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        My Twist of Fortune

        Two aching hearts. A meddling small town. A second chance.

      

      

      

      It’s not a new story. Wife finds out husband’s been cheating on her and she packs up her four kids and heads back to her hometown, Sunrise Bay, Alaska.

      

      Yeah, not a fresh start, but thousands of miles away from my ex will do just fine. 

      

      I’m prepared for the cold weather, the early snowfalls, and dark days and nights. What I’m not prepared for is coming face to face with my ex’s cousin and for the same feelings from twenty years ago to ignite like the flame never went out. 

      

      It doesn’t take long before people are whispering about the widowed Hank Greene and me. But we both have children to think of this time around. Then again, Hank knows what it’s like to be a single parent and sometimes those damn dimples of his make it hard to remember why we can’t be together.
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      Marla

      

      I lay back on the warm sand with the sun beating down on my body. “More of that,” I mumble as his dark stubbled cheek runs across my flat belly and he nestles between my legs. “I think I love you.”

      With a devilish smirk, he pushes my skimpy bikini bottom to the side and his sparkling blue gaze coasts up my body to meet mine. Oh, he’s a bad boy all right. One swipe of his tongue and I writhe under him, my thighs opening wider. My hands fall to my sides, searching for something to clamp on to, but only sand slips through my fingers.

      This man knows his way around a woman’s body. I wish my ex-husband could see me now. See this gorgeous hunk of a man willingly pleasing me without the disclaimer of “I’ll do you if you do me.” He hooks his fingers into the sides of my bikini bottoms, staring up at me with half-lidded eyes as he lowers them down my legs and flings them behind him. 

      “Now where was I?” His shoulders nudge my thighs farther open.

      I sigh, falling back down while the warm sun soaks my skin and the sand cocoons my body. This man is an expert. He should start a YouTube channel on how to give oral sex on a beach to a woman you don’t know. He flicks his tongue and all thoughts of YouTube leave my brain because this man deserves to have every one of my nerve endings’ attention. My back arches, my thighs quake, my moans deafening to my own ears. 

      “That’s it. I’m right there. Keep going.”

      He presses his arm over my taut stomach. I clench to prolong the impending orgasm, but the urge to let go intensifies with every swipe of his tongue. He pushes a finger into me, quickly adding another one. I free-fall as if I’m in one of those extreme swing rides, but my harness doesn’t jolt me back when the bungee cord stretches to its full capability. Instead, I fly out and soar through the sunny sky. 

      “Mommy?” 

      “Mom!”

      “Is she sick?”

      “She’s groaning like she’s gonna throw up.”

      “She’s not groaning, she’s… oh God, I’m out.” 

      A nudge on my side jolts me, and as if a witch cast a spell, the man disappears, then the beach. The ocean is the last to fade away as I open my eyes and blink to find three pairs of curious eyes hovering over me. 

      I look at the ancient alarm clock with flip numbers. You know, like in the movie Groundhog Day? It’s programmed to my dad’s favorite seventies radio station so “Something’s Comin’ Up” by Barry Manilow sounds throughout the room as I blindly fumble to find the small button that makes it stop.

      I slowly rise from the bed, peeking at three of my four children. My fourteen-year-old Nikki has one arm of a shirt while my twelve-year-old Mandi has the other. The middle is so stretched out, it’s a wonder the fabric hasn’t ripped in half.

      “Tell her she can’t keep borrowing my clothes!” Nikki screeches, yanking on the fabric. 

      “Are you okay, Mom?” My sweet little eight-year-old, Posey, climbs over the edge of the bed and cuddles up next to me. She’s my worrier and my spiritual leader, as she’s decided it’s her mission to find remedies to cheer me up every day. 

      “I’m leaving!” Jed screams from downstairs.

      Nikki huffs and glares at Mandi, yanking again. “I gotta go. Give me the shirt.” 

      I sigh and look at Posey, whose head is on my shoulder and staring up at me with her sweet smile. She runs her small hand down my arm until our hands are joined, then she squeezes because she’s worried. I could kill my ex-husband, Jeff, for this. Our once-carefree seven-year-old now feels as though she has to take care of me because he decided to implode our family unit.

      “Go get ready, Posey. We have to leave soon.” I kiss the top of her head.

      She’s reluctant to let me go, but when her sisters’ screams become louder and I sigh, she sees it’s her best option. This room is about to shake from the volume of my yelling. 

      I close my eyes and swing the covers off the bed, sliding my legs over the edge to get up. 

      “Mom!” Nikki points.

      I look down to find a giant stain on my sweatshirt from the mint chocolate chip ice cream I spilled all over myself last night while I ate it out of the carton. I stand and head into the bathroom. “Leave me alone. Now, you two have plenty of clothes. Find something.” 

      “No! Mom, it’s mine. Tell Mandi to let go.” 

      Jed honks the horn of the truck from the driveway. The truck that Jeff just had to buy Jed because why not buy your seventeen-year-old son’s happiness with a truck instead of actually, oh, I don’t know… keeping your dick out of other women’s vaginas.

      “Mandi, give Nikki the shirt so she can go to school. You can find something else.”

      “Seriously?” Mandi’s shoulders sink as though I told her she has a giant zit on the tip of her nose and there’s a boy at the door. 

      I shut the bathroom door. With my hands on the sink, my chin falls to my chest and I inhale and exhale a deep breath to find some serenity and calm. Maybe I should download one of those meditation apps or try yoga or something. All the other moms raved about it back in Arizona. 

      Turning on the shower, I grab the hem of my sweatshirt to strip it off, but I catch my reflection in the mirror. Oh my God. What has happened to me? I’m wearing an oversized pair of flannel pants and my dad’s overly large “Just the Tip” sweatshirt with a bullet and American flag on it.

      “Today is a new day,” I murmur.

      Wheels squeal outside as Jed punches the gas pedal. I picture the back of the truck fishtailing. I’m the mother of a hoodlum. Tears prick my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. 

      I strip off my sweatshirt and my pants and step into the avocado-colored porcelain tub with the valance of fabric, complete with ties and tassels. My mom does nothing that doesn’t involve tassels. A rush of cold water shoots down on my back.

      “SHIT!” I scream and bolt out of the bathtub, one lonely tassel tie falling to the floor. 

      I dry myself off before putting my sweatshirt and pants back on for warmth then head downstairs to the kitchen, finding Mandi and Posey. Posey is dressed, backpack zipped up and a Pop-Tart and glass of milk in front of her on the table. Jesus. One day she’ll be in a therapist’s office, saying it all started when she was seven and her parents divorced.

      “Mandi, was the water hot this morning?”

      “Lukewarm.” She bites a piece of toast. 

      “Were you the last one in?” I ask.

      She eats her toast, staring at her phone. Another one of Jeff’s gifts. “First.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. Did Jed or Nikki say anything?”

      She shrugs and sips her juice. 

      I turn on the lights at the top of the basement stairs before rushing down. At the bottom step, the sight of water on the cement floor alarms me. 

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I tiptoe through the water and find the source—the water heater. Since it’s only been two retired people living in this house for the past twenty-plus years, I’m sure it’s in shock from my teenage boy, who takes three showers a day. 

      After running back up the stairs, I grab the home phone and dial my mom in Florida. I’d love to volunteer to pay for this since they’re letting my kids and me stay in their home rent-free while they travel in their RV. Although they’ve offered to let us stay when they return in two months, if I want to preserve what little sanity I have left, I need to find a place of my own. Which means I need to save all the money I can.

      “Hey, honey, shouldn’t you be on your way to school?” 

      “Good morning, Mom.” I ignore her question. “I think the hot water heater is done.” 

      “Hold on.” She must only move the phone a millimeter away from her mouth before she screams, “Frank!” 

      Posey slides off the stool and points at the clock, eyeing me to make sure I see it.

      I cover the receiver. “Go wait in the car.”

      They actually listen, and I tap my fingers on the counter, waiting for my dad. 

      “I’ll call Hank Greene,” my mom suggests.

      “No, don’t do that.”

      Just the thought of my ex-husband’s cousin coming here and seeing me makes me want to dig a hole for myself. My gaze scatters across the messy house. The carton of ice cream I finished off last night sits by the trash can. The takeout pizza boxes are precariously balanced on the counter. Jed’s socks and sweatshirts litter every surface, and cups clutter the end tables. I’ve lost all control of my children. 

      I hear the phone exchange hands. “What’s up, buttercup?” 

      “Hey, Dad, I told Mom I’m guessing the water heater is done. There’s water in the basement and all I got was cold water this morning.” 

      “Yeah, that thing has been on its last legs.”

      I wave my hand to get this conversation going even though he can’t see me. “So who do I call? Who do you use?”

      “I’m calling Hank right now,” Mom yells in the background.

      “Dad! Tell her no.”

      But I hear Mom on Dad’s speakerphone. The line is ringing.

      “Hank’s a good guy,” Dad says. “He does all the work for us ever since his dad retired. He’s the “it guy” in Sunrise Bay now.”

      I stop myself from saying he was the “it guy” when I was in high school too. Another reason I do not want him to bear witness to what has happened to me.

      “Hey, Hank!” Mom singsongs, then her voice fades away. I strain to hear anything, but she must have left the RV with the cell phone.

      “Don’t you think it’s a little awkward to have Jeff’s cousin come and fix the water heater?”

      Dad doesn’t say anything for a moment. “True. Point made. Okay, well, we’ll have to call someone from another town. Helen!” he yells.

      I move the phone away from my ear. 

      Posey comes back in the door, her eyes pleading. “I can’t be late again, Mom. Please.” 

      She’s right. 

      “Hey, Dad, I have to take the girls to school. I’ll call you when I get back and we can figure it out. Give me about a half hour.” 

      “Sure thing, buttercup.”

      I stuff my phone into my purse and run out the front door to my minivan. “Sorry, girls.” 

      My tires squeal and slide as I punch the gas with the hopes my kids don’t get another tardy on their record.

      Little did I know my day was about to get worse.
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      Marla

      

      Posey already has the door open before I have a chance to fully stop the van in the elementary school drop-off.

      “Pos!” I slam on my brakes and Mandi and I fall forward.

      “Seriously?” Mandi says.

      I roll my eyes, but it’s the tapping of something on the hood of my van that causes me to look up. 

      “You’ve got to be shittin’ me,” I mumble, but from Mandi’s huff, she heard me. 

      “Oh my God! Is that really you?” The blonde woman acting as traffic director beelines it from the front of the van over to my window. 

      “I’m going. Love you, Mom!” Posey says.

      I look back to say goodbye, but the van door shuts. I watch as Posey’s backpack swings right and left as she runs to the doors of the school. I move to put the van into drive, but a pearly white smile plastered to my window reminds me of the hell I’m in right now. 

      I press the button to lower the window.

      “Mom!” Mandi screeches. “I can’t be late.” 

      Her reason for not wanting to be late isn’t the same as her younger sister’s, but I get it. I was a tween once too. She doesn’t want all eyes on her when she walks in after the bell. 

      “It’ll only be a minute.”

      She throws herself back in her seat and lets out a long annoyed sigh. “Whatever.”

      “I heard you were back in town, but Bill and I took a vacation together in celebration of the kids starting school, so I haven’t bumped into you.” Donna Demonte in the flesh. The girl who should’ve been voted biggest flirt senior year.

      I force a smile. 

      Her hand reaches in and she pets my shoulder like I’m a cat. “I heard about what happened with Jeff. I’m sorry.”

      I nod and glance at Mandi, who’s lost in her phone—or pretending to be at least. “Thanks. We’re good though. Happy to be back.”

      She laughs. “Sunrise Bay has always been your home. I think I speak for the town when I say how happy we are to have you all here. I hear there’s a football player in the family. He’s going to have a challenge on his hands.”

      I nod before my mind actually processes what she’s saying. “What?”

