-shirts, but the way they lay soft and full on her lush form is beyond stunning.  I could stay here for a lifetime and just look at her if it wasn’t for the primal thudding in my brain that needs more. 
 
    “My mouth is going on this cunt.”  I leave no room for doubt.  “I’ve never touched a woman before.  But I’ll do whatever I have to do, to make sure I bring you every pleasure you deserve, my sunshine.  I want your cum in my mouth today.  I’ll eat you until you do.  I need that, I need it.” 
 
    I run my thumb around her clit, not touching it directly, wanting to build up to that.  I’m deliberately gentle, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from cumming in my pants at the contact. 
 
    “What?” Her voice is distant, soft, hazy. 
 
    I press firmly with my thumb, drawing a long moan from her throat.  “What is it?” 
 
    “You said you’d never touched a woman…so how is it you know how—oh my God…” 
 
    “And I meant it.”  I run a finger down the back of her thigh, making her shiver.  “I’ve never been with another woman, Ri, and I don’t intend to.  You’re the one for me.  The one and only.” 
 
    “That’s—geez” Her body quivers.  “That’s nice,” she finishes, and I chuckle at the banality of the word.  It couldn’t be sexier. 
 
    Softly, gently, I begin to explore and stroke her outer and inner lips with the fingers of both hands.  “Keep your legs wide baby, okay?  Don’t ever be embarrassed.  Promise me, because I’ve never imagined anything as beautiful as what you are to me right now.” 
 
    “I’m not.”   She shakes her head, then adds.  “Embarrassed, I mean.  I thought I would be.”  A naughty smile curves her lips.  “I just feel…”  She pauses on a deep inhale then finishes. “I just feel beautiful.” 
 
    “That is the most precious thing you could have told me, Ri.  I think my fucking heart just grew three sizes.”  I smile back.  “Along with my dick.” 
 
    As she giggles in response, I decide I can’t wait any longer and descend on her open sex.  I kiss along each side first, then run my tongue up and down until her legs are quivering and juice is dripping out of her core. 
 
    When I finally slip my tongue into her virgin opening, it’s like a bomb detonating in my soul.  Her flavor travels through me from my mouth to every other part of my body as though she has become a part of my very DNA in this second. 
 
    I lap up every drop her of her, running my tongue around the barrier and with a greedy swallow I suck out more. 
 
    Her noises ramp up, and I have to admit I never realized how fucking hot that would be.  She isn’t holding back, and her sounds are growing louder the rougher I am with her. 
 
    I center my mouth over her clit and suck hard.  Then I nibble and bite down, and my sweet virgin’s hips rise up to ride my mouth, making me feel like I’ve just won some long-fought battle.  I taste her innocence, her youth and her beauty as I devour her.  She’s owned me already, but now there is nothing that could save me. 
 
    There will never be anyone but her.   
 
    My heart pounds in my chest as I look up to see her watching me.  Her hands come to grab at my hair and she fucks herself onto my tongue as I stab inside of her. 
 
    That action seems to push her over.  Her head falls back and her voice cracks on a few Ooohhhs and Oh Gods.  I eat and eat her until her clit is hard and full and I am able to play with that swollen nub with my fingers while I keep fucking her with my tongue. 
 
    I realize I could do this for hours.  Just stay right here where I’ve never felt so at home.   
 
    Her body stills and her fingers tear at my hair.  She is close now, and I keep up my assault, sliding one hand up the center of her body and clutching at her throat. 
 
    I’m not sure what has come over me to make me do it, to make me so possessive, but right now I am acting on pure instinct and I need her to know her entire body belongs to me.  From her breath to her pleasure, it’s all mine. 
 
    At the clutch of my hand on her throat, she releases her grip in my hair and grabs her knees, spreading herself as far apart for me as possible.   
 
    I groan into her soaking snatch and speak between licks. “Give it to me, God damn it.  Give it to me.” 
 
    With those words and the tightening of my hand at her throat, her body explodes, and she comes hard, fucking my mouth and dripping her juice onto my tongue.  Her voice turns from moans to screams and I have to use more force than I imagined just to hold her thrashing body down so I can swallow the stream of cum that weeps from her body.   
 
    I settle my tongue inside her as far as I can reach, feeling the undulations of her walls and being a direct recipient of the juice her body releases for me.  I devour her until she weeps on my face two more times.  I do not know how much time has passed.  I am happier here between her legs than I’ve ever been in my life, and fuck if she knows, but she’s going to be hard pressed to not have me taking up permanent residence.   
 
    I’m sure getting my dick inside her will have me as awestruck as having my mouth on her, but at this moment, it’s damn hard to imagine anything in this world—or this lifetime—that could top the feeling of eating her out. 
 
    “Babygirl…”  I mutter the words into her sopping cunt, and to my shock her body convulses again, streaming another wet round of cum into my willing mouth while she moans with pleasure. 
 
    That simple word feels so right falling from my lips, and apparently it resonates just as deeply with Ri.   
 
    When her body finally stills, I kiss my way up her trembling belly, lighting for a moment to cherish each tit and nipple, lapping at the hard peaks before resuming my journey and biting the nape of her neck. 
 
    “God.”  She moans, tilting her head to the side to give me better access, offering herself to me. 
 
    That simple movement has the beast inside me clawing to the surface, raging at me to get my cock inside her and show the world who she belongs to with a swollen belly and my child. 
 
    “You are my Babygirl, aren’t you?”  I whisper in a throaty rumble as I get to her ear. 
 
    “Yes.”  She nods on a returned whisper and I drop a hand to grasp at her drenched cunt and grip her there just as I did her neck a few moments ago. 
 
    My grip is not gentle.  I dig my fingers into her slick, delicate sex and feel her body melt beneath me. 
 
    “This is fucking mine now.  I’m going to take care of you, Ri. Always.” 
 
    She nods, mouth open and eyes closed as I sweep my tongue down to feel the pulse racing beneath her jaw.  The rhythm of her heartbeat matches the pounding of my own pulse in my ears. 
 
    Her body trembles, her hands flying up to press against the headboard, steadying herself for whatever will come next.   
 
    As much as I want to fuck her, to claim her and mark her flesh, I want more to kiss her.  I want to share each breath with her.  My cock pulses with my own crazy need and I can only imagine how it will feel the first time I fill her with my seed.  In my lust addled mind, I know I’ll root inside her from sheer will if nothing else.  I want her bound to me in every way, and I want it as quickly as possible.  I will not waste more time.  Now that I’ve found my one, impatience rides me like a thorny monster. 
 
    Her eyes are fevered still as I bring my face above hers.  The way her scent swirls between us, still fresh on me, is making my head swim.  A flash of fear crosses those blazing green eyes as I give her snatch one last hard grip before I release her there and lower my head to take her lips.   
 
    When I do, just as I thought the moment couldn’t get any better, Ri wraps her arms and legs around me, pulling me closer to her.   
 
    As we kiss, we clutch one another tighter and I feel as though we’ve waited lifetimes for this moment.  Perhaps lived through past lives together and never been able to get here where we are right now.  And as her soft moans fill my ears and my arms wrap even tighter around her soft flesh, I know we’ll never let each other go. 
 
    Never. 
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    “But, it’s not fair!” I push out my lower lip and amaze myself at my forwardness—and my childishness. 
 
    “Damn it, Ri.”  The pain in his voice only urges me on. 
 
    I’m laying naked against Brann, snuggled under his arm as we lie on top of the soft bedding.  After the series of orgasms he gave me with his mouth, which I’ll admit has shaken something loose inside me, he then followed up with another two brought on by his fingers.  For a man who has zero experience in these departments—and I’m as shocked by that as any girl would be—I can testify that he is in fact a savant at giving me pleasure. 
 
    I run a hand over his chest.  The course dark hair that covers his pectoral muscles tickles between my fingers.  The sound of his heartbeat in my ear is quickening, and I do as I did a moment ago, running my palm down the flat of his abs and then gliding it gently over the massive hard length under his trousers. 
 
    “Please.  You saw mine.  Now show me yours.”  I giggle as I take joy in the groan that catches in his throat as I start to rub harder.   
 
    “I haven’t heard that line that since Suzy Cavendish used it on me behind her dad’s barn the summer I turned fifteen.”   
 
    “What?”  I gasp the motion of my hand freezing as I even think of him with someone else.  Even though it was before me, and he was fifteen I’m shocked at how jealous I am. 
 
    “Just kidding. That’s what she wanted. The show me yours, I’ll show you mine deal.  But I turned her down.  Took the next month at school to live it down with my friends.” 
 
    It took a lot of prodding to just get him to take off his shirt and lie here next to me.  After tugging at it and being refused, I began to wonder if there was some sort of rejection going on.  When the first rise of tears pricked at my bottom lids though…God, it was amazing how his demeanor changed. 
 
    You would have thought Brann just heard I needed a darn kidney or something.  He’s hard and tough, that’s for sure, but in my heart I know that if I truly want something, or I’m hurting in any way, he would scale mountains and cross oceans to give me what I need. 
 
    And right now, I need to touch his cock. 
 
    More than that, I swear, my mouth is watering.  I want to know what he tastes like. It only took me twenty years, but I’ve suddenly found my libido and it’s making up for lost time. 
 
     “Well, what would you say then if I changed that to…”  I lift my head so my eyes catch his before I finish…  “…you tasted mine, so now let me taste yours.” 
 
    As I say it, I grip the steel-hard shaft beneath his zipper and watch his eyes roll back.  The power I feel right now has my head spinning.   
 
    “You’re killing me.”  Brann nearly chokes on the words as I bring my finger to the button on his trousers and pop it open, followed by the immediate lowering of the strained zipper below.  “All right then, Christ.  I give in.  You can put your mouth on me.  But I will not fuck you today, Ri.  Of that you can be sure.” 
 
    As I finish the downward descent of his fly, an awestruck gasp catches on my lips as his penis pops out.  I’m suddenly lightheaded and soaking wet. 
 
    I get that I am one inexperienced girl, but still.  I’ve seen a few pictures and have some frame of reference.  I mean, internet and all. What Brann is packing is not under the heading of average or above average. 
 
    It’s magnificent. 
 
    Not just long, but perfectly thick with these veins. 
 
    My god. 
 
    The veins. 
 
    It’s penis porn. 
 
    Blood rushes in my ears as I shift to get a better vantage point.  I pinch my lower lips between my teeth, flicking my face toward Brann only to see an animal lust in his eyes that should panic me.  
 
    But it doesn’t. 
 
    “Go ahead, Babygirl.  That’s all yours now.  Your responsibility, too. No one else will ever touch me, Ri.”  The deep truth I hear in those words shocks me.   
 
    The thought that a man like Brann is not only a virgin but has never had sexual contact with a woman before me, is still dumbfounding.  
 
    I look down to see drops of pearlized liquid coming from the little slit in the top.   
 
    “Just promise me something, okay?”  I stare at the engorged, helmet shaped head and admire the vein, as thick as my pinky, that is throbbing on the underside of the length.   
 
    “You know if I can, I will.  What is it, baby?”  He brings a hand down to stroke the back of my hair. 
 
    “I want to do it right. I want it to feel good and I have no idea what I’m doing.”  The words come out so easily, their truth pushing me forward and removing any inhibitions I would have thought I should have.  “Please, just promise, if you want something different, or it doesn’t feel good…or whatever.  Tell me, or show me how to please you.” 
 
    A rumble vibrates in his chest and cum gathers again at the slit and I reach down and touch the liquid with the tip of my finger, eliciting an even deeper rumble from Brann. 
 
    “I promise.  Now, if you don’t get your hand or your mouth on me damn fast, your face is about to be wearing a lifetime’s worth of cum.  I’m so fucking close already my sweet Gingersnap, just having you here, you saying what you said…I’m on the edge.” 
 
    The hand that was a moment ago stroking my hair now tugs at it, sending delicious pain down my back as he pulls at the roots. 
 
    I bring my finger to my lips and taste him.  It’s magical.  Unlike anything I could have imagined, it is pure Brann.  Masculine and exciting, sweet and salty, and that pulling sensation deep inside of me throbs. 
 
    I hum as I finally reach down and close my hand around the head.  More cum races from the tip and I use it to lubricate the first contact and movement. As I do, the few drops become free flowing and my body erupts in a new level of desire. 
 
    Pleasing him is pleasing me.  
 
    Brann’s hand on the back of my hair tightens again, and he presses my face lower.  
 
    “Go on. I need you now.”  His words sound urgent and I feel my wetness dripping from me.  
 
    I run my rounded fingers up and down his length, amazed at the silky texture of the skin over the metal hardness of what lies beneath. 
 
    “Open.”  The single word rings in my ears as Brann brings my lips to the head of his cock and holds me there.  He is doing exactly as I asked, showing me what he wants, and it’s hotter than anything I could have imagined.  “Kiss me.  Make love to my cock baby with your mouth. That’s all you need to think about.  Making love to me.” 
 
    The hand in my hair and his words control me utterly, and I melt under that feeling of being in service to him.  In my mind, years of the things we will do together begin to gather.  Such a short time we’ve known each other, but I’m beginning to question that linear concept of time.  I kiss him up and down, listening to the hitch in his breath as I do and the speeding of my heart with each contact. 
 
    I do as he says, and I think about how to make love to him this way.  That is my muse as I finish with a few more sweet kisses, looking up to see him looking back down with a fire in his eyes that makes my heart race.  
 
    I swirl my tongue around the tip, tasting him again as my hands wrap around his length, guiding it higher. 
 
    As Brann’s guidance at the back of my head becomes more insistent, I open my lips and take the soft head into my mouth, listening as a moan of pleasure comes from deep within him.  His hips jerk upward and I gently suck, pushing him in and out of my mouth. 
 
    He continues to guide me by my hair as I drop one hand down to cup his balls.  The cooler skin and the rough texture fascinate me, and Brann obviously likes that contact from the deeper noises and more feverish flexing of his hips. 
 
    I do my best to take as much of him as I can, easing him back and forth between my lips and adding as much as I can as I go. II have barely half his length in my mouth before the head nudges the back of my throat and I gag.  I do not pull him out though, I find I love the feeling of choking on him. 
 
    “You are a good girl.”  Brann’s words of encouragement nearly tumble me into my own touchless orgasm. 
 
    I nod with his cock still in my mouth, our eyes locked on one another and even that movement seems to draw more sounds of lust from him. 
 
    He shifts on the bed, opening his legs to give me more room.  I crawl into place between them and immediately see how much better this perspective is than having me off to the side. 
 
    I waste no time getting him back into my mouth and the connection I feel is amazing. 
 
    Brann’s hands come to grip the sides of my head, and before I know it he’s got himself deep in my throat and I’m gagging, spit dripping from the corners of my mouth, but that only seems to make him crazier.  There is nothing shy about me right now, I suck and gag and my eyes are tearing, but I feel more beautiful than ever because he’s looking at me as though Athena or Aphrodite would pale in comparison to what he sees in me right now. 
 
    “Fuck.”  I work the muscles in the back of my throat, mumbling the word around his cock as his engorged head stays there.   
 
    He starts fucking my mouth while holding my head steady and our eyes never lose contact.  He grows uncomfortably large in my mouth but I give in to his control over me.  My own wet desire is flooding out, running down the insides of my thighs. 
 