      “Jeff was always sharing all those videos of your oldest on social media. He’s a quarterback, right?”

      “Um… yeah.” 

      Jeff did always post things about Jed. But that’s Jeff. He’s a bragger and into one-upmanship. 

      “Do you know Hank’s son, Cade Greene?” 

      She pronounces Greene as if I’m not aware of the other half of the Greene family in this town. As if Hank and I weren’t in the same grade. As if we never… I shake my head from going down that particular memory lane. Then it all clicks—I forgot that Donna was Hank Greene’s high school girlfriend until our senior year. 

      “He plays quarterback,” Donna adds.

      “Well, if Jed wants to play, he’ll have to hope they have a position for him to fill.” 

      She laughs. “And Jeff would be okay with that?”

      “Mom!” Mandi whines. 

      “I really need to go, Donna. We’ll have to catch up another time.” I shift the van into drive.

      “Definitely. Maybe we can go shopping or something.” Her eyes zero in on my sweatshirt. 

      I finger-comb my hair as though she won’t notice me doing it. “Sure.” I ease off the brake. “Bye, Donna.”

      I drive off without waiting for her to say goodbye.

      “She’s a bitch,” Mandi says. 

      “Mandi!” I scold—but how can I reprimand her when I’m thinking the same thing? The woman had it out for me in high school and I know for a fact she couldn’t be happier that my marriage fell apart. 

      “Come on, Mom, talking about Jed and Dad?”

      We drive out to Main Street and into the middle school parking lot, since the schools are minutes away from one another. The lack of cars in the drop-off lane says Mandi’s going to be late. Her hand is already on the handle of the door before we come to a complete stop. Must be genetics.

      “I’m sorry, Mandi. Last tardy, I promise.” 

      Surprisingly, she nods and nothing smart comes out of her mouth. When the door shuts, I close my eyes and relish the silence. Until a honk behind me startles me and I put the van in gear, driving back to my parents’ house. 

      The thought of Hank Greene makes my stomach flip. Although he and Jeff are cousins, they might as well have been strangers. After Jeff’s side of the family moved to Arizona with us, there were no more shared holidays or occasions for all of us to get together. Jeff’s dad never had a close relationship with Hank’s dad. When Hank’s father died, we discussed moving our side of the family back up to Sunrise Bay, but it never happened. Jeff paid for my parents to visit us so we wouldn’t have to come up here, which suited them fine since it was a mini vacation of sorts with a big house, pool, and warm weather. 

      I’ve always felt as though there was unfinished business between Hank and me, although we never truly dated. After his wife, Laurie, died tragically—only a year after his dad—I wanted to reach out on the phone, but I was a chickenshit and resorted to a plant and a sympathy card from our family. For months, my mom told me how sad the town was. How everyone was on the meal exchange for the Greenes and she had arranged a babysitting routine so Hank could work. 

      I drive down my parents’ street. They live way too remote for my liking. I love Alaska, but I’d rather live in a subdivision than on the land my parents own, without a neighbor in sight. I don’t need to have a moose wish me good morning on my way to the van. 

      Driving up their long driveway through the forest of trees, I realize the worst part about my parents’ remote location is that if someone stops by to see me, I can’t just keep driving until they leave. I’m stuck. 

      So as my van pulls up to the house and a dark gray truck comes into view, I curse to myself. I already know who it is and my stomach sinks. I calculate my chances of pulling down the driveway and acting as though I didn’t see him, but that’s shot to hell when the driver’s side door opens. 

      I say one last prayer that Hank has apprentices working under him and it’s one of them in the truck. He must have employees. I’m sure he wouldn’t be too keen on seeing me either. 

      But just like every other facet of my life lately, this situation doesn’t go my way either. Two long legs attached to work boots hit the pavement as Hank unfolds himself from the truck. He’s bigger than I remember. Taller, broader. There’s scruff along his face that’s darker than his honey-blond hair, which is longer than I’ve ever seen it, as if it’s weeks past a haircut but not so unruly he looks unkempt. 

      Just like all my friends in Arizona thought all men in Alaska looked like, he’s wearing a flannel shirt, jeans, and brown work boots. He pushes his sunglasses up to rest on top of his head and offers me a wave. 

      I can only smile. Nausea hits my stomach as I turn off the ignition and slide out of my minivan. 

      “You didn’t have to come,” I say immediately. 

      He side-glances me, getting something out of his truck. “Your mom called me this morning.”

      “I’m sorry. I told my dad I would get someone else. I’m not even sure…”

      He pulls a toolbox out of the back and looks at me. His gaze slithers across my body side to side, up and down, and when his gaze meets mine, the hazel eyes that would pierce me from across the room in high school make me want to sigh. Hank Greene. 

      “Hey,” he says in an easy way. As if it hasn’t been twenty years since we saw one another face to face. 

      “Hi.”

      He nods. “Welcome back.”

      I fidget with my hands and balk when I look down at my feet. I have on my mom’s flowery rain boots, my dad’s too-big flannel pants, and oh my God. I cross my arms over my chest. His chuckle says he wondered when I would figure out how I look. 

      “So the water heater… I have a key to your parents’ place, but I didn’t want to barge in.” He changed the subject. At least I can be thankful for something right now.

      “Oh, thanks. I have to warn you.” I walk up the steps to the house. “We’re still getting settled, so it’s a little mess—”

      “Marla?” his deep voice says behind me. “I have teenagers. I understand.” 

      I whip around, guilt weighing heavily on my shoulders. “I wanted to reach out and say how sorry I was to hear about Laurie.”

      He nods. “Thank you.”

      Okay, just open the door and let him go look at the water heater. If he really wanted to have a conversation with me, he would’ve reached out when I first arrived in town. Not that I blame him that he didn’t. If I would’ve had anywhere else to go after Jeff decided his side piece was the love of his life, I would’ve gone there. But I have no money of my own since I quit my job almost twenty years ago to raise the kids. So pathetic me now lives in my parents’ house. I’m a billboard ad for why women should be independent. 

      “It’s right in here.” I open the door. 

      “You didn’t lock the door?” he asks once we’re inside.

      I scramble to pick up all the dirty clothes and dishes that make it look as if we live in a frat house. “I was in a rush. I don’t make it a habit to wear my dad’s clothes either.” 

      He laughs and his gaze falls over my body once again. Shivers follow the path of his vision, raising the hairs behind my neck. 

      He slides by me, heading to the basement. “I’ll let you know what I figure out.” 

      Then all I hear are his pounding footsteps down the basement stairs. I fall onto the couch and wish there was some magic way it could suck me in and swallow me whole. 

      After a few minutes, I see that wish isn’t going to be fulfilled either, so I do the best thing I can think of—get dressed in anything but what I’m wearing. 

      I take off the rain boots, leaving them by the door, and shed the sweatshirt on my way to the stairs, leaving me in my cami and flannel pants. As I’m passing the basement door, the footsteps grow louder and I freeze, searching for a place to hide. But unlike my eight-year-old self, I’m too big to go under a cabinet, and before I know it, Hank is standing at the top of the stairs. He stares at me, focused on my breasts straining the white fabric. 

      “I was just about to go change.”

      He nods, and his gaze bounces back up to meet mine. The smoldering look on his face is foreign to me and my body says, “Just take what you can and suffer the consequences later.” I’m dreaming about men, I’m so desperate to have an orgasm that isn’t self-induced. But I remind my unquenched libido that I know nothing about Hank. For all I know, he’s seeing someone. 

      I step forward and he steps to the side, thumbing toward the front door. “You’ll need a new one. I’m just going to run to Handyman Haven and pick one up.” 

      “Oh, okay.” 

      “I’ll call your dad first.”

      “Okay.”

      We stand in awkward silence for a moment, his eyes dipping once more to my breasts. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay.” Find a new word, Marla.

      He’s the first one to walk away. My libido screams about what a wimp I am, but what was I going to do? Jump in his arms and kiss him?

      His truck starts and I wait to hear the crunch of the gravel under his tires before I knock my head against the wall in complete and utter embarrassment. Returning home is going great so far.
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      It takes all the strength I have to pull out of the McAlisters’ driveway knowing Marla is in there—alone—wearing a tight white tank that made it clear she isn’t wearing a bra. Her hard nipples were practically begging me to tear the thin material off her body and suck on them. 

      When Mrs. McAlister called this morning with the news about the hot water heater, I assumed that the sexual tension that had always lingered between us in high school had faded. We’d moved in two different directions. She married my cousin and me Laurie. We have families of our own, kids who are almost grown. 

      Rumors have run rampant in Sunrise Bay about why Marla McAlister-Greene is back in town with four kids. According to our small town gossip brigade, Jeff couldn’t keep it in his pants, cheating with any woman who showed interest. They said Marla was crushed she wasn’t enough for him, but she stayed for the money and security. I always assumed she stayed for the kids though. Marla was never the type who cared about money. But maybe once you have it, it changes things.

      Jeff’s a real estate developer, from what I know. Our dads didn’t always see eye to eye, and when Jeff took Marla down to Arizona for a business opportunity he got from a college buddy, my aunt and uncle followed them. They’ve never returned, not even to bury my father. That’s the day I lost all respect for them. I no longer consider Jeff or his parents’ family, even if we share a last name. There are people here in Sunrise Bay who picked my mom up, who took care of my kids and me after Laurie passed. Those people are my family even if we don’t share blood.

      I park along the curb of Handyman Haven. It’s located downtown in our small Alaskan town. I’ll try to be in and out because downtown is like a game of gossip telephone from one store to the next. If they’re not trying to fix me up, they’re trying to set up my kids. 

      I pull my phone out of my pocket and dial Mr. McAlister.

      “Hank,” Mrs. McAlister answers the phone.

      “Hi, Mrs. McAlister, is Mr. McAlister around?” 

      “How was my daughter? Did she look okay? I’m so worried. I told Frank we should head home, but he swears she’s fine and a little alone time would do her good, but I’m not so sure. I mean—”

      “She looks good.” I refrain from telling her how Marla might have looked a little unhinged when she came out of the minivan. I’ve been where she is. Not exactly—my wife died—but there were days I didn’t want to get out of bed. And I’m sure the kids are navigating new terrain with their dad still back in Arizona. 

      A long breath falls out over the phone. “Oh good. Maybe you could take her out.”

      “Helen, stop trying to set them up,” Mr. McAlister says in the background. 

      “I’m not trying to set them up, but she needs friends.” Her voice grows farther away until it’s Frank on the phone. 

      “What’s up, Hank? Tank is blown, I guess?” 

      “Yeah. Sorry, completely rusted out. I’m at Handyman Haven to grab a new one. Wanted to talk to you about how you want to handle this.” 

      “Let me know what I owe you. I almost replaced it last year, but I figured we might as well get the last bit out of it. I guess my grandkids finished it off for me.” He chuckles.

      “Speaking as someone with teenagers, you’re probably right.” 

      “Helen’s on my tail every day to get back up there, but this is our vacation. I feel bad for Marla, but it’s not like we didn’t see this all coming. Jeff’s a weasel. He never deserved her in the first place.”

      I say nothing. As weird as it is, Mr. and Mrs. McAlister always feel open to talk to me about how horrible my cousin and his family are because of the very public feud between the two Greene brothers. 

      “And his dad is a whole other story. Your mother picked the right Greene there.” 

      I nod although he can’t see me. Not sure what he wants me to say. This town acts as if I don’t know the story of how Ethel Mann fell in love with two brothers once upon a time.

      “I’ll get this new tank in and I’ll clean up the mess too,” I say.

      “Are you sure? My grandson can help as soon as he gets home from school.”

      “It’s a slow day for me.” 

      “Thanks, Hank, we feel so much better knowing you’re taking care of this.” He pauses before he whispers, “How is she really?” 

      “She’s good.”

      “Come on. It’s me. She sounds horrible on the phone.” His voice is so low I struggle to hear him.

      “I only saw her for about five minutes, but she’s holding up.” Which isn’t a lie. She’s standing, her kids got to school, and based on the stain on her sweatshirt, she’s eating. 

      “Okay. Good. That’s good.” I can almost see his gray hair falling onto his forehead as he nods. I’m not sure my words are doing much to make him feel better.

      “Well, I’m gonna head in and grab this.”

      “Yeah, I don’t wanna take up any more of your time.” 

      “Have fun. We’ll see you in about two months, right?” 

      “Yeah, we’re heading into the Midwest tomorrow.”

      “Great. Safe travels, Mr. McAlister.” 

      “Bye, Hank.”

      We hang up and I climb out of my truck, rounding the back and stepping up to the sidewalk. My mind is consumed by Marla returning to town, and all those unrequited feelings swarm inside me like bees in a hive. 

      The bell chimes above the door. As usual, the owner, George, is behind the counter on a stool while three of his fellow members of the gossip brigade are in front of him, whispering. 

      “Hank!” George waves.

      All three of them turn to me, waving and smiling. From the surprise in his voice, my guess is that I was the topic of conversation. 

      “Hey, George. Fellas.” I nod in greeting. “I need a water heater.” 

      Walking down the aisle, I locate the water heaters in the back. I know where everything is since I’ve been shopping here since I was in my mom’s stomach. I grab a dolly and wheel it up to the front. 

      “Water heater, huh? I sure do hope someone’s house isn’t flooded?” George says.

      That question is bait on the end of his line.

      “Yeah, that’d really be a shame,” one of the other men says.

      They think they’re going to trick me into saying it’s for the McAlisters, then I’ll be interrogated about Marla’s return. Because every member of the gossip brigade are military vets, they all act as if they can pull information out of people. Sometimes I assuage them. Not today though. 

      “Luckily, no.” I’m not lying. There isn’t a ton of damage at the McAlisters’, and as though Frank knew it was coming, he moved all the storage boxes up onto shelves. 

      “Oh, that’s good,” George says.

      “Yeah, good,” the three other men say in unison. 

      I pay George. “Bye, guys, don’t waste too much of your day inside. It’s beautiful out.” 

      I wave and wheel out the dolly. Thankfully they didn’t pressure me too hard for information. But as I load the water heater into the bed of my truck, I realize I counted my thanks way too soon—my mom and her blue-haired best friend are at my truck, their hands clasped in front of them like church ladies. Mom met Dori a couple of years ago and they’ve been inseparable ever since. These two are so much worse than the gossip brigade. These two make you feel like a POW.

      “Mom,” I say with a nod. 

      “Hey, Hank.” She steps up to me and wraps her small arms around my stomach. 

      “Dori.” I lean forward and kiss her on the cheek before I get the heater into the bed of my truck.

      “You’re so strong. I threw my back out, otherwise I could’ve helped you with that.” 

      I wave off Mom’s friend. “It’s all good.” 

      “Who’s the water heater for? Jeez, I hope there’s no water damage. I remember when ours went out.” Mom looks at Dori. “And it almost ruined all of Hank’s baby pictures. I was so upset, and Jim snapped at me to calm down. Let’s just say I didn’t talk to him for an entire week. Disrespecting me by snapping at me when it was our baby’s pictures…”

      Dori shakes her head in agreement. If my mom’s friend wasn’t here, I’d probably interrupt and say let the man rest in peace.

      “Oh, but you can imagine after a week of no talking, the make-up sex,” Dori says.

      “It is the best.” My mom laughs.

      My mom looks at me. “Who’s the water heater for?” 

      I stare blankly at them. I know my mom’s game. She’s going to continue this until I fess up and fill her in. But I’m going to tolerate this even if I throw up my entire breakfast on the way back to the McAlisters’.

      “Let’s just say Jim was all over me.”

      I choke on the bile rising up my throat.

      “Philip used to… you know.” Dori eyes me, and I’m not sure if it’s because I’m positive I must be green or if she’s judging if I’ve reached my limit yet.

      Mom touches Dori’s arm. “I wore this lingerie and tried to do a striptease once, but he grabbed me and tore the lace—”

      “The McAlisters!” I say a little too loudly. 

      Hey, at least I didn’t cover my ears and yell, “No, no, no make it stop.”

      “Oh,” Mom says in that tone that speaks more than if she just said what she’s thinking.

      “Definitely, oh. Second-chance romance is the best.” Dori smiles.

      “We were never a first. She just divorced my cousin. You two better keep this between you two.”

      “Sure. Who would we tell?” Mom looks at Dori. 

      I’ve seen them work their magic. They think they’re modern-day matchmakers. 

      “I’m serious. She has enough on her plate with returning to this town. She doesn’t need everyone in town making up stories.”

      Mom stares at me in disbelief that I would think she’d spread news. “I understand.”

      “Do you? Because I vaguely remember you being the one to tell me about her divorce. How your voice was dripping with ‘I told you so’s.’ She has a life and kids. Leave her be.”

      “You’ve got it bad. All protective of her. Women like that.” 

      Dori’s tone is so enthusiastic, I want to yell at her to back off. I’m confident in my skills. If I wanted to ask a woman out, I would. Well, that’s a slight exaggeration. I haven’t really dated since Laurie. Mostly because raising five kids hasn’t left me with a ton of spare time. Chevelle’s issues from losing her mom have been so ever-present, I can barely step away from her to take a piss, let alone bring another woman home.

      “Listen, I’m leaving. You two need a ride somewhere?” 

      They both shake their heads. 

      “I’ve got my Cadi. We’re heading into Lake Starlight,” Dori says, making their almost identical town—minus our spectacular bay—sound glamorous. 

      “Yes, Dori is going to show me where she lives now. Northern Lights Retirement.”

      I stop walking and turn to face them. “Are you thinking about moving there?” 

      Mom shrugs. “The house is big, and your dad is gone. I don’t know. We’ll see.”

      Huh. I always imagined she’d live there forever. 

      “Have fun at the McAlisters’,” Mom says, her and Dori walking down the street.

      “It’s not fun putting in a water heater.”

      “It is if you get all wet doing it,” Dori yells back.

      They both bend forward in a fit of laughter as if they’re thirteen. It is nice to see mom laugh again though.

      Maybe she should move to a retirement community, but what would she do with the house? I can’t afford to buy it from her, and I know she doesn’t have the cash to pay for the rent at a place like Northern Lights Retirement Center. I mean, Dori’s family owns Bailey Timber Company. My dad was the best contractor in the county, but it’s like comparing peas and carrots.

      I glance at my watch. Shit. I better go. Just as I climb into my truck, my phone rings and I curse. 

      “Hello. Hank Greene speaking.”

      “Hi, Mr. Greene. This is Nurse Mindy. I have Chevelle in the office.”

      I throw the truck into drive and head to the elementary school instead of the McAlisters’. This day just keeps giving and giving.
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      My day went from “meh” (the usual grind of getting five kids out the door), to fantastic (got to see Marla in a tight see-through cami), to annoying (picking up Chevelle from the nurse for the tenth time this month). 

      As I stir the chili I prepared this morning and cover up the Crock-pot, Cade pulls up in my old beat-up truck. He drops his book bag on the table, grabs a Gatorade out of the fridge, and heads toward the pantry for a snack. It’s his usual routine, except instead of telling me what happened at football practice, he’s quiet. 

      “How was practice?” I ask, breaking the layer of ice that’s fallen over the kitchen.

      He plops down in a chair and opens a container of Pringles. “At least they won’t have to change the lineup.” He puts a stack of chips in his mouth, chewing and downing them with a gulp of Gatorade. 

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Jed Greene. His arm, Dad.” He shakes his head. “It’s good. I mean… I look mediocre compared to him.” 

      “I doubt that.” 

      He stops drinking and slams his drink down so hard, orange Gatorade spills onto the table. “I’m serious. By the end of practice, I was on the bench and Jed was throwing the passes. When Coach finally called me in, he put me at receiver.”

      “Well, receiver is a good position too. Remember when you said you wanted to play different positions? Maybe this is your chance.”

      “Not my senior year! I’m the captain of the team. I’m the one who brought this team up in the ranks since freshmen year.” He jabs his finger into his chest. “The position isn’t supposed to be stripped away from me my last year of play.” 

      I run my hand over my forehead and drag it down my face. Laurie would handle this so much better than I’m about to. “Well, he is your cousin.”

      “Technically, second cousin.” Chevelle comes in with my phone in her hand. She places it next to me. “Aunt Marla says tonight is fine.”

      “Tonight for what?” Cade screeches and tosses his empty Gatorade container into the trash.

      Chevelle ignores her brother’s outrage and leaves the room.

      “Maybe basketball is more your sport,” I joke, but from the look on Cade’s face, he doesn’t find it funny. “I have to fix her water heater and Chevelle isn’t feeling well. Do you mind watching her?”

      “Again? You need to take her to see someone.” He stands. 

      I’m thankful Chevelle left the room.

      “Everyone deals differently.” I open the fridge and take out the cheese and sour cream, then I spoon some chili into a bowl for him. 

      “It’s been five years. She needs to talk to someone.” He grabs the cheese and dumps more than two handfuls into the bowl before sitting back down. “You do know my life is over, right? Maybe I should be the one in therapy.” He stirs his chili.

      I watch for a moment, wishing I could take away his adolescent problems. “We went over this when we found out they were coming. There’s more than enough room for two quarterbacks on the team.” 

      He shakes his head and I wait for him to swallow his chili. “You know that’s not true. I mean, Jeff was a quarterback, you were a quarterback, and now Jed is coming in as a senior to take the spot. It’s not fair, Dad.” 

      I slide out my chair and sit down in the one closer to him. When your kids lose a parent, especially as suddenly as they did, it’s hard not to want to put them in a bubble and promise that’s the worst thing that could happen in this life. And in comparison to losing your mom, not being the high school quarterback means nothing, but telling a seventeen-year-old that isn’t going to get my point across. 

      “How about this weekend, we run some plays with you as receiver? I think you might like being the one who scores. And if Jed has the arm, maybe there’s more possibility for you guys to be an even better team this year.”

      He nods and leans back, his hands resting at the back of his head. Sometimes I look at Cade and think I’m looking at myself at his age. He’s been a mini-me since he was born. Unlike Fisher, who is all dark features like Laurie. 

      “I’ll be back,” I say. “They have no hot water heater, and from the way you smell, I can’t imagine if Jed can’t shower.” 

      “Let him stink. You should see all the girls fawning over him too.” Cade rolls his eyes.

      I smile at his jealous tone. “Every girl? I doubt Reese was.”

      “I caught her staring at lunch. She said she was looking for resemblances to me, but I know better. I broke up with her.” 

      “Cade!” 

      He shrugs. “She can date Jed if she thinks he’s so fucking hot.”

      “I doubt that was it. I’m sorry you think your world is ending because of Jed, but he is your cousin. You two share the same last name. You’ve got to get used to this.” 

      “No.” He stands then pushes in his chair before grabbing his chili and walking into the family room. 

      I hear Chevelle beg him to play a game with her. To my surprise, he agrees, and she squeals in delight. Standing, I push in my own chair. Laurie picked out this table, but it’s falling apart the bigger the boys get. 

      I call upstairs, “Hey, Adam, do you want to go with me to install a hot water heater?”

      He runs down the stairs, always my eager helper. “Sure.” 

      “Cade, you’re in charge.” 

      I walk out the back door with my eleven-year-old son and start up my new truck, staring at my old truck with Cade’s football bag in the back. I understand how he feels. Hell, Jeff and I went round and round in high school too, but he was two years older than me. At least by the time I was a senior, I was the only Greene in Sunrise Bay High School.
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      I knock on the door of the McAlisters’. It’s quiet, but there’s a brand new truck in the driveway that wasn’t here this morning. I’m not sure whose it is. Maybe Marla isn’t alone. Not that I should care. 