    Brann’s jaw muscles flex and lock.  “God, Riona, I’m about to cum baby, damn it…” 
 
    I reach one hand down to massage his balls and he throws his head back on a roar.  He slams into my mouth harder as his fingers dig into the sides of my head, causing pain and pleasure and an avalanche of sensation. 
 
    The first blast of his cum coats the back of my throat in a pulsing jet.  It’s thick, warm and I want to swallow it all, but the sheer size of his cock head grows larger and I choke. 
 
    I keep my hand working down on the weight of his balls, wanting all of what is inside there to be in my mouth.   
 
    I don’t know how many forceful jets of cum he releases or how long it takes.  It seems to last forever and his body is rock hard the whole time, tense and quivering, and I’m sure whatever neighbors may be around his house must have heard the bellowing sounds that are echoing throughout the room. 
 
    When Brann finally speaks words, I fight to swallow the last of his cum that coats the inside of my mouth. 
 
    “Baby.  Jesus, Mary and Joseph, that was the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”   
 
    He gently eases me up and off his still hard cock, pulling me upward to lay me on his chest, then proceeds to correct the errant hairs that are stuck to my face with spit and his release.   
 
    His flavor runs through me like a brand.  I know I will never do this for anyone else, and my desire to have him inside of me grows nearly unbearable.  His cock presses into my belly and I fight the urge to just slip my body higher and take him into my very well lubricated opening.  But even now, I know he is right.  We will wait, we should wait. 
 
    That thought shocks me.  Brann hasn’t even officially said anything about what comes next.  Yeah, sure he’s made comments, talked about marriage, but until there’s a ring, it’s all just mouth movement. 
 
    And how long will it be?  A year?  A year and a half?  A lot can happen in that much time. 
 
    Brann’s voice tears me from my thoughts. 
 
    “Okay, baby, it’s shower time.” 
 
    I reach up to run my finger across the scar that wraps around his neck, watching his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows. 
 
    “Why can’t we just stay here?”  I narrow one eye, waiting as he takes a deep breath and I keep tracing the silver skin back and forth. 
 
    “Because you still owe me a date, and we’re hours late already.” 
 
    “Ugh.”  I roll my eyes and set my forehead on his chest, kicking my feet a bit in protest. 
 
    “Don’t.”  I listen to the rumble come from his chest with the word.  “You gave me your word, and I gave you mine.  So, come on.  Shower, dress and get in the car.” 
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    I made sure that Riona ate before we went anywhere.  She protested, said she could afford to lose a few pounds, and I shut that shit down right away.  No way is she going to say or think anything like that.  She’s perfect, just the way she is, and I wouldn’t change her for the world.  She needs to keep eating, and I intend to make sure she does just that. 
 
    “This is perfect.”  She turns in her saddle and looks over her shoulder at me.  For someone who’s never ridden before, she’s an absolute natural.  I thought we might have to spend our first session in the training enclosure, especially since we were arriving here so late, but that just didn’t happen.  Once she was in the saddle, she was away and running rings around the instructor.  “I can’t believe I’m actually riding a horse!” 
 
    Her headache seems to have vanished since this morning, and I’m glad.  I knew she’d be feeling the effects of the hangover which is why I got her to drink plenty of water last night.  I don’t know if she even remembers much of that. 
 
    “Just over the next rise, Ri,” I shout, kicking my horse into a trot to close the distance she’s managed to put between us.  “We’ll be coming back down to the stables just in time for them to be closing for the day.” 
 
    “Oh!  No, that’s not fair, I don’t want to leave Snowflake here.  I love her, Brann.”  Riona leans down close to her horse’s neck and whispers something in her ear, to which Snowflake responds by whinnying and tossing her mane. 
 
    I shake my head, laughing.  I’m glad she’s enjoyed herself so much.  “We’ll have to come back again soon.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave!” 
 
    “Well, I have to.  There are things I need to deal with this evening, and I need to get you back to your parents before your father skins me alive.” 
 
    She giggles and turns to me as I catch up with her.  “I’ve loved today.  Thank you.” 
 
    “My pleasure.  Come on.” 
 
    We ride in silence over the next rise, enjoying the rolling hills just outside the city limits.  This riding stables have a large piece of land with a few woods and some log cabins as well.  They look empty at the moment, but I’ve found out from the current owner that they rent them out when the main season starts. 
 
    As we come down the dirt path to the stables, the groom is waiting for us with a smile on her face.  “You two must have been having fun, I was about to send out a search party.” 
 
    “Riona doesn’t want to leave,” I say, shaking my head.  “She’s fallen in love with your white mare.” 
 
    “Snowflake!”  Riona says in protest, and I can’t fight the grin that spreads over my face. 
 
    “Is your boss in?  I’d like to have a word with her before I leave if that’s okay?” 
 
    “Sure.”  The groom nods her head, then her expression becomes concerned.  “Nothing wrong I hope?” 
 
    “Nothing wrong at all,” I assure her, lifting my leg out of the stirrups and dropping down to the ground as I hand her the reins.  “Just need to talk a few things through.  Whereabouts will I find her?” 
 
    “Around the side there.”  She points the way.  “First door on your right will take you into her office.  You can’t miss it.” 
 
    I nod and turn that way.  “Thanks.” 
 
    “Hey, hold on!”  Riona shouts after me.  “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “You won’t, not this time.”  I smile at her.  “Don’t look so worried!  I’ll be back for you shortly, but this is a private matter.  You go and get Snowflake settled in for the night.” 
 
    She pouts, but her hand immediately fists into Snowflake’s mane, smoothing down the hair as Riona makes kissy noises. 
 
    Chuckling to myself, I make my way around to the office at the side of the stables and knock firmly on the door.  The place is in a bit of a state of disrepair, which I already knew before I came here.  Truth is, I didn’t pick these riding stables randomly.  I’m just glad that Riona seems to like it so much. 
 
    “Come in.”  A shrill woman’s voice calls out and I turn the handle.  I met the current owner yesterday afternoon on the briefest of flying visits after my appointment to see the house, and she was clearly expecting me back.  A smile curls her lips as I step through the doorway.  “Ah, Mr. Maguire, I was wondering when you’d be here.  I expected you earlier, to be honest.” 
 
    “I was out riding with my fiancée.  Checking out my new investment opportunity.  Have you had an opportunity to discuss my proposal with your partner, Ms. Williams?” 
 
    “I have, and we’re in agreement. Some things just happen at the right time. Still amazed at it all.”  She stands up and holds out her hand.  “We’ll take your offer.  But my husband and I stay on until we retire.  That’s non-negotiable.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    “Then I’ll have the paperwork drawn up and sent to your attorney.  This time next month you’ll be the major shareholder of the stables.” 
 
    “Excellent.”  I nod.  “Oh, one other thing.” 
 
    Her expression turns darker, clearly imagining that I’m about to try to change my offer or something. “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Snowflake is now my fiancée’s private horse.  Don’t let any other customers ride her.” 
 
    She shrugs.  “Not a problem.  And the er…other thing.” 
 
    “All in hand.  Just make sure that tomorrow’s schedule is clear.”  I reach into my back pocket and pull out a folded sheet of paper, handing it to her. “And here’s the list of things I want prepared.  Charge me as needed, for any extra time it takes you as well.” 
 
    I’d emailed John, my accountant and business guy back home, letting him know there would be some unusual charges coming through on my AMEX since he watches it for me and finally told him all the details.   
 
    I have to say, he was happier than I expected him to be, given it means he’ll be taking on most of the responsibilities back home.  Of course, it means more money for him, but it’s worth it from my point of view.  I gave him Riona’s full name, date of birth and other necessary info so he could set her up on all my accounts as well. 
 
    Williams nods, looking back up at me from the list I gave her.  “I’ll see to everything at this end, don’t worry.” 
 
    As I leave the office, my phone starts to buzz.  I look down to see John’s number and I put it to my ear. 
 
    “John?  What’s up?” 
 
    His voice crackles down the line.  “I’ve just had a very long and interesting conversation with our friend Mr. Jones.” 
 
    That piques my interest.  “How the hell did you manage that?  I’ve been trying to get hold of him since yesterday.” 
 
    “I guess I must just be more charming than you.”  Something has put him in a good mood, and I’m just crossing my fingers right now.  “Turns out, Graham Jones holds the purse strings to HJB, and he’s more than willing to draw them up tight as far as Harry’s Bar is concerned.  One condition though, you forget HJB ever existed.” 
 
    I do a little fist pump as I switch the phone from one ear to the other, my heart soaring.  “John, I could kiss you.”  As soon as I’m done here, I’ll have to phone Henry and give him the good news.  And get him to take down those fucking promotions that HJB insisted on. 
 
    “You’re not really my type, man.  Sorry.”  John’s laughter echoes down the phone.  “I’ve got more news too, but you’ll never guess what it is.” 
 
    “I don’t like guessing games, John, just tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    When the next words come over the line, I start laughing too.
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    “Another pint is it?”  I smile at Mr. Piper and he grins right back. 
 
    “Aye, you know I’m here for the duration.” 
 
    I nod and turn to grab a fresh glass.  There are just a few regulars in tonight, which I’d normally be pleased about.  But tonight, it just feels like another nail in the coffin for this place. 
 
    It wasn’t supposed to be my shift at all this evening, to tell the truth.  Today was my day off.  But since I asked Danny to cover for me with Mum and Dad, he decided to call in the favor right away and get me to cover his shift at The Parting Glass while he goes on yet another date with his new boyfriend.  Honestly, I need to meet this boy soon or he’ll be my brother-in-law before I get the chance. 
 
    “Your friend not in tonight?”  Mr. Piper winks at me as I hand him his pint, and my thoughts immediately go to Brann and the things we did together just this morning.  Honestly, one of the reasons I agreed to do this shift was to try to put him out of my mind for at least a few hours.  “Oh, no, don’t get all embarrassed.  Good-looking young woman like you, I’m only surprised someone didn’t snap you up already.”  He lowers his voice.  “Ainsley gets most of the attention, but she seems more interested in her nails than working.” 
 
    I laugh.  “She is at that.  But she’s not so bad,” I add, thinking what Mum would say if she heard me gossiping about Ainsley behind her back.  And besides, at times like this you start to appreciate family, even if it is a sister who doesn’t even acknowledge that you’re related. 
 
    Just at that, the door flies open and Ainsley comes rushing in. 
 
    “Ah, speak of the devil,” says Mr. Piper, but I can see immediately that all is not right. 
 
    “Ainsley, what is it?” 
 
    She’s clearly out of breath, and that’s not like her at all.  In an instant, I’m around the side of the bar and rushing over to her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s Danny,” she says, looking into my eyes.  “He’s been…  Is Brann here?” 
 
    “What about Danny?  Ainsley you need to slow down and—” 
 
    “Ryan and Devan, they’re…”  She looks into my eyes, and I can see that there are tears forming in hers.  I’ve never seen Ainsley so upset, and it’s worrying me.  “I had a phone call from Calvin, the three of them were out together on the west side and they bumped into Danny and his boyfriend.  Ryan and Devan…”  She shakes her head like she can’t quite believe the words that are coming out of her own mouth… “…they’d been drinking a lot, I guess they knew Josh from another bar fight a few weeks ago when he kicked their asses. Then when Danny stood up for Josh—Devan and Ryan went after Danny.” 
 
    I can’t believe this.  “What?  Is he okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Ri, Calvin called just to tell me, thought things were calmed down but while we were talking and he was trying to hold them back and calm things it all went crazy again and he hung up.” 
 
    “Well, we need to call the police.” 
 
    “I already did, they’re on their way over there, but I’m scared, Ri.  The lady at dispatch said it might be awhile because there’s trouble at the football game and some sort of accident on the freeway.  We need to go but we need someone with us. Brann.  He’s a fighter.” 
 
    I turn to Mr. Piper.  “Can you hold the fort for us?” 
 
    “I can.  Leave it with me.” 
 
    I grab Ainsley’s arm and pull her toward the back of the pub.  “Come on, we’ll take my car.  I’ll call Brann on the way.” 
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    We scan the side of the road as we drive along slowly, looking for any sign of Danny, Josh, Calvin, Ryan or Devan.  When I called Brann’s phone on the way over here, all I got was his voicemail. 
 
    “He’s not here, Ri.”  Ainsley sounds distraught.  “What if they had to take him to hospital?” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s fine.  Calvin was trying to stick up for him, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but Calvin’s a fucking twink!  You said it yourself.  He’s not a fighter.  And Danny isn’t either.  He might act tough, but deep down he’s still the same little boy that used to cry at night and sneak through to your room.” 
 
    I turn in my seat.  “You remember that?” 
 
    “Of course I do.  You two were always thick as thieves and I was scared too.  I felt left out.” 
 
    I don’t deal with her other comment now, but it tugs at my heart. “He’ll be okay, Ainsley.  Try Calvin, he might be able to tell us where they are.” 
 
    “Okay.”  She takes her phone out of her back pocket and starts dialing the number, then puts it to her ear.  “What’s going on, is everything okay?” 
 
    I turn the corner and see the flashing green neon sign for Harry’s bar up ahead.  There’s quite a crowd around outside, and a police car parked at the curb. 
 
    “They’re in Harry’s,” Ainsley says.  “They ran and ended up finishing the fight on the street in front. Devan and Ryan ran off.  Pull over here, sis.” 
 
    Even now, I can’t help being slightly irritated by her back seat driving.  But something else strikes me as well.  She called me sis, and not sarcastically.   
 
    “Is Danny all right?”  I ask as I stop the car and put it into park. 
 
    Ainsley puts up a hand, keeping me quiet, so I grab my own phone off the dash and punch out a quick message to Brann.  Harry’s Bar over on the west side.  Get here as soon as you can. 
 
    “He’s okay,” Ainsley visibly breathes a sigh of relief.  “A bit shaken, but not hurt.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s get inside.” 
 
    Pushing through the crowd isn’t easy, but right now I don’t care about that.  Harry’s can take all the business in the world, I just need to see Danny.  When I see Calvin’s face, I could almost kiss him. 
 
    “Hey, out of the way guys, these are his sisters.”  Calvin separates the crowd with his hands like he’s parting the red sea, then waves us through, and finally we see Danny, held tight in the arms of a guy I can only assume is Josh. 
 
    Ainsley doesn’t waste any time at all.  Ignoring Calvin, she runs straight to Danny and throws her arms around him, encompassing Josh with the hug as well.  “Don’t ever scare me like that again, you hear?” 
 
    I turn to Calvin.  “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “Those guys are…”  He shakes his head.  “I’m never hanging around with them again, Riona.  I didn’t realize they were homophobic assholes. Well, okay, I sort of knew they were assholes but not—”  He shrugs before continuing.  “The police are out looking for them now.  Luckily, the guys here in the pub heard what was going on and came out to help.  Don’t know what I would have done without them.” 
 
    The owner of the pub—the guy I met yesterday—Henry O’Connor, comes out through the crowd and turns to Calvin.  “Police have caught them—”  When he sees me he stops talking.  “Oh, hi. What are you doing here?” His face twists in confusion. 
 
    I feel the heat rise to my face, not sure if I’m grateful to him for saving my cousin’s life or still annoyed that he’s trying to put us out of business.  Right now, I decide it’s time to call a temporary ceasefire.  “Hi.  I’m with these guys. Thanks for, you know…” 
 
    He shakes his head.  “No need.  Just glad nobody got hurt.  Can I get you anything to—” 
 
    We both turn at the sound of my name being called over the crowd.  The booming voice couldn’t belong to anyone except… 
 
    “Brann,” we both say in unison. 
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    “What?  Do you two know each other?”  I’m not sure what’s going on here, but I don’t like it.  Brann is looking like he just got caught with his hand in the cookie jar.  “Brann?” 
 
    “Riona, I tried to tell you before, but it’s not—” 
 
    “Tried to tell me what?”  My heart is pounding.  What does he have to do with Harry’s bar?  This isn’t making any sense. 
 
    “Look, when I came here I didn’t know who you were.  I told you I was here to see my brother…well, sort of my brother.  Henry is…my business partner. And sort of my brother.” 
 
    Suddenly, the pieces fall into place.  How could I have been so stupid?  I see Brann’s mouth moving, but the words fall flat.   
 
    All I hear is laughter.   
 
    Laughter from that little voice in my head. 
 
    Laughter at the idea that I could ever just have someone want me for me.  That I could ever be that girl. 
 
    The one. 
 
    For someone. 
 
    Who lied to me.  
 
    “You’re a liar.”  I let the words hang there.  My face is hot like fire.  How could he do this?  I can almost feel the eyes of everyone else.  Ainsley, thinking how stupid her cousin could be to fall for that.  “You’re the other owner of this place, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Part owner.  Yes, I am, but—” 
 
    As he tries to grab my arm, I jerk it away.  “Don’t touch me.  Everything you’ve told me, it was all just to get close.  Sunday Brunch, St. Patrick’s Day, you were just using me.  All you wanted to do was run us out of business.  Double it.”  Suddenly, my mind is back in the office here at Harry’s bar.  “That was you on the phone the other day.  You told him,” I jab my finger at Henry, “to double everything.  You wanted to get rid of The Parting Glass so that you could make more money from your investment.  Well, congratulations. And you got to play some game with me as a bonus.” 
 
    “What?”  Ainsley’s voice cuts shrilly across mine.  “What’s happening to the pub?” 
 
    I turn to find her staring at me, tears in her eyes, and I can’t take it.  Without another word, I’m running.  I’ve never run so fast in my life.  The next thing I know, I’m out in the street, and Brann’s voice is right behind but the police are there.  I turn and scream, I don’t even recognize the words coming out of my mouth.  Something about not wanting him to follow me.  And the police are stepping between us, and then I’m in my car. 
 
    As I drive, tears blur my vision.  I almost run a red light because I can’t see or I don’t want to stop. Don’t want to feel that pull and give in. 
 
    I rev the engine hard, too hard, and I hear a horn behind me as I cut through traffic.  I don’t care.  I need to hide. 
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    “He’s done what?”  My mum’s eyes are wide with shock. She’s put aside the special china that she was cleaning, the dishes she keeps safe and dusted in the hope chest at the end of her bed.  It’s the china she had at her wedding, same as her own parents had it at theirs, and their parents before that.  She hugs me in close and I cry into her bosom like I’m a little girl again.  I can’t even form words to respond.  “Hey, there, there.  Wait, why were you there in the first place, Riona?” 
 
    “Because Danny was in a fight.  Him and his boyfriend.  Anyway, that doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “What?” She sounds distressed. “It does matter. Is he okay?” 
 
    “He’s fine.  Just a little shaken, the police arrested…”  I shake my head.  “He’s fine.” 
 
    She puts her arms around me and pulls me in tight.  “Oh, my poor baby.  That man had us all fooled, don’t you worry about that.  It wasn’t just you.” 
 
    “Well, if I ever get my hands on him, he’ll wish he’d stayed in Cork, that’s for sure.”  My dad’s face is red, his hands balled into fists by his side.  “Wait, who’s minding the pub?” 
 
    “Mr. Piper.  Me and Ainsley had to get to Danny. But he went to Josh’s apartment.  They’re fine and needed the time after the nonsense.  Boys will still be boys even when they like other boys.”  I turn to my mum.  “How could Brann do that?” 
 
    “People can fool you. Men can play with you.  It doesn’t mean they all are bad, just look at me and your fath—” 
 
    “Mr. Piper, you say?  Jesus Christ, we’ll have no liquor left!”  My dad turns and grabs his coat off the hook, then just as he’s going out the door he looks right at my mum.  “If that Brann Maguire shows his face around here, you tell him to come see me, all right?  I’ll give him more than just a piece of my mind, that’s for sure.” 
 
    My mum nods, pulling me into a tighter hug.  “Okay, dear.  You get on.” 
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    Never has time moved so slowly. 
 
    I drove by Riona’s house, but when I saw that her father’s car was gone, and hers was in the driveway, I somehow knew that I was in the wrong place.  There was no way that she was going to agree to speak to me, not in the state she was in. 
 
    But her father?  That might be a different story. 
 
    I understand him. He’s a smart man.  We are cut from the same rough cloth, and even if his daughter is hurting, I think he’ll hear me out.  I hope so.  Because I need to explain what’s going on before I lose her forever. 
 
    As I walk through the door of The Parting Glass, the faces of the few regulars still left at this late hour turn my way.  And by the expressions on those faces, I’m public enemy number one. News travels fast. 
 
    “Well, you’ve got a lot of nerve showing up here, Brann Maguire.”  Riona’s father sets his jaw, crossing his arms over his chest.  “You’re not welcome, so sling your hook before I start reminiscing about my boxing days.” 
 
    I hold my hands up.  “Give me ten minutes of your time. Man to man you should hear me out.” 
 
    He snorts out a breath through his nose.  He cares about Riona, and in that we both agree. 
 
    “Through here,” he says, nodding to the back of the pub. 
 
    “I’ll watch the bar—” 
 
    “No you won’t.”  Mr. Farrell glares at one of the regulars, who retakes his seat, clearly crestfallen.  “Everybody can wait ten minutes while I speak to Mr. Maguire.  And don’t think I won’t know if you’ve been helping yourselves.” 
 
    I follow him through to the back of the pub, and into a small office barely big enough for two chairs and a desk.  He takes a seat, then nods.  “Well?” 
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    “You have my word.”  I nod as Mr. Farrell scowls.   
 
    “You break your word, or my daughter’s heart, and hell will look like a honeymoon compared to what I will unleash on you, son.”  He leans back in his chair, folding his hands over his belly and interlacing his fingers. 
 
    “Those are both impossibilities, Sir.” 
 
    He twists his lips and then snaps them together, eyeing me.  On a cough, he nods and we both know our business here is finished.  It’s taken a lot longer than ten minutes, and he is a man of few words, but I understand everything he says in the silences between them.  
 
    “Well, we’ve nothing more to say then.” 
 
    On a grunt of agreement I’m on my feet. 
 
    As we come out of the office, Mrs. Farrell glances our way from the bar.  She shakes her head, but there’s a tiny smile on her lips as well. 
 
    “You two have things sorted I see.”  She hands a pint glass to one of the customers.  “Took your time over it.  Mr. Piper had to telephone me to come down here and start serving drinks, thought he was going to die of thirst.” 
 
    “That I did.” Mr. Piper grins widely and takes his drink back to his table. 
 
    I give Mr. Farrell a glance and see his terse nod as he walks over to the missus and kisses her square on the mouth, then lays a quick smack on her behind. 
 
    “Afraid it was sorted the day he walked in that front door. Nothing any of us could do to change that.  Everything else was just details.”  Mr. Farrell moves on and disappears around the corner and out into the bar, leaving me there with Riona’s mum. 
 
    “You best get on now.”  She holds out a set of keys.  “Poor girl’s curled up like a sick cat on the floor of her bedroom.” 
 
    “I’m on my way right now.”  I reach out to clasp her hand in mine. “I’m sorry about what happened.  I should have told you all who I was the moment I arrived, but, well, there were things I had to do before I could make it right.  Mr. Farrell and I, we worked out some things…I do hope it will all sit right with you.  If you’d like to talk or—” 
 
    “You men sorted things.  I trust my husband. I know more than you might think.  So, just go on.  You’re wasting more time.  Do as you will, as you two men agreed.  I’ll be here to cheer you both on, no matter.  Life is too short to be in a twist about the details.”  She takes back her hand and reaches up to give me a soft tap on the side of my head.  “Get on with you.  I have work to do.” 
 
    With that, I am out the back door and on my way to secure my future. 
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    When I hit the stairs inside the house, I take them two at a time even with my dodgy leg.  My mind is rushing around with thoughts of the legend.  I say a silent prayer as I open the only closed door in the small hallway upstairs, and immediately take in the sight of Riona, curled in her bed clutching Thunder. 
 
    At my entrance, her head turns and her eyes snap wide. 
 
    All I can think of is stripping her naked and being inside her, but we’ve come this far and I’m going to finish this off right. We have the rest of our lives for all the pleasure in the world but right now I’ll admit it’s a battle of will to keep from taking her right here. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing, Brann Maguire?  You’re not supposed to be here.  And how did you even get in?  Dad will have your guts if he finds you—” 
 
    I cut her off with my lips on hers.  Her body is stiff at first, just a moment of resistance, then it softens beneath me as I slide my tongue into her mouth and pull her onto my lap facing me. 
 
    “Your dad knows the truth,” I say as our lips part. 
 
    She’s shaking her head, her eyes wide.  “What truth?  That you’re the en—” 
 
    “I’m not the enemy, Ri.  I’m not.  I should have told you that I was invested in Harry’s the moment I met you, and I’m sorry about that.  But I couldn’t change that.  Not right then.  Henry owns sixty percent of that place, which means he can run it however he likes.  Well, he did anyway.” 
 
    “What do you mean, he did?” 
 
    “This evening he sold his share to me, for twice what it’s worth.  We’re just sorting out the paperwork, and then it will be mine, but if you’d stopped to notice you’d have seen that there are no more promotions.  The flyers for St. Patrick’s Day are gone, even with only two days to go.  The offers of free drinks and the rest of the gimmicks, all gone.” 
 
    She screws up her face as she absently plays with Thunder’s mane.  “Well, that’s good, but Harry’s is still there and The Parting Glass is still having to compete and—” 
 
    I’m shaking my head.  “I’ll sell the place, but it will never compete with The Parting Glass again.  After the place is sold, there will be a provision in the contract that says it can’t be an Irish themed pub.  Ever.  The new owners will be able to turn it into whatever they want, but not anything that’s going to compete with The Parting Glass.” 
 
    Her eyes light up at my words.  There are tears in the corners of them.  “You’ve done that for me?” 
 
    “I’ll always protect you, Riona.” 
 
    She launches herself into my arms, wrapping herself around me and beaming.  She’s wearing just a T-shirt and white panties, and as I pull her close the heat from her pussy has my cock painfully throbbing for her. 
 
    “There’s something else as well,” I whisper into her ear.  “Well, two things…” 
 
    “What?  Nothing bad?” 
 
    I laugh.  “Nothing bad.  It’s about the loan that your parents had for keeping The Parting Glass open.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I didn’t even know until earlier today, but the person who lent them that money…it was me, Ri.  My accountant told me there was someone looking for a loan, but I just assumed it was some local family back in Cork.  I had no idea that I was putting up the money for The Parting Glass. It’s family now, there’s no more loan. No debt.” 
 
    She mashes her lips against mine so hard that it almost topples us over.  She tastes so good, like lemonade and lollipops, as her mouth moves against mine.  When I finally bring us up for air, I clutch a hand into the back of her hair, the other one still wrapped around her waist, keeping her held against me.  My heart is pounding in my ears and there are primal grunts threatening to come from my chest, but I fight them off.  I need to sound somewhat civilized, at least for the next minute or two. 
 
    “I’m writing off the loan, Ri.  It’s my gift to your parents, for everything they’ve done for me.” 
 
    She looks momentarily confused.  “Done for you?” 
 
    “They made you, and I can never repay them for that.  I told you I was buying that house for us, Ri.  I fucking love you.  I know it’s crazy, I get it, but it doesn’t make it any less true. And you don’t have to say it back, but when you’re ready, I hope you will.  I want to spend the rest of my life worshipping you.  Doing everything I can to make sure you are happy, protecting you, being a part of you and your family.” 
 
    Her face flushes and she blinks on an unsteady breath.  Her hands come to run along my jaw and I hear the friction of my coarse few days of growth in her fingers. 
 
    I lean in for a quick kiss, and on a sigh she says, “I do love you.” 
 
    Her hips shift and begin to pulse against my erection, but I fight off my desire.  I have to.  Because I have to finish this conversation that we’ve started, or I don’t know if I ever will. 
 
    “You will be my first.  You will be my only.  I’ve waited for you my entire life.  And now that you’re here, I can’t wait much longer.” 
 
    I drop the hand from her hair and reach into my back pocket to pull out the small emerald green velvet bag that’s been there since I left her at her parents’ house after our date.  I couldn’t wait any longer, couldn’t bear the thought of not having this prepared.  As I pull one of her hands from my face, I place the bag in her palm. 
 
    “This is crazy.”  She echoes my thoughts.  “Fate or legend or whatever you want to call it, from the day you walked into The Parting Glass, something changed inside me.  Like I was sleeping until I met you, or at least a part of me was.” 
 
    “Well, we’re both wide awake now, Babygirl.  Open the bag.” 
 
    Her fingers tremble as she fusses with the cord, loosening the top, then reaches two fingers inside and pulls out the antique emerald and diamond ring.  One of her hands flies to her lips as she stares at the jewel and I see tears form in her eyes. 
 
    “Marry me, Ri.  Tomorrow morning.  I’d do it right now, but I don’t think the Justice of the Peace would be too keen.” 
 
    She laughs and the first tear falls, and I lean in and kiss it away. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No ‘but’.  I have things arranged.  I talked to your Dad.  I don’t want to wait any longer, Ri.  I can’t.  I don’t just want you, I fucking need you.  I need you in my life.  I need you in my bed.  I need my damn babies inside of you. And my fucking cock.  I swear if you don’t say yes and I don’t get inside of you soon, I’m not going to make it.  I’ll die, Ri. And my death will be on your head.” 
 
    I smile and poke a finger at her forehead and she giggles as a few more tears slip down her ivory cheeks. 
 
    On a nod, my world turns brighter.  My heart is about to pound through my ribs as I take gentle hold of the ring and slide it onto her finger. 
 
    “Everything I do, from this day forward, will be for us.  Everything, Ri.” 
 
    “But, what will I wear?  I mean—” 
 
    I swallow and for a second I hate myself for being a selfish prick. 
 
    “Baby, do you want a big wedding?  The whole deal?”  I’ll give her whatever she wants, but like I said it will probably kill me to wait.  It doesn’t matter.  I’ll happily die for her.  Whatever she wants, I’ll give her one way or another. 
 
    The seconds tick by like hours before she smiles and answers. 
 
    “I don’t want that.”  Her answer is solid, and a rush of relief flows through me. “You know, I never really was that girl that thought about her wedding day and planned it or anything.  But now, I’m even less so.  I think being married is what I want, not the wedding.  I just want to belong to you.” 
 
    “Well, thank God you live in a state where you can get an expedited marriage license.  I looked into that, because if it wasn’t the case we were on our way to fucking Vegas, baby.” 
 