      “So I heard Xavier talking to Clara and I guess her mom said they can’t have any more sleepovers,” Adam says next to me. 

      “Why?” I peek through the windows and don’t see anyone headed toward the door. I knock again.

      “You know, because they’re teenagers now. He’s a boy and she’s a girl, even if they are just friends. I think Clara’s mom is worried about… you know.”

      “Do you know?” I look down at him with wide eyes. One super thin silver lining that came from Laurie’s death is that I know my kids way better than I ever did before. 

      “We had the talk last year, Dad.” 

      Now, I can be out of it sometimes, but I know for sure I never had the talk with Adam. And if his brothers beat me to it… Lord help him. “No, we didn’t.”

      “Not you and me.” He signals with his finger between us. “Me and the school. You know, where they split up the boys and the girls and talk about the girl stuff and the boners.”

      The front door opens, and a little girl stands there looking up at us. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Hank and this is your second cousin, Adam.” I thumb toward him. “What’s your name?”

      “Wouldn’t you know that if we were related?” She slams the door and the lock clicks in place. 

      I glance at Adam, who’s laughing. “She’s sort of right. Don’t you think it’s weird you don’t know her name? I mean, we do share blood, right?” 

      “You don’t share blood, but you are related by blood.”

      “That’s what I meant,” he says.

      I knock again and Adam presses on the doorbell. I shoot him a glare and he shrugs. 

      “The little girl isn’t gonna let you in, so we need to wait for an adult.” 

      A shadow comes from the house and I hear some murmurs behind the door. As it flies open, all I hear is the little girl saying, “Stranger danger.” 

      Marla looks from her daughter on the couch back at us. “I’m so sorry. Posey is really protective.” 

      “It’s okay,” I say. “Sorry about the delay earlier.”

      She’s dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. Her hair is done and she’s wearing makeup now. She’s more put-together and just as beautiful. “Believe me, I understand delays.” 

      A set of headlights pulls up the driveway and she glances around us and sighs. Could she have a date? Or someone from high school visiting her?

      “Come on in,” she says, stepping back and waving us in.

      “Pizza!” A boy as tall as Cade, who I suspect must be Jed, slides down the stair rail. “I’m starving.” 

      “Jed!” Marla scolds. 

      He stops, but I’m not sure if it’s because he’s listening to his mom or if he sees us. “Who are you?”

      “He’s supposedly our cousin or something,” Posey says, crossing her legs on the couch, clicking the remote.

      “Cade’s dad?”

      I nod.

      “And your first cousin once removed, actually,” Marla adds. “And you are… Adam?” She guesses correctly, which makes me the asshole who doesn’t know her kids. 

      “I am.” Adam sounds as surprised as I am. 

      “I’m Marla.”

      “Hey,” Adam says. 

      “You’ll call her Mrs. Greene,” I correct.

      The room falls silent.

      “Like Grandma?” Adam says. 

      I shake my head. Damn, this is weird. Especially when I already know late tonight when I’m all alone, I’m going to be thinking of Marla and not as my cousin’s ex-wife.

      “Fine. You can call her Marla,” I say and the tension in the room eases. 

      “Excuse me,” the pizza guy says.

      Marla’s head snaps up as she grabs her wallet next to the door. “Yeah sorry.” 

      We step farther into the house.

      “I didn’t want to interrupt the family reunion,” the guy says. 

      Adam sits down next to Posey, watching whatever game show she is. Jed and I stand there awkwardly. 

      “I heard about practice today,” I say. “Cade said you’re quite the quarterback.”

      His smug face says he knows how good he is and he’s already positive he’s beat Cade out of the starting quarterback spot. I’m not usually a ra-ra guy when it comes to boosting my kid’s ego. I teach my kids that you earn what you get and if Jed is better, then he deserves it, but the cockiness oozing out of this kid reminds me of his father. Unfortunately, that makes me go into “protect Cade” mode.

      “Cade’s been the quarterback for three years. The boys all play well together. Must be rough getting used to a new team?” 

      Marla shuts the door, and Jed takes the two pizza boxes from her hands. A thank you never leaves his lips. 

      “I guess that’s the good thing about quarterback. As long as I throw the ball to them and they score, it keeps everyone happy.” 

      I nod. “The boys are tight. Maybe Cade could take you under his wing, show you around?”

      “That’d be wonderful.” Marla’s hand touches my arm.

      Something like a bolt of electricity zings up my forearm straight to my heart, making it beat a little faster. It’s been way too long since I’ve had a woman’s touch if a hand on the forearm gets me going. 

      “Nah, I’m good. But thanks.” Jed walks off toward the kitchen. 

      Marla’s shoulders sink. “I’m sorry. This has been a tough transition.” 

      I’ve been where she’s at, when your teenage kid embarrasses you in front of another parent. “I understand.” I thumb toward the truck. “I’m going to go get the water heater. Adam?” 

      “Coming.” Adam gets up and follows me to the truck. As we’re sliding the water heater out of the bed, Adam whispers, “That Jed is kind of a dick.”

      I want to correct my son’s language, but he’s got a point. The apple didn’t fall too far from Jeff’s tree, that’s for sure.
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      Marla

      

      “That ego of yours needs to get checked, Jed. You’re new to this school, and stealing your cousin’s spot on the football team isn’t something to gloat about.”

      “Second,” he mumbles with a mouth full of pizza. 

      “Excuse me?”

      He swallows. “Second cousin.” 

      I go through the stacks of paperwork all the kids brought home today, annoyed, frustrated, and embarrassed by my own son.

      “Can I go down and watch them work?” Posey asks, already sliding away from the table. 

      “Can we not have takeout tomorrow?” Nikki asks. 

      “Can I?” Posey asks for the second time, standing at the top of the basement stairs. 

      “Let me go through your stack first, then you need to ask Hank if it’s okay for you to watch. But you have to stay out of the way.”

      She steps down one stair. 

      “Posey, I said wait until I go through your schoolwork.”

      “It’s all done, with star stickers and excellent written on top. My teacher loves me.” She heads down the stairs. 

      “Teacher’s pet,” Jed coughs into his hand. 

      I put down Posey’s stack because I’m sure she’s telling the truth. She’s not my problem child at the moment. I pick up Jed’s pile, which is mostly football stuff. Fundraiser information, the spirit wear sheet, game schedules, practices, permission slips to take the school bus, and lastly the dreaded concession stand volunteer form. I hate the concession stand, and now I don’t have any of my old friends to commiserate with. 

      “Hey, there isn’t a kid with the last name Demonte on the team, is there?” I ask Jed.

      He looks at the ceiling and shakes his head. “Not that I know of, but there are some guys whose names I don’t know.” 

      Knowing my luck, Donna Demonte will be the go-to person in charge of everything to do with the football team and I’ll have to interact with her on a daily basis. 

      I sign his bus permission slip, put the schedule on the fridge, and place the volunteer paper on top so I can pick a few dates and be done with it. In Mandi’s stack, there isn’t much to deal with, and I breeze right through Nikki’s. 

      “Anyone want to talk about their day?” I take a slice of pizza. 

      “No.”

      “No.”

      “No.”

      I nod and take a bite of my pizza, thinking I’d rather go downstairs and strike up a conversation with Hank than sit here. But that would be awkward, so I sit tight.

      Posey comes up the stairs. “He wants to see you,” she says. 

      I place the piece of pizza down, wipe my hands, and head downstairs, Posey following. The first thing I see is Adam using a broom to sweep all the water toward the drain. Posey picks up another one and helps him. 

      “Thanks, guys.” I run my hand over Posey’s hair, and she moves her head out of the way as though she’s too old for me to do that. 

      “Your parents are lucky they never finished the basement,” Hank says, plugging in a light and handing it to me. “Do you mind? I was going to ask the kids but thought if it drops in the water, we might all be electrocuted.”

      “You don’t want to leave your fate in the hands of a responsible eight-year-old?” 

      He laughs. I forgot how much my body responded to that sound.

      “She locked me out. So she’s smart too.” He opens his toolbox. 

      I glance at the kids. Posey is asking Adam who he had for a teacher in the third grade.

      “Yeah, unfortunately with all her responsibility and intelligence, she’s turned into my own little mommy, worrying about me like I’m her newborn.” 

      He glances back my way. “I am sorry to hear about you and Jeff.” I raise my eyebrows, and he laughs. “He hurt you. For that, I’m sorry.” 

      He focuses on the wrench and the nut while my throat closes up. I can tell that he’s sincere.

      “I bet coming back here brings up the good and the bad,” he says, looking over his shoulder at me.

      I glance at the kids again. Posey and Adam are each resting their weight on the brooms. Posey probably has one ear on our conversation and one ear on the conversation she’s in.

      I call to them, “Why don’t you two go have some pizza?”

      “Oh, I made chili at home. Adam will be fine.”

      “I have plenty.” 

      Hank lets the topic go and the kids rush upstairs. “Seems you just signed up to be my helper.” 

      “Is that my punishment? If so, I’ll take it. Adult conversation in the quiet of my basement? All I need now is wine.”

      “I could have smuggled some in,” he says, standing and lifting the old water heater up and out of the way.

      “I could help.” 

      “Keeps me young.” 

      We both laugh. When you’re in your early forties like us, you become very aware of how not young you are. I never felt as old as I did until Jeff told me he was leaving me—for a younger woman. He’s so cliché. 

      It’s impossible not to look back at my life and what I’ve accomplished. Or haven’t. I told myself I was raising my kids and once Posey went to kindergarten, I’d enter the workforce again. But Jeff wasn’t big on me working, and I hate to admit it, I was scared. Scared I wasn’t qualified to do anything other than pack lunches, cut shapes out of construction paper, and drive my kids everywhere. I’m a smart woman, but I don’t have anything to put on a resume to prove it.

      Hank brings over a stool and swipes off any dirt on it. “Sit down. You deserve it.”

      “Thanks.” I sit, still holding his light, and he goes back to work on the water heater. “I’m sorry about Jed. Up there. Unfortunately he has his dad’s ego.”

      Hank doesn’t say anything for a moment. “I think all seventeen-year-old boys should be cocky right before the real world drags them down a level or two.” Another chuckle leaks out of him.

      I sigh in relief. “True. Although I’m not sure Jeff ever got dragged down.”

      He stops working and looks over. “He lost you, right?”

      Something flutters in my stomach. “Technically he gave me up.”

      “One day he’ll realize how stupid he was.”

      “You’re still as sweet as ever.” 

      “And you’re still easy to be sweet to.” 

      All I can do is smile and hope he doesn’t see the flush I feel heat up my cheeks. 

      I watch him work for a while, the quiet of the room a nice change from my everyday life with a house full of kids. 

      “Ever wake up and think how did I get here?” I ask in a soft voice. I’ve envisioned what my life could’ve been without Jeff in the picture. I’d never take away the four blessings upstairs, but what would’ve happened if I’d never agreed to move to Arizona? If we would’ve raised our kids in the same small town where we grew up? 

      “After Laurie’s death, I’d be up late after the kids went to bed and think ‘How did I become a widower in my thirties?’ But usually a kid would wake up with a nightmare. I really just got Chevelle to sleep in her own bed this past year since the incident.” He doesn’t look as though he’s on the verge of tears. 

      “Where did you meet her?” I never really knew Laurie since she wasn’t from Sunrise Bay.

      A smile comes to his lips. “She was from up north. Came here for school. We met in Psych 101.” 

      “And that was it, huh? You two were inseparable?”

      He closes his toolbox, locks it, and faces me, crouching. “No. I wasn’t ready for a long time. We were study partners, turned friends, turned more. It was a slow process.” 