    “What about my parents?  People…” 
 
    I nod on a breath, I want her to have what she wants, but I have to tell her what I see. What her father told me.  “Baby, you tell me what you want and I will move mountains to make it happen.  But,” I pause making sure I have the right words.  “When I spoke to your father.  Asked me for this, for your hand, he told me about your parents wedding day.  Have they told you?” 
 
    Riona nods.  “Yep.  They eloped.  No reason, just they wanted to belong to each other and nothing else seemed important.” 
 
    “Right.  How does that make you feel?” 
 
    Her lips pull together then after a moment of thought curve into a smile.  “I want the same. Just you and me and our love.  But I wonder if my parents, if they will be hurt.” 
 
    “No baby.  Your father told me he’d seen it with you. That you would follow in their footsteps.  He and your mother gave us their blessing.  Told us to go and be happy.  They will be here to celebrate when we get back.  If that’s what you want.” 
 
    “I see that too. Just us. Like they did. What do you want me to wear though?”  I see the little girl in her eyes.  The deeper pink on her cheeks tells me she wants me to like how she looks tomorrow. 
 
    “I want you to wear whatever you have that makes you feel the best. You could wear anything and never be more beautiful to me.” 
 
    “I have this one dress.”  She shrugs one shoulder to her ear. “I bought it two years ago.  I’d never really liked dresses before, but I saw it in this thrift store, and I don’t know, something about it just—” She sighs.  “It’s antique, with ivory lace and it’s sort of Renaissance Fair…but without the tacky.  I never knew where I’d wear it, but it feels like something I want to wear today.” 
 
    I lay a hard slap on her ass and watch it jiggle. 
 
    “Hey!”  She wiggles against me. 
 
    “That is what you shall wear.” 
 
    “I don’t have shoes though…I don’t think the converse or my black boots would work.”  She says it thoughtfully as if running through options in her head.  “I have a few other pairs, but nothing I think that would look right with it.” 
 
    “Where we are getting married, I think bare feet would be perfect, Sunshine.  You good with that?”  I don’t tell her what I have planned.  I don’t need to.  Bare feet will do for the ceremony, and I already have some things for what comes after… 
 
    She nods, and that grin spreads over her face, and I know that she’s thinking exactly what I’m thinking.  “Stay here.  Tonight, I mean.” 
 
    I shake my head.   “We have about fifteen minutes before midnight, and then I’m going to have to leave.  It’s bad luck for me to see you tonight at all, I’m certainly not going to risk it after the spirits come out.” 
 
    Riona laughs.  “You’re superstitious, Brann Maguire?” 
 
    “Enough to mean I don’t want to take the risk.  But I’m going to need you to put that grade A pussy on my face, and your hands on my cock.  You are going to jerk me off, wear my cum on your face, and I’m going to wear yours on mine.” 
 
    “You are such a romantic.”   
 
    Before she can give me any more shit, I’ve rolled her over and got her split lips hovering over my face.  I inhale deeply, taking her in before centering each hand on the globes of her ass and bring her down onto my mouth. 
 
    I sigh with pleasure as my tongue goes in first.  I spin it in her opening, so fucking tight, feeling the skin there that I will soon breach with my cock. 
 
    Today, almost our wedding day.  The thought nearly has me cumming on her face as her body floods me with her pleasure. 
 
    Her hands are working my shaft, then I feel the tip of her tongue sliding around the engorged head of my erection and in a moment we are both lost in the spinning wonder of mutual pleasure. 
 
    Her cunt drenches my face with her orgasm as her body shakes.  Then she twists and makes noises around my cock, but she doesn’t release it even as I eat her more wildly than ever while she struggles to get away. 
 
    “So…fucking good.”  I hum into her swollen folds as I nip and suck her hard clit, causing her to make painful sounds as she sucks me off.  “And such a good girl.  Get that cum for you, Gingersnap.  I’m close, but don’t swallow, I want it on your face, baby.” 
 
    I proceed to suck at her opening, then move her hips over my face to spread her juices all over me.  I want her scent on me forever.  And mine on hers. 
 
    “Oh fuck…”  She does this tongue flick and deep suck thing on my cock a few times and I swear I’m at the damn pearly gates, it feels so good.  “Right there, baby.  Just like that.” 
 
    I go back to eating her out and do my best to hold back my orgasm until she peaks again.  Luckily, I’ve got her number, and with some work on her clit she’s bucking and shaking again and I’m all but over. 
 
    We cum together and she finally releases my cock from the warmth of her mouth as her hands pump my jets of cum out.  The pleasure is almost more than I can take and I’m lightheaded, seeing stars, wondering what the hell is going to happen when I get her under me the first time.  I honestly think I may not live through it.   
 
    I know I’ve taken the unconventional route to get where I am now.  Not many men would have waited for their one, but for me, there was no choice and I take pride in knowing that every one of our first’s will be together.  As I shift us both, our bodies covered in each other, my heart swells knowing that on our fucking wedding day, all her firsts will be mine and mine hers.  There is nothing more precious.   
 
    Nothing. 
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    Brann is holding my shaking hands as the Justice of the Peace listens to the last of my ‘I do’s’ and I do what I can to hold back the tears that spring from my eyes. 
 
    He smiles at us both, and I can see that the love between us has brought a tear to his eye as well.  “I now pronounce you man and wife,” he says, still smiling. 
 
    Brann doesn’t wait for him to tell him he can kiss his bride.  His hands are around my waist and he’s got me up and against him in a second, taking my mouth and kissing me hard and deep. 
 
    He spins us around and the scent of the grass mixes with his masculine scent, making me feel lightheaded. 
 
    By the time he sets me down, he’s walked us over to where the stable hand is holding onto two horses for us. 
 
    “Snowflake,” I whisper, barely able to keep from sobbing. 
 
    “She’s yours now.” 
 
    I look over at Brann, barely able to believe what I’m hearing, but he nods, a little smile spreading over his lips. 
 
    “I bought her for you.  Well, actually…” 
 
    “Actually what?” 
 
    “You like this place, right?” 
 
    I’m so confused.  My heart is thundering.  It’s almost too much to take in.  “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve bought the whole place.  It’s ours, Ri.  We can come out here and ride any time—” 
 
    I cut off his words with a forceful kiss, hearing the sighs and laughs of those around us.  I don’t care what they’re thinking, either.  This whole thing is perfect. 
 
    Brann has planned everything for today.  We are back at the beautiful stables, just outside of the city where we had our riding date.  I now know what all the secrecy was about going to see the owner of this place when we were here yesterday.  Well, former owner, apparently.  I’m not sure how he pulled it off in less than a day, but he did. 
 
    The ceremony was short and to the point and honestly, I am good with that.  As crazy as this is, I just want to be his wife.  Mrs. Maguire.  I don’t want or need the pomp and circumstance, I just need to be his. 
 
    “Ma’am.” The young lady holding onto the pure white mare, my Snowflake…mine…tips her head at me as Brann lifts me up and onto the saddle. 
 
    He reaches down and slips on a pair of black cowboy boots that fit perfectly, then mounts up on the black horse next to me. 
 
    “How did you know my size?” 
 
    He smiles, shaking his head.  “Don’t you know me by now?  I know a lot of things, Riona.  I can get after a task when necessary. Sleep is optional since I met you.” 
 
    Nobody would believe that it’s only been a week since we met.  How he put this together so fast I don’t know, but I’m beyond grateful. 
 
    “Come on.” Brann reaches a hand out and I give him mine and he squeezes.  “Follow me.” 
 
    And with that, I’m off walking across a green pasture on my first day with my husband. It’s like a dream, but the best sort of dream.  One that comes at you from nowhere and gives you everything you never knew you wanted all at once. 
 
    We ride in silence, Brann looking over at me every few seconds with a smile on his face that tells me everything I need to know. He looks at me like he’s gained sight after being blind his whole life, and each time our eyes meet there’s a tingling that runs from my head down my entire body. 
 
    Up ahead the trail opens up into a green field, and there are small cabins dotted here and there.  We passed it briefly on our date yesterday, but it didn’t look quite like this.  They looked abandoned, but now…at the far end I see one that looks more homely than the others, and even from this distance I can see the white roses. 
 
    They are in vases all over the small porch and about a thousand candles are flickering. 
 
    Brann looks at me and asks, “You think you’re up for a little trot?” 
 
    I nod and he clicks his tongue and both horses pick up the pace.  I feel free when I’m riding, like I’ve done this in some lifetime before, because it feels natural and I have no fear.  Yesterday may have been my first experience in this life, but something tells me my soul remembers much more. 
 
    We slow as we approach the cabin, and Brann dismounts, coming over to take me down, hands around my waist. 
 
    “Stay right here.” He kisses the top of my forehead, then takes both horses and leads them to a small paddock just to the side of the cabin.  I can smell the roses from where I stand on the dirt path in front of the porch.   
 
    Brann looks so handsome in his black pants and white shirt, and I admire his ass as he walks with the horses.  Then I admire all of him as he makes his way back to me.  I see the outline of his hard cock and wonder how he manages to walk around like that all the time. 
 
    Since the first day we played darts, he was hard, and there’s rarely, if ever, been a time we’ve been together since when that hasn’t been the case.  He makes me giggle a little as he comes up and slips both his hands around the back of my neck, then up into my hair. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “I don’t know how you walk around with that thing.”  I say, secretly loving that just being around me makes him hard. “You’ve been like that since that first day.” 
 
    “You noticed and didn’t run.  I can’t help it, he’s been yours since the first second I saw you, and he wants what’s his.” 
 
    Brann runs a hand down my neck and cups my breast under the lacy fabric of my dress.   
 
    “I can’t believe we just got married.”  My heart thumps and a wetness gathers in my panties as Brann’s hand moves from one breast to the other. 
 
    “I’m done waiting for what I want.” 
 
    With that, I squeal on a gasp and I’m up off the ground being lifted in his arms as he ascends the two steps to the front door of the cabin.  He kicks open the door and inside there are more white roses everywhere, and candles covering every flat surface.  It’s a proper old cabin, too, with worn walls and just enough space for a massive bed. 
 
    “You’ve been a busy guy.” 
 
    “It’s a miracle what a few phone calls and an Amex can do.”   
 
    He sets me down next to the bed and takes complete possession of my mouth.  I melt, my hands going to his chest and I feel his heartbeat racing to match mine.  The kiss starts soft, but within seconds the energy changes.  Brann is rumbling in his chest, his hands are tugging at my dress and it’s as though we are coming back together after some horrible separation. 
 
    “Off.”  He grunts into my mouth and I hear the zipper on the back of my dress.  A moment later he’s got me stripped and completely naked, except for the boots he gave me. 
 
    We keep kissing the entire time and I hope that he is as addicted to kissing me as I am to him. From the way his hands are moving up and down my body without breaking the connection to my lips, I’d say the answer is yes. 
 
    He lifts me up and onto the bed in one sweeping motion, finally disconnecting our lips, and I’m left breathless and covered in goosebumps. 
 
    “God, you are beyond beautiful, you know that?”  His hands go to his shirt and he tears it off, angry that the material is anywhere near his skin.  Every muscle in his torso is rock hard, the brush of dark hair just perfect over his chest, and I so badly want to kiss him everywhere.   
 
    After he tosses his shirt to the floor, he proceeds to tug each of my boots off while his eyes run up and down the entire length of my body.  He lights on my eyes, just for a moment, then his hands lay on my knees and his gaze settles firmly between my legs. 
 
    “What?”  I ask, heat covering my face. 
 
    “Spread your legs.”  He growls and steps back.  “I want to admire what’s mine.” 
 
    As he works his pants off, his eyes never move and I do exactly as he asks.  My belly is trembling but the way he’s staring at me has the wetness dripping out of me. I never knew being desired like this could feel so amazing. 
 
    Brann strips down and tosses the rest of his clothes where his shirt landed a few moments ago, then climbs onto the bed by my feet.  His cock is thick and ready, the vein on the bottom standing out dark and firm, and I want to kiss it.  I want to run my tongue up and down. 
 
    His hands come to push my legs wider apart, then he brings his fingers down to spread me open, his thumb running gently around my clit, never touching it directly, and I arch at the contact. 
 
    “You’re so wet.  Do you know how that makes me feel?  That you are wet for me?”  Brann’s deep voice echoes in the small space. 
 
    I watch him reach down and give himself a few strokes with his hand, and another gush of desire comes out of me.  Seeing him touch himself is pushing me to the verge of cumming and he’s barely touched me. 
 
    “Do you know how it makes me feel that you are always hard for me?”  I respond, barely containing the moan that catches in my throat as he slides a single finger inside of me and holds it there. 
 
    “God, you are tight, Babygirl.  I know it’s going to hurt and I’m going to say I’m sorry right now, because once I’m here I don’t know how gentle I’ll be.  I fucking need you, Ri.  I want to fill you with me and never leave.  I hope you are ready for that because I’m going to spend the rest of our lives making up for lost time.” 
 
    Before I can answer, his mouth is on me and I no longer have the breath.  He kisses my outer lips, so softly at first, then nibbles and licks as his finger begins to dance in and out of my opening. 
 
    He kisses every part of my pussy, his tongue lapping, then pushing inside me, replacing his fingers.  He’s everywhere and before I know it, I’m tumbling into a shaking orgasm that seems to never end.  And Brann is moaning along with me as I thrash and buck onto his face. 
 
    He brings a heavy hand up to pin me in place and his mouth doesn’t relent until I’m spinning into another climax, one that leaves me heaving and unable to form clear thoughts. 
 
    I glance down to see him moving over me.  The look on his face is like a predator, ready to take the last breath from his prey. 
 
    “You are even more beautiful when you cum.  I want to see that every day for the rest of my life, Ri.” 
 
    He kisses me gently and the scent of my sex swirls between us.   
 
    “I won’t say no.”  I kid on a soft giggle.   
 
    His cock brushes my clit and I draw a sharp breath as his eyes lock onto mine. 
 
    “Are you ready, baby?”  Brann takes a deep breath and I can see the raw need in his eyes.  The restraint is causing his muscles to twitch and I move my hips up to answer him. 
 
    “Are we going to…use anything?”  The thought crosses my mind and I feel like it’s what I should ask.  The responsible new wife, and all that. 
 
    The look of confusion on Brann’s face is quickly replaced by determination. 
 
    “Never.  There will never be anything between us, Ri.  If you get pregnant, all the better.  You are mine, no matter what, but that would make you even more mine and the world would know.  It’s my cock in your cunt, no latex, nothing.  I want us to feel all of each other, baby, always.  For now and forever.” 
 
    “I love you.”  The words tumble out as the tip of his cock pushes just inside me. 
 
    “I love you, too.  Don’t look away.  I want us to see each other right now.  I want to see your soul, Ri, because I’m giving you mine.” 
 
    With a jolt of pain, Brann is inside of me.  I pant a few breaths but keep my eyes on his.  They are wild, and he’s shaking. 
 
    The pain is far greater than I expected.  I know Brann is huge, I’ve seen his monster of a cock already, but it’s still the best moment of my life even as he stretches my virgin body. 
 
    I quickly wrap my arms and legs around him and swallow hard as he holds himself still inside me. 
 
    “You okay, baby?”  He chokes out the words and then grits his teeth so hard I hear them crack. 
 
    “Yes.  I’m okay.  More.  I want more.  I want all of you.” 
 