      I wonder what might have caused him to go so slow.

      He shrugs and answers my thoughts. “I was kind of hung up on someone.”

      “Oh.”

      He raises his eyebrows at me, and I nod, remembering how close we became our senior year. Jeff was at college and had asked Hank to look after me. He did, but neither of us expected that feelings could develop between us. I denied them, but Hank wore them out in the open. In the end, I broke his heart by leaving for Arizona shortly after graduation. 

      I say nothing because sorry seems stupid. It’s been over twenty years and he’s had a happy marriage and a family in the time since then. 

      “When I found out you were returning, Laurie’s reaction flickered through my mind. What would she think if she was still alive? In a small way, I think she was jealous of you.”

      I scoff. “As you clearly saw this morning, there’s nothing to be jealous of.”

      He nods and stands to his full height, taking the light from my hands. The dim light coming from the bottom of the stairs becomes our only light source after he turns off the construction light. 

      “I should go,” he says. Something in his voice makes me think it’s like torture for him to be here with me. 

      “Okay.” I struggle for breath. Having him so near feels overwhelming in this moment.

      Then he steps closer. Visions of his heated gaze this morning flicker to mind and I meet him halfway. His hand touches my hip and I turn into him, my face tilting up to meet his.

      He bends down and my tongue slides out to wet my lips, preparing for him to kiss me. Just as my eyes are about to fall closed, he presses his lips to my cheek. 

      “I’m glad you’re back, Marla,” he whispers before stepping back and bending to retrieve his toolbox and light. 

      Then he’s waiting at the bottom of the stairs for me to go up first, and embarrassment floods my body that I actually thought he was going to kiss me. How stupid can I be? More than twenty years, a deceased wife, a divorce, and nine kids between us does not make for a romance.

      We reach the top of the stairs and find Adam, Posey, and Mandi at the kitchen table playing Uno while Jed and Nikki are nowhere to be found. 

      “Would you like some pizza?” I ask. 

      “No, thank you. I have my chili waiting at home.” He lifts his toolbox. “I’m going to put this in the truck and then grab the old water heater. Do you think Jed could help me?”

      “Oh, definitely. Yeah.” I walk away from him to the bottom of the stairs. “Jed!” 

      “What?” he calls down. 

      “Mist… Hank needs your help.” I look back. “Is that okay if he calls you by your first name?”

      He chuckles, glancing up from the table. “Yeah. I guess we’re in uncharted territory here. I’ll be right back.” 

      Jed comes down the stairs and, surprisingly, helps Hank get the old rusty water heater out from the basement without offending anyone. Maybe because football wasn’t part of the conversation. Jed really is a good kid, but his arrogance at his athletic ability is grating, even to me. It’s all thanks to his father putting his only son up on a pedestal his entire life. 

      “Thanks, Jed,” Hank says after they come back in.

      “Sure thing.” Jed runs up the stairs.

      Since the kids are almost done with their current hand, Hank and I stand uncomfortably in the kitchen, waiting, cloaked in awkwardness.

      “I see you got the concession stand volunteer form.” Hank points at the papers on the fridge. 

      “Yeah. I’m dreading it.” 

      He nods. “How do you think I feel? I’m the only dad who does it, and I always get stuck with Donna Sullivan.”

      “At least it’s not Donna Demonte. I ran into her today at the drop-off.”

      He laughs. “She does love her whistle. But Donna Sullivan is Donna Demonte. She married—”

      “Bill Sullivan?” I ask with a laugh. His smirk and nod saying we’re on the same wavelength. “She married the pothead who almost didn’t graduate?”

      He returns my smile. “They fell in love after they returned from college. You won’t even recognize him now.” He taps his fingers on the paper. “I think I’m going to sign up for the first game so that I don’t have to worry about the later games in the season in case they make it far this year.” 

      I think he gives me a look like “maybe you want to as well,” but I must be reading his body language wrong after downstairs. “That makes sense.”

      “Plus Donna never does the first home game because she’s too busy with introducing the team and making banners for them to run through. She puts stakes with players names along the grass and decorates the fence. It’s a whole ordeal. So if you sign up, it would save both of us from having to do it with Donna.”

      “That sounds like a good idea.” 

      “Out!” Posey yells and puts her last card down on the stack in the middle. 

      “You’re good.” Adam stands and walks over to his dad’s side. “I’m ready.”

      Hank puts his hands on Adam’s shoulders, the affection between father and son obvious. “We’ll leave you to your night then.” 

      Hank turns and heads toward the front door. I rush past them and open the door. I watch them get in the truck and pull out of the driveway until his lights fade away. 

      “I’m taking a shower,” Posey says, and she and Mandi go upstairs. 

      I take out my pen and look at the volunteer form. Am I asking for trouble? The pen hovers over the first home game spot. That tension is clearly still present with us and we’re both single, which means there’s nothing to really keep us apart. But he’s technically my cousin by marriage. 

      Arguing starts upstairs between Posey and Nikki, Jed slams his door, then Mandi yells at him. Without second-guessing myself, I scribble my name on the first home game night. It’s just so I’m not stuck with Donna. At least that’s what I’m choosing to believe.
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      Hank

      

      The first football home game is fucking freezing. Adam, Chevelle, and Xavier sit on the bleachers to watch their brothers play. Although Fisher was called up from JV to varsity for this game, he most likely won’t play. They just wanted extra players since Greywall is known for playing rough.

      Donna is arranging candy bars and chip stacks beside me in the concession stand. 

      “I got this, Donna. You go and do whatever else you need to.” Please.

      Her hand falls to my forearm. “I don’t know where Marla is, and I hate to leave you by yourself.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be here soon. Plus, I’ve been doing this for three years. I can handle it.”

      “If you’re sure?” She squeezes my forearm, or more my jacket and sweatshirt underneath.

      “Promise.” I slide my arm out of her hand. Sometimes I wonder if she forgets she’s married. 

      “Okay then.” 

      Just as Donna goes to the back door, Marla appears in the front. She’s wearing spirit wear that I assume is her dad or mom’s, or maybe back from when we attended Sunrise Bay High. She has on a black hat with a gold ball on top and bears embroidered along the front. She even has the mittens with bears on top. 

      “Where did you find all that?” I laugh, signaling for her to go to the back door. 

      When she walks in wearing tight jeans that show off her amazing curves and boots with a furry lining up to her calves. She looks adorable, and I want to shut the door on the concession stand and warm this place up with some body heat. 

      “My mom’s closet. She throws away nothing.” She holds up her mittens and shows me how they flip open to be fingerless gloves. “So I can handle the money.”

      “Awesome. I’ll have to grab a pair of those.”

      “Don’t be jealous. I’ll share.” She looks around, reads the labels for coffee, hot chocolate, and apple cider. “So the prices are all here?”

      I nod. I can tell this isn’t her first time running a concession stand. “Where are your kids?”

      “They’re in the bleachers, but I worry they’re going to end up in here. They’re still getting used to the cold.” 

      “They can sit in here if they want.” 

      She gives me an appreciative smile that makes her dimples deepen. “Thanks, but Posey wants to see the action.”

      As she says that, Donna Demonte-Sullivan’s voice rings out over the speaker. “And now we welcome our Grizzly Bears. First up…” 

      She introduces the lineup, Cade and Jed both being referred to as quarterback. Marla grows quiet. I’m sure she’s aware that in a small town like ours, there’s no need for two quarterbacks. One of them will play the majority of the games with the other only playing when we’re already winning or if the other is hurt. 

      Cade hasn’t been himself since Jed arrived. Jed’s been used more in practice, and I tried to explain to Cade that Jed needs to learn the plays, the passes, what the other players excel and don’t excel at. Those are all things Cade already knows from playing with this team for three years. But all he sees when he looks at Jed is his replacement. 

      Reese comes to the front window, all bundled up. “Hi, Mr. Greene.”

      “Hi, Reese. Can I get you something?” 

      She looks at the candy, but it’s clear—since she’s here without her friends—that she might not be here just for a refreshment before the game starts. Her vision strays to Marla, who is clapping for each boy being introduced, even though no one will hear her. 

      “This is Mrs. Greene, Jed’s mom,” I introduce them.

      Marla sets her attention on Reese with a small wave. “Nice to meet you, Reese.”

      “You too, Mrs. Greene,” she says and grabs a Snickers bar, leaving a dollar on the counter. “Thanks.” 

      Marla watches Reese walk away. “Is she okay?” 

      “She was Cade’s girlfriend until two weeks ago.”

      Marla’s shoulders sink. “Jed?” 

      I shake my head. “No. Not that I know of. She was looking at Jed the first day and Cade took it as interest and broke up with her. He can be impulsive at times.” 

      She sits on one of the stools. “Do you think it’s their age?” 

      “I hope so. I mean, Cade’s a good kid, but until Jed came here, Cade never had to deal with feeling threatened.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. It’s a life lesson for him. Cade… hell, after Laurie passed, all my kids sort of became this entire town’s kids. They baby them like I don’t have enough love to give them. And how can I blame them?” 

      “Maybe they feel like a mother’s love is irreplaceable.” 

      I nod. She’s right about that. Although I think I’ve done a pretty damn good job, they still lost their mother. “I suppose so, but I prefer the tough love approach. This is good for Cade.” 

      “It’s good for Jed too. As unmotherly as it sounds, I wouldn’t mind him being dropped down a peg or two, so he understands that he won’t always stand on top.”

      “So we won’t let this thing with our kids interfere with our friendship?” I ask. 

      Another winning smile creases her lips. All the memories of our senior year, when I hoped she’d pick me and not go back to Jeff, resurface. How much I didn’t want to cross that line, but at the same time, I did more than anything. Is it a coincidence that we’re here now, both single and able to cross that line without repercussions, or is it fate?

      But maybe I’m naïve to think there would be no repercussions. Would the kids understand? The town? I’m not so sure. 

      “Are we friends?” A blush tints her cheeks and her fingers fidget. 

      “We’ve always been friends.” 

      Her smile widens and a rush of happiness hits me. If I were the reason for that look on her face for the rest of my days, I’d die a happy man. Can two people really pick right up where they left off after so many years and so many experiences apart from one another? As suddenly as the happiness hit me, the guilt that I’m feeling this way about someone other than Laurie weighs me down. I push both feelings to the side for now to examine later.

      We run the concession stand like an art. Marla takes the orders and the money, and I fill them. The Sunrise Bay side is cheering nonstop because Jed really is one hell of a quarterback. At least it seems that way based on the five minutes I saw him play when I asked Marla if she minded if I stepped out. 

      Coach decided to play Cade one quarter, Jed the next, and so forth. They’re two completely different players. Cade runs the plays and he’s more patient, whereas Jed reads the field well, but he throws the ball away more often because of his lack of patience for the play to pan out. Cade stands on the sidelines, his shoulders stiff, his lips a straight line. It’s hard to watch your kids learn a lesson, but it’s better for him in the long run. 

      In the end, the Sunrise Bay Bears win thirty-six to twenty-two with both quarterbacks responsible for an equal amount of touchdowns.

      “So are you going straight home after this?” Marla asks. “Do people still head to The Hideout?”

      I laugh. “I think the kids head over to Pizza Barn now. Did you guys eat dinner? We could all go.” 

      Her lips twist as she thinks it over. 

      “It’s pizza, Marla.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Sure. Let’s do it.”

      I do my best not to think about “doing it” with Marla, but that proves impossible.
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      “You know, Xavier’s got quite an arm.” Ned Turner clasps my shoulder as I wait for a table to clear out. “He was playing on the side of the bleachers with a few boys and it was quite impressive.” 

      “Thanks. I guess that’s the benefit of having two older brothers who play.” 

      “Definitely, and this whole Cade versus Jed thing will turn in your favor.” He winks. “I know it.” 