    “I can barely get inside you, Riona.  You’re fucking amazing, so wet and warm, but so tight.  So, so tight.”  His eyes roll back as he grimaces and pushes forward. 
 
    “Harder.  Just do it.  Don’t hold back, Brann, remember?  We’ve wasted so much time already, and I want you.  I’ll be okay…” 
 
    Brann nods and takes a deep breath, kissing me before he slowly pushes forward again, causing another lightning jolt of pain which makes me wince.  
 
    “Fuck.  I’m fucking hurting you.”  The pain in his eyes is killing me. 
 
    I bring my hands to his cheeks and focus him as my voice turns lusty and pleading. “Fuck me, Brann.  Do you hear me?  I want you to fuck me.”   
 
    The fire in his eyes ignites and within a second he’s thrust nearly his entire length into me on a roar that would rival any wild beast.  I cry out, arching my back against the pressure from his cock, but hook my ankles behind him and hold on tight.  He drives forward the rest of the way, then eases back before thrusting forward once again.  The pain is pushing me to the limit, but my cries are of ecstasy, not pain. 
 
    “You have no fucking idea how good you feel.”  Brann’s thick voice rises above the sound of my heavy breath and the sound of my wetness.  “I feel like I rule the God-damn world right now.” 
 
    His words sooth the pain, making me feel like I am his most precious possession.  I love it, feeling like I belong to him, feeling him moving inside me. 
 
    His lips come down to kiss along my neck, sending shivers over my body as I begin to move my hips with him. 
 
    “That’s my girl.”  His voice shakes.  “My wife.” 
 
    As the tension grows inside me, I bring my hands into his hair, pulling and holding on, feeling less pain with every stroke and getting closer to the edge. Our bodies move together in waves as though both of us know exactly what to do. 
 
    This is nothing like the fumbling, immature first times my friends have told me about over the years.  No.  This is something much more real, much more primal.  Something that was always supposed to happen, from the moment my soul came into existence. 
 
    I moan into Brann’s chest and grip his hair tighter. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful like this.  I want to feel my wife cum on my cock.  I’ve dreamed of this.  I want you to cum for me today.  Like this, baby.  Our first time, we cum together.  I’m fucking close, your pussy is sucking me off, I never fucking imagined it could feel so good.” 
 
    His voice catches in his throat as he moves a hand to one breast and twirls my nipple.   
 
    “Kiss me.”  I whisper.  “I want my husband to kiss me when I cum for him.” 
 
    I surprise even myself with such brazen talk.  For a girl so innocent, I’ve taken to Brann like it’s second nature.  His mouth comes hard down onto mine and he sighs at my words, his hips beginning to move in a different sort of motion that presses his body firmly on my clit, moving round and round until there’s a throbbing, overwhelming need. 
 
    I drop my hands to his back and dig in, pushing my hips upward to take all the connection I can get. 
 
    Our kiss takes on the rhythm of our other movements, and every muscle in Brann’s body is quivering as I run my hands up and down his back.  The bed moves, rocking and heaving against the wall in a solid, beating rhythm.  The scent of the roses, of the candles, of Brann and sex…it is something I never want to forget. 
 
    When he growls it sounds painful, and he drives harder and deeper, faster and faster.  He’s sliding in and out so easily that the pain is different now.  I’m just full of him, completely overwhelmed with the sensations and my body tightens. 
 
    I whimper and Brann pulls back from our kiss. 
 
    “Cum, baby.  Fucking please, I want to feel it. Want to see it…”  His eyes are wild, narrow like an animal’s.  “You are perfect.  You amaze me…”   
 
    His hands move to my ass and he grips me tight, driving in and out until I’m holding my breath, and in the next moment an orgasm takes over, rocking me into another world. 
 
    “Fuck, yes.”  I vaguely hear his words as his cock swells inside of me and I feel the pulsing begin.  Hot liquid fills me and Brann’s noises drown out all other sounds. 
 
    He cums hard and long and I topple over into a series of orgasms so rapid and quick that I don’t know where one ends the other begins.   
 
    When I finally calm down, Brann’s arms are completely around me, holding onto me like I may disappear.  I feel the stream of liquid dripping out of my body as he holds himself, deep and full, inside of me. 
 
    “I never want this to end.”  He rumbles into my neck and I yelp as his words are replaced by teeth.  The pain makes my body quake and nearly pushes me into another quick climax. 
 
    We are both breathing hard, slick with sweat and I clutch at him the same way he does to me, daring the devil or anyone to take him away from me. 
 
    To take this away from us. 
 
    As our bodies cool our breathing slows, and the reality that this man is my husband truly begins to dawn on me.  I don’t know if it is from the release of the orgasms or what, but I suddenly have to fight back the tears as they start to stream down my face. 
 
    I’m shaking and sobbing under his body but feeling so safe as he blankets me with his massive frame.  Feeling his cock twitch, still buried inside me, I squeeze my muscles and try to hold on to him even there. 
 
    “Baby, what is it?  Are you hurting?”  The concern in his voice only makes me cry harder.  “I fucking love you.  I’m so sorry I had to hurt you.  It will get better now.  The first time…so I hear…is bad, but each time will get better.  Tell me what’s wrong?”  
 
    He kisses and wipes the tears from my face with his lips and fingers until I can gather my voice. 
 
    “I just don’t want to let you go.  I feel like you’re going to disappear.  Like this is all a dream. From the day I met you until now…it just feels like it’s not real sometimes.  And I think I’d die if you left…if—” 
 
    He presses his palm over my mouth and begins to move inside me again. 
 
    “I’m never fucking leaving.  This is more than just us, Ri.  This is destiny.  We were in love before we were born. We were created for each other.  I know it in my soul.  We are two parts of the same whole, it just took us this long to find each other.  No one, nothing, can ever take you from me.  Never.” 
 
    He kisses me hard and begins to fuck into me with a fury.  I know he is not angry with me, but what I felt before that came out as tears, I think he feels as well in some way.  Only he expresses it by taking my body again.  And this time, it is with a possessive vengeance as I arch into him, submitting and giving myself to him completely. 
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    “You belong to me.”  I’ve got my hands tangled in her hair on both sides of her head, driving my cock down her magical throat.   
 
    The fire is crackling and it—along with the twenty candles I requested—are the only light in the small space.  It’s enough though.  Enough to highlight her beauty and still let me see everything. 
 
    She nods, her mouth obscenely wide as she takes me whole, all the while her eyes burrowing into mine.  There is a light there, a twinkle that even as I make her my dirty lovely wife, she understands this is beautiful to me.  Profound even. 
 
    Yeah, I get it, what dude says throat fucking his new wife is profound?  Well, it is to me.  To us. We waited for all this, waited to be the one and only for each other, and discovering all the pleasures is as natural to us as going out for coffee.  If I’d not been sure I’d won the jackpot with Riona before our wedding night, I’d be an idiot to not be sure now. 
 
    “Good girl.  You like that cock down your throat, don’t you?  Swallowing my cum, never spilling a drop.”  I grit out the words like an animal that’s just been given the power of speech. 
 
    She nods as I draw back and let her take a breath.  Tears seep from the corners of her eyes while her lips turn up in a small smile, letting me know we are together still. 
 
    I fuck back into her mouth, needing to own every inch of her.   
 
    “I’ll give you everything.  But you know I’ll also take.  Take you.  Use you.  Whenever I need you, however I need you, for as long as I need you.”  My voice lowers as my balls tighten. 
 
    She’s licking the underside of my dick with her magnificent tongue even as she does this sucking and flicking.  Her tits bounce and sway with the force of my movements while her tiny hands grip the backs of my thighs, trying desperately to hold on. 
 
    Looking down at her, fresh fucked and messy, on her knees with that innocent light in her eyes, I know we are fulfilling our destiny.   
 
    “Fuck, baby.”  I press down into her throat again and she does this thing. 
 
    Jesus, this thing. 
 
    She’s massaging the head of my cock with the back of her throat and it’s all I can take. 
 
    Her fingernails dig into the flesh of my legs as the first jets of cum flow down her throat and I throw my head back in a roar. Every muscle in my body locks down and I see stars.  
 
    Then I cum so hard and so long a rush of dizziness hits me and I withdraw from her mouth and lower onto my knees in front of her. 
 
    She grins at me, swiping the back of her hand across her mouth. 
 
    “Did you like that?”  She smirks and I bring my hands to her cheeks. 
 
    “Uh, did you just swallow about a pint of cum?”  I barely catch my breath between words.  
 
    She giggles.  “At least. Not a drop was wasted.” 
 
    “How the hell you know what to do, I don’t know, but all I can say is ‘thank you, Jesus’. Waiting for you was an honor, my wife.  Knowing no one else has ever touched us, that there will never be the thought of who came before, means so much to me.  For me too, you know.  I’m fucking happy I’ll never think about another woman, what she did or didn’t do when we’re together.” 
 
    Her eyes light up like the spring sun.  “I’m happy too. About that.  Very.” 
 
    “Good girl.”  I kiss her soft forehead, then drop a hand down between her legs, slipping my finger upward and enjoying the drenched recesses I find.  “Not just a good girl, either.  My good baby girl. Getting wet for me just sucking my cock.  As if you could be any more perfect for me.” 
 
    “What can I say, duck to…” her mouth opens and her eyes roll back before I see her deliberately focus “…water I guess.” 
 
    Her words turn to moans and I finger fuck her until she fills my hand with her juice.  Then I lay her back on the soft rug in front of the fireplace and make slow love to her until the sun is setting.   
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    “You know we are going to die of dehydration if we keep this up.”  Riona stares up at me as I lap between her legs. 
 
    “It will be a good way to go.”  I manage, kissing her clit and watching her body jerk.  Her little nub is long and swollen and her folds are thick and look a bit road worn.  But my girl hasn’t complained and has taken everything I’ve given her with more enthusiasm than I could have wished for. 
 
    “Nonetheless.”  She reaches down to swat me on the top of the head and I look up from my point position above her sweet as fuck pussy.  “Food, Brann.  I need food.  And water.” 
 
    She yelps as I bite her thigh, admiring the other small purple marks that are beginning to rise.  I love seeing that on her, my mark.  Her tits are peppered as well and now that I look up at her, there’s not a part of her body that doesn’t have a scratch or some sort of mark from me that I’ve left since she became my wife. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve got us covered.”  With a grunt of reluctance I reach to the nightstand and shoot off a text. 
 
    “So? What’s that all about?  You have pizza delivery coming?  I mean, I don’t mind pizza, just it’s our first night as husband and wife, so I’m surprised.  But then, you’ve sort of outdone yourself on everything else, so I’ll give you a bye on the pizza.” 
 
    I flop down next to her and set myself up on one elbow leaning in to kiss her.  The scent of sex is everywhere.  The sheets are destroyed with our combined liquids and if I had my way, I’d fold them up and keep them in a memory box, but when I brought that up, my wife nixed that idea with extreme prejudice. 
 
    “It’s not pizza, Sunshine.”  She reaches up to run her fingers down my cheek and I shiver at the gentle contact.  “Just trust me. Have I screwed up today yet?” 
 
    She bites into her bottom lip shaking her head.  “No, my king, you have not.” 
 
    Her words leave me speechless for a moment.  “What did you call me?” 
 
    Both her hands come to my face, holding my jaw, and her eyes shimmer like liquid emeralds.  “I called you my king.” 
 
    A thousand lifetimes seem to come swirling around me and I feel like I’m in a dream. The impact of that hits me like a cannonball to my gut.  She will know soon exactly the depth of coincidence calling me her king.  But it’s so much more.  Her voice echoes in my ears as my heart thunders around in my chest. 
 
    “I feel like you’ve called me that before.  Long before.  Like it’s something I’ve dreamed of my entire life, hearing your voice saying that.” 
 
    Her lips fall open before she swallows and replies with her own hint of wonder.  “Me too.  I don’t know why I called you that, but it was like I’d done it forever.” 
 
    “And you know, Riona, my queen.  I told you before that your name means queen.  And you are.  My queen.” 
 
    I bring my face down to hers and we kiss and hold each other until there is a soft knock on the door. 
 
    Riona gathers the sheet up onto her naked body and I chuckle. 
 
    “Don’t worry, no one is going to see.  Remember, I set this up.  I knew we’d be in here naked.”  
 
    I’m up and off the bed opening the door while she squeals, unsure I haven’t made some error in proprietary judgment. 
 
    Outside the door I take a quick inventory of the linen covered cart, making sure all the details I’d requested are covered.  When I’m sure everything is in place, I pull the wheeled cart into the small cabin and spin it around. 
 
    “Oh my God.”  Riona exclaims, eyes wide and a smile as big as mine covering her sweet face. 
 
    “Your mum and dad insisted.  It’s all your favorites. Their sausages, black pudding, crubeens…all my favs.  They cooked it all and insisted it be served to you on the same china they used on their own wedding night. As well as on the wedding night of your grandmother and great grandmother.  It’s a tradition apparently.  The bride’s family cooks the meal, served on these dishes.  For good luck.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” She repeats, her eyes spilling over with tears. 
 
    At the center of the cart are lavender thistles and a small box wrapped in bright green with a silver bow on top. 
 
    “My queen.”  I pull out a chair at the small table next to where I’ve parked the cart and motion with a sweep of my hand for Riona to come and sit. 
 
    I reach over and grab the satin robe I had here in the room when we arrived, green to match her eyes and trimmed in a gold edging.  As she comes over, I pull it up her arms and turn her around and tie the belt at her waist. 
 
    She takes her seat and I push her chair in before taking a second to pull on just my black trousers and take my own seat across from her. 
 
    “Open it.”  I nod toward the cart where the box is drawing her eye. 
 
    She slowly unwraps the paper and flips open the rectangular leather box. 
 
    “Oh. My. God.”  Her squeals of delight and laughter tell me I’ve hit the jackpot again.  “This is so perfect!  How did you find these?” 
 
    “Seems fate is with us, my queen.” 
 
    She giggles and sets the box down to lean over and give me a kiss.  When she sits back down, she takes the gold plated darts out of the box and hands me my three. 
 
    “So, we have a lifetime of darts and questions.  And a lifetime for me to kick your behind.” 
 
    “Is that so?”  I kid.   
 
    She stares down at her set in her open palm as I curl my fingers around mine. 
 
    “Gold darts engraved with King and Queen Brann McGuire.”  She shakes her head with a crooked smile.  “You are a man of many surprises.” 
 
    “For you, my queen, only for you.” 
 
    “Guess we should get on to the pub for the public part of our celebration.  It is St. Patrick’s Day, and you said you set up a heck of a party there.  Hate to miss it.” 
 
    “My queen, my love onward we go.  Celebration of the happiest day of my life.” 
 
    I lift her into my arms and carry her to the bathroom where we shower and dress.  My head in the clouds as we make our way back to where it all began less than a week before. 
 
    When Ri reaches over and clutches my hand and smiles at me with that twinkle in my eye, I know, we’ve both come home. 
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    One Year Later 
 
      
 
    “That’s my good girl.”   
 
    Riona’s never been more stunning.  Watching her bathed in the late afternoon sun with her belly eight months round with our first son and her face in bliss. 
 
    She squirts and drenches my hand as I slam my curved middle finger in and out of her glorious cunt. 
 