      Sometimes I hate small towns. As if I’d be hung up on this and stay up at night, worrying if my son is going to play quarterback his senior year. There are so many more important things in life. “There’s room for both. They’re both talented.”

      “Oh, definitely.” He leans in close, and the smell of alcohol on his breath burns my nostril hairs. I love Ned, he’s our insurance guy in town, but he takes Friday night football way too seriously. “Between you and me, Cade’s better.” 

      Marla walks in with her kids, and Ned turns toward her. 

      “Marla Greene!” He opens his arms.

      Posey grabs her mom’s hand and pulls her back, not allowing her to welcome a hug from Ned. I snicker.

      Marla gives him a wave. “Hi Ned. Good to see you.” 

      “We’ll have to catch up sometime. And be sure to come see me if you need insurance.” He grabs his business card out of his jacket pocket and presents it to Marla as though it’s a black Amex. “Call me.” 

      She shoves it into her purse. “Sure thing. Thanks.” 

      “I mean, I’m sure Jeff used to handle it, but—”

      Marla raises her hand. “Thanks, Ned.”

      He takes the hint and walks away, finding someone else to talk to.

      Marla does a quick round of introductions before she says, “I’m starving.”

      “I’m finally warming up. I couldn’t feel my fingers,” Mandi says. 

      “I see a girl from science class. Can I go over there?” Nikki asks. 

      “Sure,” Marla tells her.

      “My kids are in the game section. Want to play?” I pull some dollar bills out of my back pocket. 

      “You sure do know how to win a girl over,” Posey says with her hand out.

      “Pos, I have money.” Marla digs in her purse, but I put five singles in Posey’s hand and look at Mandi. 

      “Fine,” she says, and I hand her five too.

      “I’ll pay you back,” Marla says. 

      I wave her off and head to a table in the back big enough for all of us but far enough from the football team. 

      “Thanks.” She takes off her jacket, and I’m rewarded with the sight of a sweater that’s snug around her breasts. She peruses the restaurant and sits down across from me. “So is this place new?”

      “Newer. Built after you guys left.” 

      It’s an old barn that was converted into a pizza place. Everyone loves it, and it’s so big it easily handles a lot of people, especially on Friday nights.

      “It’s huge.” She looks around, giving me the opportunity to really look at her without her knowing.

      A waitress comes by, and after much discussion about what every kid eats, we order pizzas. 

      “Wine or beer?” I ask Marla.

      “I’ll just have beer.”

      “A pitcher then,” I tell the waitress. 

      She leaves, and my eyes linger on the team table. Cade’s not even socializing, and Jed is being the life of the damn party. Cade’s gotta snap out of this. 

      Marla follows my line of vision and huffs before turning around. “I think Jeff taught him he always has to be on. Like he can’t relax and just be himself. I try to tell him to tame it down a little, that people will like him for him, but you remember Jeff.”

      The one thing I hate about this situation is Jeff is always a topic of conversation. Will this be how it is if something were to happen between us? I have to be okay with that because he’s their dad regardless. 

      “What are the plans between you two? Are you here permanently?”

      The waitress comes over, dropping off the pitcher, and I pour our beers. 

      She leans back, crosses her legs, and takes a sip. “Jeff won’t leave Arizona. His business is there. He tried to keep me there, but in the end, I said I couldn’t do it anymore. We lived in a town where I was constantly reminded of his affairs. My friends who, let’s admit it, probably weren’t really my friends, looked at me with pity afterward. Other people would give me advice like ‘sleep with the pool boy’ or ‘hire the best lawyer and hit him where it hurts.’ But I just wanted to move on with my life. So I told Jeff he didn’t have a choice, and since he doesn’t have time to raise our kids, he eventually agreed and signed papers for me to move the kids.”

      “And will he come and visit?”

      She shrugs. “You know Jeff. Work and money are at the top of his list of priorities.” She puts up her hand. “Then probably his new girl.” She lowers her hand. “Jed’s here.” She lowers it more. “Then the girls.”

      “Whoa, the girls are lower than Jed?”

      She laughs. “Yep. He says it’s just because he has more in common with a son, but they’re not blind. I guess I’m not really sure what the future will bring or how much he’ll be involved. Once Jed finishes football, I can almost see Jeff disappearing.” She frowns, sadness filling her eyes.

      Fuck, that’s sad. Jeff’s an asshole, but these are his kids. I would’ve followed an ex to the ends of the earth if she was taking my kids somewhere. Jeff and I might’ve been cut from the same cloth, but we couldn’t be more different in shape.
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      Marla

      

      Finally a night to myself. I left Jed and Nikki in charge of the kids, and I’m sitting at the coffee shop, The Grind, in downtown Sunrise Bay, looking up jobs. Although I get child support and alimony, I need extra income in order to move out of my parents’ house. Plus, I want to show my kids that Mom can stand on her own two feet. 

      A knock on the window startles me, and I turn to find none other than Hank Greene’s smiling face. 

      It’s been two weeks since we’ve had to interact. Both football games since then were away, and we seem to be on opposite schedules, him not attending the one I went to and vice versa.

      He walks in, and the barista waves as though they’re familiar with one another. 

      “Hey.” Hank takes off his Greene & Sons hat—the company he took over from his father. “Can I sit?”

      I shut my laptop. “Sure.”

      “Want a refill?” He points at my cup. 

      “No, I’ve had enough caffeine.”

      “How about one to go? It’s a great night. Wondered if we could go for a walk?” He sits on the edge of the chair next to me without taking off his coat. 

      “It’s cold outside.”

      He laughs and nods. “True, but the coffee will keep you warm.”

      I playfully narrow my eyes and put up my finger. “Okay, you have once around the block.” 

      His knuckles tap on the table and he stands before going over to the barista, who talks to him about his kids and what they’re up to. She’s older but not as old as us. The ease of their conversation says they know one another outside of customer and server. 

      Once he pays for our coffees and brings them back, I shrug on my coat, hat, scarf, and gloves. I pick up my laptop bag to swing it crosswise over my body, but Hank grabs the strap. 

      “We can keep that here. You can trust Zoe.” He steps over and Zoe takes the bag from his hands before storing it behind the counter. He chuckles when he registers my expression. “Promise it’s safe.” He makes a cross over his heart.

      Marla, you’re not in Arizona anymore.

      The bell rings as we exit. A few loose flurries fall from the sky, the streetlight making them glow. 

      “So how do you know Zoe?” I ask. 

      “Is that jealousy I hear?” His tone is playful, but he’s not completely wrong. 

      “No. Just curious.”

      “I own The Grind. Well, I mean, it was Laurie’s and after she died, I didn’t want to sell it even though I know nothing about running a coffee shop. Zoe is the manager and handles most of the operations. Last year she invested, so she owns twenty-five percent. Eventually I’ll have her buy me out.”

      One thing I always admired about Hank was the way he never held anything back. His life was always open for inspection and he’d answer every question honestly. It’s an admirable trait. 

      “Why? Maybe one of your kids will want it.”

      He shakes his head. “Laurie and I always agreed that the kids had to make their own way. I don’t want any of them to feel an obligation to take over one of our businesses or think that maybe Laurie would’ve wanted that for them. Does that make sense?”

      “Yeah.” I really admire how well Hank is raising his kids on his own. I could stand to take a lesson from him.

      He sips his coffee. “So what were you doing in there?” 

      I groan, taking my own sip of coffee to delay the embarrassing admission that I need a job and have zero qualifications. “Looking for a job.”

      “What are you looking to do?” 

      We turn by the bay, where the shallow water is beginning to freeze. I can’t see the mountains in the distance in the dark, but I know they’re there. He leads us onto the walking path.

      “More like what can I do? I’ve been a stay-at-home mom for the past eighteen years. Before then, I had limited work experience after I graduated college.” 

      “What did you get your degree in?” 

      “I never graduated. Once Jeff finished, he convinced me that he had us under control and my time was best spent making a home.” The weight of disappointment in myself settles on my shoulders.

      “And you enjoyed that?” 

      “Honestly?”

      He stops and nods, looking at me over the rim of his cup as he sips his coffee. 

      “I did. I loved raising our kids. Being room mother, going on field trips, volunteering, having playdates. Some of the best times with my kids happen when we’re in the car on the way somewhere. It’s where they always asked me questions and we’d have real conversations, you know? I’d never take that back, but maybe I should’ve had more balance. Why did I just drop all my own hopes and dreams? Sometimes I think my girls look at me and think, ‘I don’t want to become her.’”

      His shoulder bumps mine. “You’re being way too hard on yourself.” 

      “Am I? Because I remember feeling that way about my mom at one point. I thought she didn’t have any ambition. And then I turn into her. Now the man who promised he’d take care of me just threw me out and I’m dropping the kids off while wearing a stained sweatshirt and my dad’s flannel pants.” I find a park bench and sit. 

      Hank follows, his large body stretching out beside me. 

      “How did I get here and how on Earth do I pick myself up?” I mumble before tears sting my eyes, threatening to fall. It will be the lowest of lows for me if I lose it in front of Hank.

      “Everyone has regrets, but the great thing about life is that it’s never too late to change what you don’t like. You can pivot and go down a different path.”

      I glance at him. “There’s this pesky thing called qualifications that you need to get a job.” 

      “I’m looking for an assistant. Want to apply?” 

      I laugh. “So I can lose a finger or two? No thanks.”

      “Hey now, there you go underestimating yourself. It’d probably be the whole hand.” 

      I laugh again, and my head falls to his shoulder in a “thank you for making me not feel like a total loser here” gesture. His arm locks around my body to keep me there, then his lips press to the top of my head. He smells nice, like fresh air with a hint of fire.

      I’m not sure if there’s more to him offering me comfort than just being a friendly shoulder to cry on—literally—but something stirs deep in my belly.

      “There are lots of options. Think about something you really love to do,” he whispers. “And if all else fails, I’ll hire you. But I will warn you, there’s a required uniform that involves short skirts and heels.”

      I swat his stomach and his chest vibrates with a chuckle. I wind myself out of his hold because we’re dangerously close to crossing a line I’m not sure either one of us thinks we should. Our gazes lock once there’s room between us, the glow of the light above the bench shining down on his face. A face that’s older and world-wearier than I last saw it in my youth, but no less handsome.

      “Will you go on a date with me?” he asks before I get out the words that we’re looking for trouble. His hand moves up and cradles my cheek.

      I lean into his touch. “I—”

      “I know what you’re afraid of. The same thing you were in high school—that this town will cast you as the bad guy. The woman who went from cousin to cousin. But I don’t care. I let this opportunity slip away from me once and I won’t do it again. To hell with this town and their gossip and judgments.”

      “Easy for you to say.” I slide out of his hold and stand, tossing my coffee into the trash receptacle on the other side of the path. 

      “It won’t be easy for either of us. I have a dead wife I loved. I grieved for her in plain sight. If we start things, I’m not naïve enough not to know what people will think.”

      “This town loves you.”

      “They’d question whether I ever truly loved Laurie. I know it, and it scares me that my kids might hear that kinda bullshit because I did truly love Laurie with every fiber of my being. I don’t necessarily believe in soul mates or being fated to one person, but I do believe in listening to my gut. And my gut tells me there’s still something between us worth exploring. It fucking sucks that my wife died and your husband ended up being a cheating asshole. If Laurie hadn’t passed, your return would be nothing more than a friend coming back into my life. But that’s not the situation. The fact is that I’m a single man and you’re a single woman.” He breaks the distance and both his hands cradle my cheeks, turning my face upward to look into his eyes. “I like you and I want to explore whatever this is with you. Let’s start with a date. Just a date.”

      His hazel eyes are so earnest and endearing, there’s no chance of me not agreeing. 

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      His smile could light up the Las Vegas Strip with its wattage. “Good. I’ll pick you up Saturday at six.”