    Sounds of her pleasure fill our bedroom and I think each day I’m as happy as I’ve ever been.  
 
    Then the next day proves me wrong. 
 
    “If you don’t stop, I’ll need change clothes again.”  Riona’s green eyes latch to mine once they focus and I slow the movement of my hand enjoying the amazing softness of her body as it grips my digit. 
 
    “So you’ll change again.”  I lean down and kiss her.  My tongue sweeping into hers and we both sigh. 
 
    I pull my finger out and toy with her folds.  Feeling the hard clit that is engorged and the way Riona winces slightly when I give it direct contact. 
 
    “Brann.”  She mouths into our kiss.  “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too Gingersnap.  Always have, always will.” 
 
    We draw back from our kiss and I bring my wet fingers to her lips painting the dewy arousal there while a hint of a smile curves them upward. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to share?”  Her eyes tease as her tongue comes out to trace her bottom lip. 
 
    “Always.”  I plant my lips on hers tasting her glorious flavor and our kiss deepens until her phone begins to ring. 
 
    “That’s my alarm.  We have to go.”   
 
    I bring my hands to her hair and grip the sides of her head just looking at her for a long moment. 
 
    “Up we go.”  I let my hands drift down her shoulders until I squeeze her fingers into mine and pull to help her up and off the bed. 
 
    Once she’s on her feet, I smooth her green satin dress down and spin her around once. 
 
    “What are you doing?”  She giggles at the motion. 
 
    “Just making sure there’s not a wet spot on the back.” 
 
    “Uggg, right.”  She cranes her neck around and turns to the mirror trying to confirm she is public ready. 
 
    “You’re good.  I tried to keep it out of the way.  The bed is soaked though, so I guess I did my job.” 
 
    Her eyes turn to the pie sized dark circle on the white sheets and she giggles again turning to smack me in the chest. 
 
    “Yes, you did all your jobs to the best of your ability.”  She rubs her expanding belly and my cock twitches.   
 
    “Maybe we have time for a quick—”  My hands go to my belt and Riona smacks me this time on the side of my head. 
 
    “Later my King.  Everyone is waiting.” 
 
    We are down the stairs and out the door to the pub.  It’s St. Patrick’s Day, our one-year anniversary and we have a huge party planned to celebrate both. 
 
    When we arrive, the line is out the door and inside the noise and commotion are at a fever pitch. 
 
    “Hiya!”  Danny waves at us from behind the bar as we come around from the back entrance. 
 
    “Hi.”  Riona goes over and gives him a hug and Joseph his fiancé shifts over to give her one as well. 
 
    “You are glowing sis.”  Danny reaches across the bar to shake my hand. 
 
    “I’m ready anytime.  I can’t believe I have another month.”  She rubs her belly and my balls tighten ready to put her right back in the same position as soon as nature says it’s safe. She still has no idea just how fucking sexy she is like this. Round and full of us.  Her hips, her tits, her cheeks…all of my queen is lush and full and I want her more every day. 
 
    We turn to see Ainsley and Calvin behind the buffet with Mr. and Mrs. Farrell.   
 
    “Do you feel guilty you aren’t working?”  I reach over to light my hand on the back of Riona’s neck. 
 
    With a shrug she waves at some familiar faces. “Not so much.” 
 
    Ainsley see’s us and waves us over. 
 
    “Happy anniversary!”  She smiles and comes out from behind the service line for a quick hug to us both before getting back to her position.  She and Riona have become sisters and best friends.   
 
    I reach over and shake Calvin’s hand. 
 
    “Boss man.”  He nods my way.  “You got a second?” 
 
    Riona is busy chatting with her mom and dad so I nod and Calvin whispers in Ainsley’s ear and she smiles, and he steps my way while she takes over both their positions behind the food. 
 
    “Hey.”  Calvin takes my elbow and darts a look over his shoulder at Ainsley before continuing.  He stops us just beyond the crowd.  “I need your help.” 
 
    “Sure, what do you need?”  He looks nervous which is making me nervous. 
 
    “You’re the biggest loudest person in here.  I need you to create a distraction.” 
 
    I furrow my brow on a shake of my head, but he continues tapping his front pocket on his jeans.  “I’m going to propose to Ainsley.  And I just want it to be a surprise.  I know it’s your anniversary and all, would you guys mind if I upstage you just for this?  Just like raise your hands and yell like there’s something going on over here and get the bar quiet.  Then I’m going to do my thing.  That okay?”  He looks at Ainsley through the crowd and she’s busy serving not paying any attention to us. 
 
    “No problem.”  I agree.  “When?” 
 
    “Right now.  No time like the present, I’ve been fucking nervous as a cat all day.  I want to get to it. Get a ring on her finger.” 
 
    “I know what that feels like man.  I’m happy to help.  You ready?” 
 
    He nods, and I give his shoulder a quick squeeze.  “Good luck.” 
 
    I give him a couple steps away before I stretch my arms as high as I can and let out a “Heyyyyyyyyyyy everyone quiet!”  in my deepest loudest baritone until my vocal cords feel they are going to snap. 
 
    The entire bar turns my way.  Wide eyes and awkward stares but the roar falls to a low murmur of curious muffled voices. 
 
    “Over here.”  I point toward Calvin who is already grabbing Ainsley’s hand and dragging her out from behind the buffet.  “Shut up and give my man a minute of your time and silence.” 
 
    All eyes shift to Calvin and Ainsley whose face shows her disbelief. 
 
    “Baby.”  Calvin wastes no time dropping to a knee and digging in his pocket with the hand that is not holding hers.  “A year ago, we were just staring our journey.  We’ve come a long way, and I want to make it all the way with you.”  He coughs then continues dropping her hand and opening the box while Ainsley’s hands fly to her mouth and I hear Riona’s gasp as I step forward to put my arm around her.  “I never thought this would happen to me, but you’ve knocked sense into me my love.  Will you take on that position for the rest of our lives?  Will you marry me?” 
 
    Riona’s shoulders quiver and her arms go around my waist and I pull her head into my chest. 
 
    Ainsley nods and the entire bar breaks into applause.  Calvin pushes the ring onto her finger then pulls her up and off the floor in a kiss that nearly shakes the room. 
 
    I look behind the bar to see Danny and Joseph leaning into one another and Danny’s hand on the top of his head. 
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Farrell are doing the same and a rare smile shows off the glint of his gold tooth and Mrs. Farrell claps slowly and her eyes well. 
 
    “Did you know?”  Riona smacks my stomach. 
 
    “No.”  I shake my head.  “He just asked me now to create a distraction, so he could do the deed.” 
 
    “What a difference a year makes.”  Her smile still lights up my heart and I lean down to kiss her softly. 
 
    Mr. Farrell’s voice rises above the crowd.  “Shut up for a minute.”  He waves a hand in the air and the crowd once again quiets.  “Good, for once the lot of you listen.”   
 
    He comes out from behind the buffet and drags Mrs. Farrell by the hand with him. 
 
    “A year ago, this place,” He looks up and around the room then back to Riona, then me.  “Got a new customer.  And this family got a new son. But it was so much more.  The Parting Glass got a new start.  My daughter married a man that I am proud to call my son.  And this family, turned a corner.  Love is all around us.  With our partners.”  He leans over to kiss Mrs. Farrell on the lips before continuing.  “With all of you.  With our friends.  And soon,” His voice halts for a moment while he looks at Riona.  “With a new member of this family.  And I guess, another son as well.”  He nods towards Calvin as the bar lets out a ‘here here’. 
 
    Mrs. Farrell takes over for a moment.  “Blessings come from everywhere and anywhere.  Never forget, greet people with your heart first. They may just surprise you with the gifts they bring.  Congratulations Ainsley. Calvin.  All the love in the world to you.” 
 
    Mr. Farrell shouts above the cheers, “Free pints to everyone!” 
 
    Another roar of cheers and Riona is running to Ainsley to jump up and down admiring the ring. 
 
    I look around and breathe deep.  A sense of pure joy and gratitude fill me and I feel my own mother and father with me in this moment. 
 
    I may have waited forty years to find this, but I’d wait another lifetime if necessary if I knew this would be the payoff.   
 
    “Hey!”  A voice comes from behind the bar. 
 
    I look over to see Danny dragging Joshua out and into the crowd. 
 
    “I hadn’t planned this…”  He takes Joshua’s face in both his hands and before anyone can take a breath it happens.  “Marry me Joshua Leonard.  Make me the happiest man on earth.” 
 
    “Wait that’s me!”  Calvin bellows. 
 
    “No, it’s me!”  I follow. 
 
    “Nah, with all of you, it’s me.”  Mr. Farrell follows and laughter and applause ignite again. 
 
    Joshua nods and Danny kisses him. 
 
    Riona is back next to me and I do the same.  Tasting her like it’s the first time and wondering just what I did to get so lucky. 
 
    When we finally pull back from our kiss, I look down and see her through blurry eyes.  Her smile pushes up her pink cheeks. 
 
    “I love you.”  Is all I can manage as my throat tightens. 
 
    “You’re an idiot Brann MacGuire, you know that?” 
 
    “I know Gingersnap.  Lord do I know.” 
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    I see Brann’s smile even though the only light in our bedroom streams in from the moon hanging outside the window. 
 
    “You okay Gingersnap?” 
 
    His nickname for me has never lost its sweetness and his care for me and our family has never wavered. 
 
    “Yes.  Little tired.” 
 
    “Close your eyes.  I’ve got this.” 
 
    Natalie our newborn lies on his naked chest.  I’ve given birth to all our children here at home with the help of a mid-wife and Brann who is an expert by now. 
 
    She is our sixth baby and the blessings from our life seem to be never ending. 
 
    There have been hard times.  Calvin and Ainsley were in a horrible car accident three years ago and we nearly lost them both.  But through miracles we got them back and they are expecting their first baby in a few months. 
 
    I had a couple difficult pregnancies that had us wondering what the future would hold for our family.  As God willed, I pulled through and have gone on to two more terms with no issues at all. 
 
    There was a fire at the horse farm a few years ago and we lost Snowflake as well as three other horses.  I thought my heart would never heal, but time is amazing, and I can think of her now without crying.  We rebuilt and now also do training and therapy for children with disabilities both emotional and physical. 
 
    Mum and Dad are still with us.  They are slow and stubborn.  Taking a day or two still to spend time at the pub helping Danny and Joshua who took it over years ago.   
 
    “I don’t want to close my eyes.”  I tell Brann.   
 
    There is nothing like a hulk of a man so gently holding his baby to show you pure love and joy.  Natalie has fire red hair like me and she came into the world screaming and taking charge. She’s been a challenge already, and I told Brann I think he may have met his match. 
 
    “I never want to close my eyes.”  He smiles at me and lowers his lips to kiss Natalie’s head.   
 
    Brann works from home mainly.  He still buys and sells businesses, but he also has taken to training and mentoring new small businesses in low-income areas.  Through his hand, the part of town that was struggling around The Parting Glass is vibrant again with few vacant spaces.  New growth and housing is going up still and our little pub is a part of the community as well as a financial success yet again. 
 
    “We have to sleep, eventually.”  I just nursed Natalie something Brann can’t seem to get enough of.  I’ve not stopped nursing since our first was born, Brann Jr.   
 
    Brann discovered he enjoyed that part of us as well and as strange as it may sound to anyone else, it has become part of who we are.  Feeling his mouth on me every day, hearing the deep rumbling sigh that comes from him as he draws from me is beautiful as well as an incredible turn on. He partakes of me in every way, his desire for me has not faltered and mine for him as well.   
 
    My body has changed, but Brann never lets a day end without letting me know how stunning he thinks I am.  He is the most perfect husband and father.  Taking care of me, the kids, the house, the business as well as our extended family and friends whenever the need arises. 
 
    “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”  He chuckles.  “And if we keep making more babies like this one, that could be sooner than I thought.” 
 
    “Oh, stop you big baby.  Thought you were tougher than that.” 
 
    He shakes his head.  “You girls are out to get me I think.” 
 
    I yawn and shift on the bed laying on my side and feeling so lucky. 
 
    I pat the bed beside me.  “Put her in the bassinet and come here.  I need you.” 
 
    Brann slowly gets to his feet, taking Natalie to the bassinet and wrapping her tightly in a blanket before gently setting her inside and slipping into the bed behind me. 
 
    He’s as gorgeous as the first day he walked in the pub. A touch of gray peppers his temples and his face has a more rugged look. But, as unfair as it is, he is becoming more sexy and attractive with each passing year.  His body is as hard and massive as ever and he works hard around the house and horse ranch keeping himself as fit as any twenty-year old.  He’s go the sex drive of a sixteen-year-old as well, so I’m a very lucky girl. 
 
    His enormous arms snake around me and his lips settle on my neck making me sigh as he starts humming then singing. 
 
    “But if I should die and you should not, I gently sigh and softly call, good night and joy be to you all.  Good night and joy be too you all…” 
 
    He starts over and softly sings The Parting Glass to me from beginning to end as I drift into sleep knowing that destiny is real and dreams do come true. 
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    “Flint!” Danny Wilson’s voice rises, but I hear it as a kind of distant echo inside my head, like when a movie goes into slow motion and all the voices sound like that teacher from Charlie Brown. “Where the hell are you going? You gotta pay for the fucking food, man.” 
 
    On automatic, I reach into my back pocket and tug out my wallet. With a quick glance over my shoulder to check he’s looking my way, I cock my arm back and send the worn folded leather in an arc through the air. He catches it and grumbles something to the cashier, but I don’t care. Something far more important is going on across the street, and I need to get over there more than I need the months’ worth of groceries I just stocked up on. 
 
    “You okay, man?” Danny squints an eye at me when I glance over then back across the street. “You see a ghost?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I’ll be right back…” My voice trails off as I stumble away, my legs numb with adrenaline like I’m back in the marines and walking into some fucked up fight. 
 
    A light just turned on inside of me, and it’s starting to thaw some of the ice that’s formed over my heart. It’s a light I didn’t even know was there until about sixty seconds ago when I saw the world’s finest ass climb up on a ladder outside the new salon that’s opened up across the street from Ollie’s Market. That salon wasn’t there on my last monthly trip into town. 
 
    She wasn’t there. 
 
    She’s wearing these tight white capri jeans, a lavender checked oxford, and a generous helping of fresh innocence that has things waking up inside of me I never knew were asleep. Physically, she’s full and womanly, but there’s an air of sweetness in how she’s dressed and the way she moves, a kind of youthful exuberance that makes my heart pump like a steam train.  Her ass fills out the pockets and more on her pants and her curves have my hands clutching to dig into her soft flesh. 
 
    Her chocolate brown hair falls to the middle of her back in ringlets and waves, catching in the wind so it’s sent flying in a swirl around her shoulders. Caramel-colored highlights catch the sun and send my dick into overdrive. 
 
    Blood slams through my veins, filling my entire length in a matter of a few seconds and the loss of blood to my brain makes the whole world feel like a kind of dream. But if it’s a dream, I want to stay in it forever. I reach into my back pocket, pull out my phone, and hold it up, snapping a picture of her as she looks right now. I want to remember this moment for the rest of my life. The first moment she graced my eyes and made my fucking heart pound. 
 