      “Okay.”

      We walk around the bay and back toward downtown. 

      “I have some stipulations about the date.”

      “You do, do you,” I say with a smile. 

      “No talking about spouses. This is just for us to get reacquainted with one another.”

      A night where the name Jeff doesn’t leave my lips. “Sounds good to me. What else?”

      “No sleeping together. I’m not easy and don’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

      I laugh and lean into him. “Well, jeez, I was planning to drop under the table and give you a blow job. I guess that’s not happening now.”

      He holds up his hands. “I strike my last comment from the record. Maybe we can negotiate different terms.”

      “No way, you already laid down the law, Hank Greene. I wouldn’t want to compromise your morals.”

      He chuckles and stops me right before we near The Grind. He presses my back to a brick wall, and I can’t help but glance around to see if anyone else sees us. 

      “One more rule.” He places his finger to my lips. “Leave it all at home. Just have a night for Marla McAlister-Greene, okay?”

      It’s a tall order, but I hope I can pull it off. “All right.”

      “You’re not the best negotiator. Maybe stay away from that field of employment.” He backs away and opens the door of The Grind.

      I smile at Hank and walk through the door to find a member of the gossip brigade eyeing us as Zoe prepares his coffee. His eyes zero in between us, presumably to see if we’re holding hands. 

      “They’re still around, huh?”

      Hank catches his eye. “Hey, Earl.” 

      The guy nods his hello. 

      Hank leans in close to me. “Alive and kicking. They’re on to us, just so you know. This will be reported to the others and a full investigation might be launched.” 

      I laugh as Hank reaches over the counter to retrieve my bag, then he secures it over my shoulder. “I forgot what a gentleman you were.”

      “I forgot how great it feels to have someone to be a gentleman with.”

      Warmth fills my veins, and as though I have the power to see the future, a feeling comes over me that I’ve never felt before, not even with Jeff. As though I’m right where I should be. As though I was meant to be in this moment at this time in my life. A serenity calms my anxiety for the first time since I’ve been back. 

      He puts his arm out as an offering. “Now let me see you home.” 

      I slide my arm through. “Well, thank you, sir.” 

      We leave The Grind, and as the snow spins through the air, falling to the ground, I find myself falling too.
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      Hank

      

      “You can’t go out with her,” Cade says. “She’s your cousin.”

      I button up my shirt. “No, she married my cousin. And they’re divorced, so she’s not related to us anymore.”

      “Dad! Are you trying to make us outcasts?” Cade stands in the doorway, watching me. He didn’t play last night as quarterback. Instead the coach tried him out as tight end. 

      “You’re not going to be outcasts. You’ve all lived here your entire lives.”

      “The guys are gonna razz me about kissing cousins or some crap like that. Hell, Xavier is already getting it because he hangs out with Mandi now. People are saying they’ll have babies with three heads.”

      “Are you telling me Xavier wants to date Mandi?” I grab my wallet and keys.

      “No. Gross. Are you listening to me?” Cade puts his arms on either side of my bedroom door as though he’s going to stop me. “It’s bad enough people are all high-fiving Jed now and he’s got all the girls’ attention at school. This is only gonna make it worse for me.”

      “You’ll play the next game. Stop worrying.” I wait for him to get out of my way. 

      “Dad, you can’t leave.” Chevelle winds through her brother’s legs and secures herself to my legs, holding tight. 

      “Cade is going to watch you tonight. He said you get your game of choice.” I look at Cade with pleading eyes. 

      He sighs and nods. Mostly because Chevelle loves to play card games and she’s kind of a card shark who never gets enough. God help me if she ever discovers poker and plays for real money.

      “Really?” She looks at Cade.

      He sighs. “Adam was looking for you,” he lies and we both know it. 

      “What does he want?” she asks.

      “He said he can beat you at rummy. Go school him.” Cade steps out of the way.

      Chevelle runs out, me following before Cade can cage me in again. 

      “Dad, please, think about how this is going to affect me.” He follows me down the stairs.

      I grab my jacket from the front hallway closet. “Believe me, no one will even know we went on a date. I’m taking her to Anchorage.” 

      That relaxes his shoulders a bit. 

      “But I’m gonna be honest with you,” I say.

      Adam runs down with Chevelle right behind him. “I never said that. Stop following me. Dad!” 

      “I like her. I asked her on a date because I want to get to know her again. So you might want to start getting used to the idea that I might have a…” I pause when the word girlfriend comes to mind. It makes us sound young and inexperienced. 

      “A what, Dad?” Chevelle asks.

      Adam stares at me too. 

      “A new mom.” Cade looks at his sister. “Aunt Marla is going to be your new mother.”

      He rushes up the stairs while Chevelle’s mouth falls open. “Who will be my mom? I don’t want a new mom.” She kicks me in the shin and follows her brother. 

      “I like her. She seems nice,” Adam says with a shrug and heads into the kitchen. 

      I take a deep breath before leaving the house. I’ll need to talk to the kids about me dating. Because although I’ve been alone for the five years since Laurie passed away, it’s time that I get back out there, whether it’s Marla or not. They need to get used to the idea that I might have someone special in my life.

      “Cade, you’re responsible!” A door slams and I escape the house into the quietness of my truck. 

      On the way to Marla’s, I can’t help feeling as though I’m biting off more than I can chew. Maybe Cade’s right. Maybe my time to make something happen with Marla has passed. I can’t resurrect the us from high school. Maybe those two vines weren’t ever meant to wrap around one another and become one.

      If only I could stop the gut feeling that says this is right and our time is now. It’s what I trusted when I asked Laurie to marry me. I trusted that gut feeling after she died, and again when I took over my dad’s business. It can’t be steering me wrong now. 

      Pulling into Marla’s driveway, I find Posey sitting on the stairs up to their front door. I park and climb out of the truck. “Hey, Posey.” 

      She pats the spot next to her, so I sit, holding back my smile. “Mom says you two are going to dinner?”

      I nod. “Yeah, we are.”

      “Without any kids.” Her small eyebrows rise up into her hairline.

      “Sometimes adults need adult time.”

      “Uh-huh. My daddy used to take my mom on date nights. Is that what this is?”

      How come I think Jeff only did it when he did something wrong or felt guilty for sleeping with someone else? “It is.”

      “You like my mommy?” She turns to me and crosses her arms. 

      “I do.”

      She nods as if that pleases her. “She smiles a lot around you.”

      “I’m glad. I smile a lot around her too.”

      She narrows her eyes ever so slightly. “I think she likes you.”

      “Even better.” 

      She stands and steps up one stair so she’s eye level with me. Her long red hair is half pulled back with a few pieces escaping. Her finger juts out as she points at me. “You better not hurt her.” 

      I hold up my hands. “I promise.”

      “My daddy hurt her.”

      I frown. “I know.”

      “Okay.” She rushes up the steps and opens up the door. “Now you ring the doorbell so we can answer, and you can wait for her to make her entrance.”

      Before she has a chance to shut the door, I put up my finger. “How old are you again?”

      “Age is just a number,” she says, points at the doorbell, and closes the door quietly.

      At least one of Marla’s kids isn’t going to give her trouble. 

      I ring the doorbell, and no one answers. Through the side window, I see Posey on the couch six feet away. I ring again and the blonde daughter, Nikki, answers the door. 

      “Can you not hear that?” she says to Posey on the couch. “Oh. You.” She leaves the door open and walks away. “She’s still getting ready.” 

      “Thanks.” 

      Nikki leaves the room, blowing on her nails, and Jed walks in through the back door, a sweaty mess. 

      He nods to me. “What’s up?”

      “You working out?”

      Two more large bodies follow him. Derek and Lincoln from the football team. Guys who are usually found hanging around my place. I blow out a breath. 

      “Mr. Greene!” Derek says, putting up his hand for a high five.

      “Derek. Lincoln.” I nod at them both and give Derek the high five he’s looking for.

      “Jed’s got a killer gym in the garage out back. Better than the school’s. We were just working out.” Lincoln thumbs in the direction of outside. 

      “Nice. Hope it will help. You boys really needed a win yesterday.” I mentally reprimand myself for resorting to adolescent passive-aggressive bullshit because Jed was the quarterback at last night’s game when they lost.

      Although the loss wasn’t completely his fault, he helped it by throwing two interceptions, one that resulted in a pick six. But I’m the grown-up here and need to act like one.

      “We still have state in the bag,” Jed says. 

      I nod, biting my tongue. 

      “Next week we play Lake Starlight!” Derek rubs his hands together. “I can’t wait to crush them.”

      “Let’s just be happy they don’t have Liam Kelly anymore,” Lincoln says.

      “Truth,” Derek says.

      Jed can’t bring much to the conversation since he’s new to town. I’m about to fill him in about Liam Kelly when Marla comes into the room. She’s wearing dark pants, high boots, a short black sweater, and a coat swung over her arm. She’s gorgeous. Especially with her strawberry-blonde hair down and curled. 

      “Hey,” I say, standing.

      The three boys stand there looking from Marla to me.

      “You’re going out with Jed’s mom?” Lincoln asks with wide eyes.

      Shit. I guess my date with Marla won’t be as on the down-low as I’d hoped. Sorry, Cade. 

      I ignore them and break the distance to her. “Ready?”

      “Yeah.” She takes the lead, grabbing her purse from by the door. “Nikki is in charge, okay?”

      Jed is still speechless. I guess Marla didn’t tell him about the date. She hugs Posey, then we’re outside with three teenage boys gawking at us through the living room window. 

      “I’ve never been able to get a room full of teenage boys not to say a word.” I open the truck door and she climbs in as though she’s used to pick-up trucks and not fancy sports cars that take corners on a dime.

      “I didn’t tell Jed. He mentioned going out, so I thought he’d already be gone. Or out in the garage. I wanted to just enjoy this evening and save having to listen to his thoughts about it until after our date.”

      I round the front of the truck and slide in beside her. My keys hover by the ignition. “You look stunning, by the way. I might have to rethink my stance of not sleeping with anyone on the first date.”

      She laughs so hard, her head falls back to the headrest. “Sorry, I’ve been repeating the rules to myself all week so I don’t break any.” 

      I start the truck. “Let’s get out of Sunrise Bay and head somewhere we aren’t considered cousins.” 

      “Sounds great to me.” 

      On the drive, we make conversation, mostly about the weather and football. Easy topics. 

      I park in the lot of the cooking school. “I couldn’t stand the idea of us in a stuffy restaurant or watching a movie. This place has a cook-off. Couples each make a meal and the owner judges.”

      She giggles. “And what do we win?”

      “I think a coupon to come back. It’s more about the experience.” 

      She nods. “Awesome. Let’s go win a coupon.” 

      Her hand goes for the door, but I stop her with my hand on her arm closest to me. “Hold on.” 

      I climb out of my truck and head to her side, where I open the passenger door and offer my hand. The softness of her palm spurs me to think of what it would feel like to have it wrapped around another part of my body. I feel like a thirteen-year-old again, not a man in his early forties. Jesus. 

      We walk into the cooking school hand in hand, and we’re the youngest couple by probably twenty years. 

      “I think we’ve got some ringers here,” I whisper. 

      “Might as well forget the coupon.” She glances at her watch. “Isn’t it past their bedtime?”

      We share a laugh that disrupts the other couples, and all their eyes land on us. Marla slides to my side, almost hiding behind me. 

      “Hank and Marla, right?” Kat, the woman in charge, asks. I talked to her on the phone about getting a spot for tonight. It’s been a while since I’ve done anything like this.

      “That’s us,” I say. As weird as it might be, I love referring to Marla and myself as us. 

      “Great, let’s get some aprons on you both and get started. The menu is at your station.” She hands us two aprons.

      I tie Marla’s in the back, and she ties mine. We wash our hands and listen to Kat go through the directions. When she finishes, I’m put in charge of cutting vegetables.