    I slam my way out the glass front door of the market, leaving Danny to deal with the finances. I know he will handle everything. He’s one of my very few friends, and that’s only because he’s dumb enough to put up with me. I’ve never really needed anyone else in my life, not friends, not family, certainly not women. Not that I don’t like them—I do, it’s just there’s never been one that interested me enough to want her around. I’m self-sufficient. Solitary life suits me. 
 
    Danny was one of the first people I met in Emmetsville. I was in town, at this same grocery, laying in some supplies for my first week on the property in my trailer. He helped me load up the back of my pickup that day, talking nonstop the whole time. Something about him both annoyed and endeared him to me, and we’ve had this odd friendship ever since.  
 
    He also introduced me to the owner of Rickson’s that same day as he walked down the street. Danny waved him over and told him I was one of the three that won the land lottery.  
 
    Rickson’s is the company I still work for today. So as much as I’d never tell Danny, I owe him for that connection. I love what I do. Swinging the ax. Being in the woods. It’s my life. My church. The place where I find my peace. To be able to live and work where my heart feels most at home is a gift for sure. 
 
    Whenever I come out of my solitude to run into town, we usually get together for lunch, and he helps me load up the supplies I’ll need for another month or more of being alone on the island. 
 
    I venture into town as rarely as possible, preferring my solitude, chopping down the trees on my land to complete the log cabin I’ve been working on for almost two years.  
 
    And when I’m not chopping trees for my cabin, I’m chopping them with the crew of the company I work for on the mainland, in the dense woods of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. Rickson’s specializes in selective and rare lumber. We scour the miles of forests and only take what’s sustainable; a few specialist species of trees and the exotic burl wood knots that sell for thousands of dollars for a few hundred pounds. 
 
    That’s pretty much all I’ve thought about for years. Day in and day out. Trees. Lumber. Swinging my ax. After serving my time overseas, I craved the solitude. The things I saw—the things I did—out there in the desert…they’ll haunt me forever. I didn’t know such evil existed in this world, but it turned what was left of my soul into stone, and I focused on being alone and forgetting it all. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    Never in my twenty-seven years has anything happened like this. 
 
    Out in the last spring warmth, a breeze carries the faint hint of her to me. It can’t be anything else. No other aromas have ever sent waves of lust and possessive rage through me like those I’m drawing into my nose right now. 
 
    Even from across the street, I know the scent is hers. It has to be hers. And I’m intoxicated by it. I keep my expression as controlled as I can, but it’s fucking hard not to snarl and snap at the air that swirls around my head. 
 
    Another young woman, a blonde, emerges from the front door of the salon carrying some sort of flat sign. She stands next to the ladder where my girl has now climbed to the top step. She says something, drawing my girl’s attention, and then raises the sign upward. 
 
    When the dark-haired beauty leans over and reaches down to retrieve the sign, my heart catches in my chest. The world’s ugliest dog has just slipped out through the open door of the salon, yapping like the place is on fire, catching her attention as she’s taking hold of the sign. The dog comes up to about mid-calf on the blonde, fur in patches of gray and brown. Looking more like he—or she—has done a few rounds of chemo. His head is too big for his body, nose scrunched, and even from here the jaw juts out in a hell of an underbite, showing off a few crooked and missing teeth. 
 
    The beauty on the ladder shouts something, and the blonde jumps back as the dog nips at her feet, causing her to jerk the sign backward right along with her. 
 
    My girl leans farther over, reaching out for the sign as the dog runs and spins in circles, unaware of the chaos he’s causing on top of the unfolding disaster. The scrape of the metal ladder as it shifts against the roof gutter fills the air and sends bolts of panic down the already tense muscle in my back. 
 
    I’m at a dead run by the time I hit the street. Car horns go off, and brakes squeal. The air is filled with the sound of locals screaming at me, interspersed with a stream of expletives, but I don’t give a shit. 
 
    The blonde lets out a high-pitched yelp and her arms dart out, but it’s not enough. The ladder teeters for a second, frozen in that moment of balance as gravity decides which direction will win. 
 
    Then, just before the ladder topples, my girl’s head spins around, and her fear-filled eyes latch on to mine as I run toward her. I swear in that split second there’s the hint of a smile, and the fear in her eyes drains away, replaced by something more like recognition. Not the kind of recognition when you see someone you know, but the kind when you see something you just realized you want. 
 
    Physics takes over and sends her airborne, and that magical connection is broken. Both girls start screaming, but I have my arms out already as I hurtle towards them. I catch the dark-haired beauty mid-stride, my momentum carrying me on, and I nearly collide with the brick building before I can get my feet back under us both. No orchestrated symphony could have timed it better. My heart races in my chest as I gather her against my body, turning hard as the metal ladder clatters onto the sidewalk in front of us. 
 
    My panic bursts out of me in a furious tirade. “What the hell were you thinking?” My words are sharp, a harsh, clipped burst of pent-up emotion, but her shimmering gray eyes melt my heart in a single blink. 
 
    She glances from me to where the blonde is standing, then back with a furrow forming on her brow. 
 
    “I was hanging a sign on my shop. That’s what the hell I was doing.” Her eyes narrow, then as quickly as they darkened, they twinkle again, and a smile curves lips that were made to rim my cock. “But thanks for showing up just in the nick of time.” She flicks her head back and forth to clear the hair away from her face before continuing. “Where’d you park your white horse, oh ye knight in shining armor?” 
 
    Holding her in my arms, I realize I’m squeezing her against me. Hard. She feels so perfect here. Softer than I’d imagined, melding exactly into the hardness of my torso. And her scent—holy shit, her scent—has things happening down below the belt I’ve never felt before. 
 
    I note that the furious dog is now sitting quietly by the door to the salon, staring at me. 
 
    I’m not sure how long I stand there holding her, but it’s long enough that she bites down on her lip, crinkles her nose, and brings a hand up to lightly tap on my chest. 
 
    “I’m fine. You can put me down now.” She flutters her dark lashes, and heat rises across my chest and up my throat. “Or, you can just carry me to my next appointment across town. Better run though, or I’ll be late.” 
 
    The blonde laughs, and I clear my throat, setting her back down on the sidewalk and immediately feeling empty at the loss of her next to me. 
 
    “If you need that sign up, I’ll do it.” I reach over to snatch the sign back from the blonde and flip it over. 
 
    Free shampoo, cut, or set—at home or in salon for senior citizens. Call 517-900-3444 to set up your appointment! 
 
    “Okay, well, I’ll let you. But only because I should go. And I can’t pay you.” She turns to the blonde. “I’ll be at Mrs. Field’s in the Carson Building. Shouldn’t be more than an hour or so.”  
 
    She swipes her hands down the length of her hair, making the sunlight cascade over it as she gathers and smooths it over the front of her right shoulder before turning her head and looking at me. 
 
    “Thanks again.” She looks me up and down, then bites into her lower lip again. That thing right there surfaces my inner caveman. If only she knew what was going on inside me, she’d run. “I wish I could stay. You were great. I mean, catching me and all.” 
 
    “I’m glad I was here. Don’t do that again, you promise? I’ll put the sign up. It’ll be my pleasure. But promise me you won’t get up on that ladder again. Or do anything dangerous.” 
 
    She looks at me like I’ve grown a second head, and I realize what I’m saying to a stranger may sound odd to most. But I mean that shit; I don’t want her doing anything that could get her hurt. 
 
    An awkward moment passes, but I’m calm. Happier than I think I’ve ever been just standing here with her. The blonde rolls her eyes and huffs out a sigh as she steps back in through the door to the salon, the ugly dog again hot on her heels. He starts running in and out of the salon, growling at her like she’s some sort of intruder, then yapping at me and the brunette before disappearing into the salon. 
 
    “I’m Flint Rendell. I live over on the island.” 
 
    Most around here know the island. Formally, it’s Bellsay Point, but everyone around here just refers to it as “the island.” It’s a five-mile by three-mile stretch of wooded land, barely touched by humans, and something so beautiful that only God deserves. It’s about as remote as you can get, and up here in the Upper Peninsula, that is saying something. The whole thing used to belong to one man who lives somewhere on the other side of the world now. His family from generations ago staked their claim in this area, but he’s been gone for a couple decades. No one knows why, but a few years ago, he decided to let that land go. The frenzy that ensued around here was just another sign of how little excitement touches this pristine part of the world.  
 
    They had a lottery for three parcels of land, each a hundred acres of woods, and I was one of the lucky winners. I bought my hundred acres outright, purchased it for cash, and lived out of a trailer for the first year while I planned and began work on my cabin. The rest of the island is now held in a conservation trust that will never allow any more to be sold, so it’s just the three of us out there, and not one of us is the social type. 
 
    “Well, nice to meet you, Flint Rendell.” She wipes her hands together, and pink rises on her cheeks. The swell of her breasts catches my eye as they rise with a deep breath. “I’m Wren. Wren Reynolds. And I really have to go. But thank you again.” 
 
    She flips her hair around, looking from me to the door, then back again with an anxious smile. She’s flustered, and it’s cute as fuck. There’s barking behind the glass door of the salon, and the other girl pushes it open just enough to let the scroungy thing back out with an eye roll, leaving the door propped open this time. 
 
    The mutt looks up at me and stops barking. It looks at Wren and growls, then mounts her leg. 
 
    “Hercules,” she snips, trying to sound commanding but coming across as anything but. “Stop. Bad dog.” She reaches down to try to scoop up the furry barracuda, but he snaps at her then runs back inside the salon, leaving her shaking her head with an apologetic shrug. “I have to go.” 
 
    With that, she turns on her toe and disappears in through the front door of the shop, pulling it closed behind her and leaving me standing there with a hard-on and a whole new outlook on life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    C H A P T E R   T W O 
 
      
 
    Wren 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    There’s a flush on my chest still as I set Mrs. Field under the hair dryer and raise my hands in front of her face with all my fingers splayed outward. 
 
    “Ten minutes!” I mouth the words, knowing she won’t hear me but feeling like it’s my duty nonetheless. Even without the noise from the hair dryer, I’d have to nearly scream to get her to hear anything, but we’ve done this drill before, so she understands. She nods happily, smiling as she goes back to her article. 
 
    With her shampoo and set done, she’s reading her People magazine under the warmth of her dryer, so I gather my purse, and I’m out the door. I had put Hercules in his cage at the salon before I left, but I know if he’s in there more than an hour or so, he will start chewing on the bars and raising eight kinds of hell. The small staff I have tolerates him. After all, it’s my salon, and he’s my dog. But they have their limits, and boy do I understand. 
 
    The Carson building is subsidized housing at the south end of Emmetsville, the small town I picked at random from the open Michigan map I laid out on the hotel room bed. The map was in the dresser drawer, though God only knows when it was put there—or by whom. Yellowed edges, folds brown with dust, and the paper going soft from years of being unfolded and wrongly refolded. 
 
    Hmmph. I still remember booking in to that fleapit of a hotel room. I’d wound up there after a fight with Sabrina left me homeless. Not that she kicked me out, but I told myself I wasn’t going back there. Her sisterly insistence that I bend to the upscale, one-percent lifestyle pushed me over the edge that day. I got in my Volvo and hit the freeway, drove three hours north before I found a motel and tried to picture my future. 
 
    Enter a cheap roadside room, the map in the dresser drawer next to a Bible, and my eventual arrival here. 
 
    My finger landed on the Upper Peninsula, about as far north as possible on that map, in this town. Nothing out here is exactly what you’d call big city, not by most people’s standards. But as far as towns here go, Emmetsville is on the big side thanks to a fairly well-attended technical university and a robust logging trade that takes in the entire UP. A nice downtown area and a few satellite towns not far away make this remote part of the country a nice blend of solitude with a sprinkling of action, if you are so inclined. 
 
    Why I came here in the first place is a bit of a long story in itself, but let’s just say I’d had enough of Charlotte. Not that living with my half sister down there wasn’t comfortable. She and I don’t always see eye-to-eye, but her heart’s always in the right place. Even after some tragic events hit my life, I tried to make a go of things, if only for her sake. But when I look back now, I know I had a bit of a breakdown. In hindsight, the signs were all there—anxiety and depression took over, and all I could think of was running. Getting away and starting over.  
 
    I don’t think I would have consciously picked Emmetsville, but I was happy to let fate do the choosing. 
 
    As I step out the back door of the ten-story apartment building, I grab my purse and cross the strap over my body, working my way toward the back of the parking lot. So many elderly people live here, I never use the front parking spots. The building has its share of problems as well. Urban issues sneak their way into even this remote foresty paradise in the form of methamphetamine and the occasional soul who can’t seem to beat their battle with the bottle.  
 
    There’s not necessarily a bad part of town here, but if there were, this would probably be it. 
 
    I grab my phone from my back pocket and check my texts. There are a few from Tabitha at the salon and one from Sabrina, my half sister, which makes me twist my lips and shove the phone back in my pocket. I’ll deal with her later over a glass or ten of Moscato. Ever since she realized I’d left Charlotte, she’s been on a relentless campaign to get me back. 
 
    I’m parked on the other side of the wooden privacy fence that shields the set of three dumpsters. My charcoal-gray Volvo, a present from my Dad when I turned eighteen, is pushing three hundred thousand miles. If I get to a million, Volvo will give me a new one, and I intend to take them up on the offer. 
 
    As I ponder the distant potential of my new car, I rustle in the bottom of my purse for my keys. When I look up, I draw in a sharp breath as I nearly walk smack into a guy standing in my path. 
 
    “Geez!” Startled and a little pissed that he’s scared me half to death, I sidestep and turn, stopping to give him a dirty look. “You scared the bejesus out of me.” 
 
    For a second, he just looks at me, then his eyes drop to my purse, and I realize I may be startled for good reason. He licks his cracked lips, his eyes glazed and half dead. He stands only a few inches taller than me, but he’s thick and sturdy. The neckline on his gray T-shirt is pulled out of shape, and there’s a tear of a few inches at the hem, just under where his belly pushes out against the fabric. His face is covered with an unkempt short beard, and the sour-sweet scent of someone in desperate need of a shower hits my nose. 
 
    “That your car?” The words slide too slowly from his lips as he sniffs sharply, swallows and saws the palm of his hand over his nose. It’s not a question, and I don’t bother to consider a response. My heart is speeding as I back away, then turn and take the last few steps to the driver’s door, hoping whatever substance he’s on has him unwilling or unable to chase me. 
 
    You know, when the ladder fell earlier, I had this same odd sensation. I knew the ladder was going over, I knew there wasn’t anything I could do to stop it, and this blanket of uncomfortable tingling and warmth had prickled my skin and made my head feel fuzzy. 
 
    That’s exactly what I’m feeling right now as the guy steps closer, caging me between the door of my car and the fence that surrounds the dumpsters. The garbage smell on top of his own acrid odor is overpowering, and now that he’s in even closer proximity my gut is tightening, and I have this ball of panic clutching at my throat. 
 
    “I just need a few bucks. You sure look like you’ve got a few bucks.” 
 
    He reaches down into his front pocket and pulls out a folded knife, which he quickly unfolds and holds in his shaking hand, pointing it vaguely at my purse. I’m not sure if he has the coordination to stick me with it, but I’m not willing to find out. 
 
    In this moment, I realize this is totally outside my experience. The scariest thing that’s happened to me thus far in my life was when Tommy Monaghan threatened to beat me up at the annual homeschool convention when I wouldn’t dance with him. Living on the road with my mom and dad in their Winnebago, well, in hindsight I know it was a pretty utopian childhood. They kept me safe, I saw the country, learned way too many folk songs, and knew the smell of reefer by the age of six. 
 
    Time stalls. Words fail. I do have a few bucks on me, and I sure as hell don’t need them as much as I need to get away from here back to my reasonably safe little life. I’d give him all my bucks in the world if he will just go away. So why can’t I move? 
 
    His gaze sharpens on me, and he runs his tongue across his front teeth, some measure of impatience tightening across his face. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid now.” He closes any space between us, and my mouth hangs open, my fingers fumble, and my keys jangle out of my hand onto the pavement by my feet. I push back against the metal of the car. “Give me your purse, sweetheart. Or I’ll take it. Giving it is easier for you.” 
 
    “Wait, okay, I…” Stammering, I fight to force myself to move. To give him my stupid purse, but I’m not fast enough.  
 
    The next moment, the knife darts out, glinting in the late afternoon sun as it shoots forward, his other hand grabbing the leather strap that runs in a diagonal across my body and pulling it outward. In the distance, I see a woman on one of the upper floors of the building with a phone to her ear, holding her curtains back. I pray she’s calling the cops, but I know even if she is, there may not be enough time for them to arrive to stop whatever else is about to happen. 
 
    I yelp and shut my eyes tight, hating myself for not fighting back but unable to move as I await the pain I’m sure is about to come as the blade cuts into me. Images flash through my mind, images of me kicking and using all the self-defense moves I’ve seen in movies. 
 
    But my limbs are heavy and solid, unable to perform the actions in my mind. 
 
    The weight of my purse lifts, the strap falling from my shoulder, and my hands fly up to cover my face. I say a silent prayer that it’s over. That he will just take my purse and go, and all I will be left with is silence and the thundering in my chest. The deafening rush of blood in my ears. 
 
    I keep my eyes squeezed tight, the blackness seeming safer than seeing what’s about to happen. 
 
    “Hey, what the—” The man’s voice rises at the sound of heavy footfalls. 
 
    Then, something large and heavy slams against the wooden fence to my left, and I drop my hands with a gasp, viewing the new unfolding action. 
 
    It’s him.  
 
    The man who caught me falling from the ladder.  
 
    Flint. 
 
    Like the pirate captain out of Treasure Island, he’s throwing the other man around like a rag doll. 
 
    He’s massive, even bigger than he looked when he rushed across the street and caught me mid-fall. His hair is shaved on the sides and held back in a messy knot at the back of his head. But this is not some kind of metrosexual top-knot; this is something straight off a Viking ship. His face is carved from forged iron, and the intensity in his shocking blue eyes leaves me dumbstruck. 
 
    His beard brushes low into the opening of his flannel shirt. The coarse brown hair full and thick and moving back and forth with his effort. 
 
    He’s grunting and bearing down like a crazed bull as the other man cowers in a crumpled heap, lying on the asphalt at the base of the fence, right next to a discarded bag of McDonald’s and an empty pack of Kool’s. 
 
    “Piece of fucking shit.” Flint sets his boot on top of the guy’s shoulder, rolling him over onto his back, spread against the ground. The guy doesn’t even seem to struggle; I guess he’s as stunned as I am. Flint just calmly reaches down and snatches my purse back. 
 
    “Fucking asshole!” the guy on the ground fires back with a rain of spittle. To my shock, he looks more pissed than scared. “Flint fucking Rendell. Figures. Get your fucking foot off me.”  
 
    “Shut the fuck up.” 
 
    “How did you get here?” I’m flabbergasted. I’m happy he’s here, sure, but saving me twice in one day is a little more than coincidence. “Did you follow me?” 
 
    “He probably did. Add stalker to his list of felonies. Fucking maniac.”  
 
    Flint lifts his boot and sets it back down on the center of the guy’s back, then looks me directly in the eye. And oh my God. The blue looking back at me has me reaching out to steady myself again against the car. Mediterranean tide pools of deep blue-green look barely real, and yet as Flint’s pupils dilate, I know they are very real. All of this is startlingly real. I noticed them back at the salon, but they now seem to nearly glow.  
 
    “Yes. I followed you.” 
 
    His blunt honesty has my heart in my throat. Legions of butterflies take flight in my belly. 
 
    The guy on the ground begins to speak. “Did you forget who my father is? You’ll end up—” 
 
    Flint lifts his boot again, holds it in the air without moving his eyes from me, and the guy on the ground falls silent. 
 
    The sound of a single siren grows in the distance. Flint finally steps back, letting the thief struggle to his feet. My heart pounds against the inside of my chest. This guy has saved me twice today, and I should be thankful—maybe also a little creeped out—but all I can think of is that my license is suspended. 
 
    “So, everyone is okay, right? Just a big misunderstanding.” I laugh without any humor. “I’m fine, you’re fine, everybody’s fine.” I force cheerfulness into my voice and a belligerent smile to my lips. “So why don’t we all just…” My voice fades as Flint’s eyes narrow at me. 
 
    I take a deep breath, then lean in to whisper to Flint as the guy on the ground backs up a few paces, putting distance between them. “I don’t have a license. If the police come, they’re going to ask for my ID. Can we just forget it happened? I’m really fine, and you took care of him.” I look over at where my attacker is brushing dirt and gravel off his jeans. 
 
    When I look back, Flint is regarding me with a slight shake of his head. “What happened to your license?” 
 
    “Parking tickets. Um, back where I’m from.” I speed my explanation because Charlotte is not really where I’m from, but that sort of detail seems unimportant right now with the approaching siren. “I sort of took a stand. Stupid, I know, but it was a weird time in my life…and parking was so expensive, and I just kind of refused to cave to the ridiculous prices. So I took a chance, got caught, and they yanked my license.” Of course, Sabrina tried to make it go away, as much for her sake as mine, but that was the day I broke and headed out of town, leaving Sabrina, and drove away on my suspended license. 
 
    The sirens grow louder, and to my surprise, the man with the knife crosses his arms and stays put. If I were him, I’d be running, but instead, he looks defiant. 
 
    Flint sniffs, looks back at him then at me. 
 
    “Go on. Get out of here.” He tips his head toward my car. 
 
    Knife guy interjects. “Great idea. Go. Your word against mine, Rendell.” He sneers. “I think we both know where that will get you.” 
 
    I’m confused, unsure what is happening. I want to go, to get out of there, but is he just staying here? I hesitate, staring at Flint as a sudden gust of wind tosses my hair into my face. 
 
    “Get in your car and go, Wren. We’re done here, for now, at least. But you and I are going to talk about these tickets and your license. You can bank on that.” 
 
    Flint reaches down, picks up my keys, unlocks my door, and ushers me into the driver’s seat. His scent is pure power and masculinity. Like the forest in the early morning. Him saying we are going to talk about my tickets and my license should freak me out. How arrogant, right? 
 
    But, no. Infuriating as it might be to my feminist side, my stomach does ten sorts of twists and flips at the calm, commanding manner in which he assumes he and I will be discussing such things together. 
 
    And we will. I hate to say it, but I want it to happen. 
 
    “Go,” he orders, his hand brushing down my hair before he steps back, licking his bottom lip and shoving his hands into his pockets. He looks every bit modern-day Viking standing there all calm and sturdy, sending shivers from my nose to my toes. 
 
    I hate myself for fleeing and leaving him to make the explanations, but I shut the door, start the car, and with one more glance back, pull out of the parking lot just as I see a flash of blue and red lights as the cops enter from the other side, heading toward Flint and whatever the heck just happened. 
 
    Five minutes later and my heart is still pounding as I check my mirrors again to make sure no flashes of blue and red are seen. I’m halfway back to the salon, but my nerves are still on edge, and I nearly jump out of my skin when my phone buzzes. I glance over and see my sister’s name on the screen. My hand shaking, I hit the green button, and a new burst of anxiety is rising. 
 
    “Hi, Sabrina.” I do my best to keep my voice steady. There’s no way I could tell her what just happened, but deep down, I wish I could. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Her instant question reminds me just how I’ve never been able to hide anything from her.  
 
    “Nothing is wrong, sis. You called me, so what’s up?” 
 
    “I can hear it in your voice, Wren.” The condescending tone is standard, but it still has me gripping the steering wheel tighter and rolling my eyes. She’s a political power junkie, and ever since Dad died, she’s been even more focused on controlling everything about my life. She’s running for Senate in a couple years and has her eyes on the big prize.  
 
    I know she loves me. She tries to control me because she wants me to be happy and safe. Her version of happy and safe, that is.  
 
    I don’t think Sabrina could take it if anything happened to me, and I appreciate that. She’s my last real familial link to Dad, and I’m hers, but I think there’s also a bit of a more selfish fear—that some of my less than conventional lifestyle will somehow curtail her rise to political greatness. And I get it. Her dream of being the red-state version of Hilary Clinton is no secret. I’m proud of her for that, and I love her single-minded focus. But that’s not me. I’m not going to be her sidekick or her protégé on her venture up the vertical climb. 
 
    How much of our differences are in our nature, and how much comes from our upbringing? I’ll never know. She grew up with her mom, while I was on the road with Dad. And I take after him. Free spirit, road warrior. And Sabrina? Well, she’s more like her mom. Gated communities and goal-setting. But in her eyes, I’m still her baby sister, and she makes it her mission in life to turn me into a clone of her. Which, so far, thank God, has failed miserably. 
 
    “I’m about to walk back into work,” I lie. “Did you need something?” 
 
    “Yes.” I think I would hear the sigh from here even without the phone call. “I need to know when you are going to come back home. This little adventure of yours has gone on long enough. I don’t like it, and I can tell something is wrong.” 
 
    “Sabrina, seriously.” I grip the sides of my head with one hand. “As a grown adult, I think I’m entitled to live my life my way, don’t you? I’m not asking you for anything. Just let me do my thing. I know it’s not a life you could ever imagine for yourself, but I don’t want your life. I want mine. And I’m working on getting just that.” 
 
    “A salon, in some nowhere town in the middle of the forest?” 
 
    That stings. 
 
    “Why do you care? Just because I don’t care about the same things you do. Truthfully, why do you care what I do?” I brake at the stop sign, glance in the rearview and notice the indent of my stress on the wrinkle in my forehead. 
 
    “Because you’re my sister! And this is stupid. I understood why you had to leave for a while, but you could have a life here. Why do you want to struggle? Come back to Charlotte, I’ll get you set up for life.” 
 
    “I didn’t ‘leave for a while,’ Sabrina. I left for good. It wasn’t just about what happened. I hated it there—and you know it. That’s where they founded the good ole boys club and the Stepford wives.” 
 
    “Stop.” She huffs into the phone. “I worry about you. You don’t understand the world like I do, Wren. Dad raised you in that Winnebago with unicorns and fairy dust. The real world requires money and connections. What are you going to do way up there when your salon fails, and you’ve got no money and nobody to bail you out?” 
 
    The question hangs there for a moment. I know my version of my life has lacked planning and goals, but I like to enjoy the moment and hope that the next one just takes care of itself.  
 
    “I’ll be fine. I’ve figured things out for myself so far.” I swallow as I turn onto Main Street and think about Mom and Dad. They took the Winnebago through the Pacific Northwest, then headed up to Alaska two years ago while I was visiting with Sabrina. It was supposed to be temporary. I know she liked having me around, but I never planned to stay. Then, two months into the trip, Sabrina walked into my bedroom to tell me the police had been on the phone. They’d found the RV parked at the side of the road, and inside, Mom and Dad were both dead. Some sort of robbery. No one was ever caught. 
 
    They were two of the kindest, gentlest souls on this earth, and to go out the way they did tears my heart out. But even as I’m thinking about Mom and Dad, the flash of Flint’s face is right there. My belly flutters, and warmth breaks across my cheeks. 
 
    “I’m at work, Sabrina.” I soften my tone. I know she loves me. I know she was just as devastated when Dad died as I was, and she’s grown more and more protective of me ever since. I know what she wants for me is what she thinks is going to make me happy. Find some corporate tobacco executive to marry, pop out a few kids, start taking Xanax, and get fake boobs. To her, that’s how things should be, and she can’t imagine anyone being happy any other way. 
 
    Lucky for me, money and climbing the ladder society deems as success are not my motivators. 
 
    She doesn’t answer straightaway. I know she’s thinking of something to persuade me, but even she must realize that’s not about to happen. “Okay, okay. Just be careful. And let me know the second you need something. Don’t make me have to charter some bush plane and come and get you when things have already fallen apart, okay?” 
 
    I laugh and shake my head. “Goodbye, sis.” 
 
    “Bye. Love you.” 
 
    I end the call and put the Volvo into park behind the salon, then rest my forehead on the steering wheel. I’m still wondering what happened after I left Flint back there. Jesus, who knows? Maybe it’s a sign that Sabrina is right and it is just a matter of time before I’m calling for her a bailout. 
 
    The thought of that has something clutching in my chest. How could it be that the mere thought of leaving this town I’ve only just started to settle into fills me with dread? 
 
    But it’s not the town that’s causing the wrenching in my gut. 
 
    It’s him. 
 
    Bearded. Brutish. Backwoods-living. Boot-stomping. Flint Rendell. 
 
    Jesus, he could be a character in some horrible trope-laden romance novel. 
 
    And he saved my ass twice in one day.  
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    Visit my author page 
 
    Dani Wyatt on Amazon  
 
    dani@daniwyatt.com 
 
    www.daniwyatt.com 
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    Wrangler 
 
    Reigning Her In 
 
    Sweet Ride 
 
    Valentine's Rose 
 
    Forging Forever 
 
    Just Until Morning 
 
    Saddled 
 
    Perfect 
 
    His to Break 
 
      
 
    Meet. F*ck. Done. 
 
    Keeping Her Close 
 
    Rough Neck 
 
    Back to Her 
 
    Night Before 
 
      
 
    Love, Daddy Series 
 
    Angel 
 
    Mastering Her Heart 
 
    HIS Rules 
 
       
 
    The Forever Collection 
 
    Where She Belongs 
 
    When She’s Mine 
 
       
 
    Promise Duet 
 
    Promise 
 
    Cherish 
 
      
 
    Southside MMA Series 
 
    Force 
 
    Push 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cut Series 
 
    Hard Cut 
 
      
 
    Thank You. 
 
    I have met so many amazing people since I started putting my 
 
    naughty thoughts on the page.  To some of the first fans who supported me, the bloggers,  
 
    fellow authors who have been more than generous with their 
 
    time and opinions as well as the other professionals that 
 
    put up with my particular kind of crazy, thank you. 
 
    My undying gratitude goes out to so many. 
 
    Every day that when we support each other 
 
    everyone wins.     
 
    xoxoxo 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
    Dani Wyatt used to feel bad about having such dirty thoughts. Luckily, one day she decided to start writing them down. Her uber-alpha heroes have a wicked possessive streak and an insatiable libido. Her heroines are intelligent, quirky, and worry about having too much muffin top. With her books, you can count on a heaping helping of HOT, a dash of rough and always a happily ever after. 

When she's not writing (which is not often) she is probably laughing about some irony (like A-1 Steak Sauce is vegan), riding her horse, wondering why The Walking Dead can't have a new episode every night or looking cross-eyed at some piece of technology sent to ruin her day. 
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