      “Do you cook a lot?” I ask Marla as she puts together a marinade. 

      “I cooked, but I’m not a cook. I’d always try these elaborate recipes”—she whisks away—“and we’d end up throwing most of it out.”

      “When L—” 

      She points at me.

      I laugh because I almost mentioned Laurie’s name. “I live and die by the Crock-Pot.” 

      “I never was prepared enough. I’m a ‘go to the grocery store an hour before I have to cook’ kind of person.” 

      “Mom brings things over sometimes, but she’s got this new friend now, so I don’t see her as much as I used to.”

      She puts the meat in the marinade, washes her hands, then puts a plastic wrap over the dish and places it in the fridge. “How is your mom?”

      “She’s fine, and if you run into her, I’m sure she’ll be bragging about me. I’ve already gotten the third degree from her about your return.”

      “What can I say? Mothers love me. Well, that’s not completely true.”

      “J—” I laugh as I almost mess up again by saying her ex-husband’s name. 

      “I’m thinking we should’ve made up some penalties if you mess up.” She leans forward, taunting me.

      If she was mine right now, I’d kiss her because she’s adorable when she’s playful. 

      “What would the penalty have been?” 

      “Hmm…” 

      She’s thinking about it, but Kat interrupts us before Marla can answer. She gives us directions on the next step. 

      “I’m not sure why I didn’t think of this before, but we might just win this thing with my salad dressing recipe.” Marla heads to the food area to grab lettuce for a salad.

      I continue chopping and wait for her to explain when she returns. I haven’t had this much fun since… well, I need to keep my own promise. As hard as it is, if I really want to move on, I need to push Laurie out of my mind, at least for tonight.
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      Marla

      

      How did I not think about this when Hank mentioned the cooking school? I grab vinegar, oil, and all the spices and herbs I’ll need. 

      When I return, Hank is chopping the lettuce. “Tell me about this salad dressing that will secure our victory.” 

      I glance around and pretend as though someone might be able to hear us and steal my recipe. “About two years ago, I went on this diet, and all the low-calorie salad dressings were awful. So I did some research and started making my own. The diet wore off, as they always do.”

      “They always do,” Hank says with a chuckle. 

      “But I continued to use them because at least they cut calories still and they tasted really good.”

      He places the lettuce into a bowl. “I can’t wait to taste it.”

      With that declaration, nerves consume me. Jeff liked my salad dressings and that’s saying something, but my mother-in-law always said they tasted homemade. I wanted to pull my hair out and say, “Because they are!” I mix the ingredients together and set the bowl in the fridge because I need it to chill as long as possible for the flavors to come out. At least the herbs are fresh, which will help the flavor come out faster. 

      Hank and I work side by side. He tells me about his dad and taking over the contracting business. I try to steer clear of talking about the kids because that leads to talking about Jeff. I can’t help but feel boring because unless he wants to know how to make homemade Play-Doh, I don’t have much else.

      “Do you feel like Sunrise Bay has changed at all?” he asks.

      “A little bit. I mean, it’s taken on a very different look. More modern.”

      He nods. “You should come to the town meeting next week. They’re talking about tearing down the old fishing wharf because Art Billings died last year. Before he died, the place was getting pretty run down, but no one has maintained it since he passed. My son’s friend’s dad wants to buy it and build it into a tourist attraction with boats that go out on the water. Then the fishing boats could use it too.”

      “Art Billings died?” He was a good man. He had no family to pass his company down to and I’d always hoped he’d find someone he trusted enough to sell it to, but I guess he didn’t.

      “Yeah, his health had been declining for years. But the whole town is torn on the issue. Cameron—that’s my son’s friend—his dad is really pushing hard though. I think we can all agree that an increase in tourism comes with both the good and the bad.”

      “That’s true. You think of the money it can generate for the town’s businesses, but I’m sure our small-town feel will suffer at the same time.”

      “That’s why you should vote. You are a resident again.” 

      “Technically, I’m not. I’m living with my parents.” 

      “Did you change your license to an Alaskan one?” 

      “Yes.”

      “Then you are. Come on. We’ll go together. Really get this town talking.” He winks.

      “I’ll go, but maybe we shouldn’t walk in together. We could pretend both of us being there is a coincidence.” 

      He smirks and shakes his head, placing the meat on the small griddle we were given. I can’t tell if he’s happy or disappointed. “Deal.” 

      Kat tells us all that we have fifteen minutes until we have to present our meal. I can’t believe how fast time flew by. I run to the fridge and grab our salad and dressing. Hank prepares the vegetables and the meat while I do the salad, waiting until only a minute until the bell goes off before I put the dressing on, so it doesn’t make the lettuce soggy. 

      The buzzer goes off, and Hank grabs me and wraps me up in a hug. 

      “Great job, partner,” he says in my ear.

      “Thanks.” I’m taken aback by his show of affection, but the longer I remain in his arms, the more I realize that I feel safe. Being this close to him makes me happy. 

      The entire time we were preparing the meal, I kept wishing I could kiss him. I wonder how he kisses, if he’ll be slow or urgent. Will the tension release and we’ll claw at one another until we’re satisfied, or will we be slow and savor each other? 

      After we separate, Kat comes by and tastes our food. She takes a bite of the salad and points. “Love this dressing.” 

      I smile wide at her. “Thanks.”

      “You went out on your own, huh?”

      “I did.” 

      Hank sidles up next to me, his hand resting on my hip as though we’re a real couple. One who will be going home and sharing a bed tonight. 

      “And my guess is this strong guy cooked the steak?”

      “I did,” Hank says, and his hand squeezes my side. 

      I find myself sinking into his solid weight. The physical nature of his job has made sure those muscles he used to have under his T-shirts in high school are still there.

      “Nice. You two did great.” Kat sounds surprised, as though she thought we were failures from the minute we walked in. 

      As she goes to the next table, Hank takes a fork and stabs the salad. He chews and swallows, eyes widening. “Damn, that’s good, and I’m not a salad guy.”

      “Not a lot of Alaskans are.”

      He mocks offense. “Don’t stereotype your new home.” 

      “I’m just saying.” I shrug with a smile. Jeez, I can’t seem to stop smiling around him.

      He points at the salad with his fork before stabbing another forkful. “This is what you should be doing.”

      “What?”

      “Make salad dressings and sell them.” 

      I laugh. “You’re insane.”

      He continues to eat the salad, and I pick up a fork to eat it as well. It is good, but how would I ever start anything like that? There have got to be so many rules and regulations with food.

      “I see your mind whirling at the possibilities,” he says softly. Then he takes the bowl of lettuce with the tongs and stops at the first table beside us. “Try this and tell us your opinion.”

      They look at him skeptically, but they taste it and smile and nod as though they’re in agreement. 

      Hank goes around the room, and my cheeks heat the more praise I get. It wasn’t even chilled long enough. 

      He returns with an empty bowl. “Now I’m going to need you to whip up a batch for my own private use. The doctor said I need more greens.” He pats his flat stomach. 

      A weird rush comes over me, and it takes me a minute to realize what it is. No one except maybe my parents have ever believed in me like this. I step up to him and rise on my tiptoes, my lips pressing to his.

      At first he freezes and doesn’t move. I shift to fall back on my heels, but his arm swings around my waist and he keeps me plastered to his body. His tongue slides in and I melt into his hold when it glides against mine. Forgetting where we are, I moan into his mouth and he groans, his hand falling to the back of my head. 

      Clapping commences around us. I tear my lips from his, turning my head to look away from everyone and pressing my cheek to Hank’s chest. 

      “Sorry, folks, we’re new to this dating thing.” Hank puts up one hand.

      Someone in the room refers to young love. I giggle because we almost have adult children. 

      “Never let the romance die,” one man says. 

      “Gotta keep that sexual energy alive and kicking,” a woman says. 

      As more comments roll around, I grip Hank to shield me from my embarrassment. He doesn’t seem to mind, wrapping his arms around me. I forgot how nice it felt to be part of a couple. 
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      The next Friday, I’m in the bleachers with a blanket over my lap and Posey at my side. Mandi and Nikki claim their blood hasn’t thickened enough yet, and since it’s only growing colder, they opted to stay home. We’re playing Lake Starlight High School, who I guess Sunrise Bay beat last year at state. It’s a big deal and is all Jed talked about this week. 

      “Go, Jed!” Posey screams, although there’s no way he heard her over the cheerleaders on the track. 

      “Hank!” someone in the crowd says.

      My gaze can’t help but seek him out. He’s at the fence, talking to whoever must have called to him. His youngest, Chevelle, is at his side. Adam and Xavier are throwing a football back and forth behind him. 

      Other than us meeting again at The Grind on Wednesday, I haven’t seen him. But he did text me and ask if I wanted to do pizza tonight again after the game. Another night with just the two of us would be nice but it’s not to be. With my parents not being here, I have no babysitter. 

      Hank shakes the guy’s hand and looks up in the stands. I try to act as though I don’t care, a game I would have played in high school. Good thing Posey wasn’t my wing-woman back then. 

      “Hank! Hank!” Posey raises her hand. 

      He smiles and walks to the set of stairs closest to us. My stomach feels as though there’s a little girl jumping on a trampoline in there. Every time he gets stopped by someone on his way to us, I want to scream. 

      After what feels like a lifetime, he’s at the edge of our bleacher. “May I?” 

      Posey slides over and I slide too, leaving enough room for him and Chevelle. Chevelle pulls coloring pages and markers out of her backpack. 

      She looks past me and her dad at Posey. “Do you want to color?”

      “Sure.” Posey throws the blanket off her lap, and the two girls go farther down the bleacher to spread out more. 

      “How was your week?” Hank asks, his knuckles running along the side of my thigh where no one will see. 

      “It was okay. My kids are officially done with salad and dressings.”

      Ever since we went to the cooking showdown, I’ve been trying to master the recipes, replicate them, and figure out a way to do something more with them. 

      “Bring them to my place. Though my boys are kind of meat-and-potato guys. Chevelle loves salad though.”

      I smile at him. “I’ll bring some over this week.”

      “Great.” Hank winks.

      There goes my stomach again. “Did you want some blanket?” 

      “Hey now, I’m a man. I don’t need a blanket.” He chuckles but takes the edge and slides it over his lap.

      A huge roar erupts in the crowd, but I missed the play. 

      Hank leans toward me. “There are more pluses to having a blanket over you other than warmth.” His large hand covers my thigh under the thick material.

      I swear I might pass out from the exhilaration of having his hand on me. Has it really been so long since I’ve felt sexual arousal that a hand on my thigh threatens to send me over the edge? I lick my lips and find him staring at them. 

      One of Chevelle’s friends comes over and asks if she wants to go play with the other kids down where Adam and Xavier are. 

      “Sure.” Chevelle stands.

      Posey stares at her coloring page, looking sad. 

      Chevelle stops after a couple of stairs. “Aren’t you coming?” 

      Posey’s face lights up and she looks at me for permission. 

      “Just stay with Chevelle, okay?”

      “Okay.” Posey scrambles to her feet, almost tripping, and leaves side by side with Chevelle and her friend. 

      “That was nice,” I say.

      He squeezes my thigh. “Want to go grab some hot chocolate?” 

      “Aren’t we supposed to watch our kids?” 

      His hand falls in mine and he tugs. “Come on. How often are all of our kids distracted?”

      He’s so right. We don’t hold hands as we walk down the bleacher stairs, but his knuckles brush mine more than once. There’s something to be said about trying to remain a secret. 

      He buys me a hot chocolate then nods toward the rear of the bleachers. “I know a short cut,” he says with a devilish smile. 

      “You do, huh?” I follow him. 

      I’m not surprised there’s no shortcut behind the equipment shed, but there’s a secret little place no one can see. He takes my hot chocolate and puts it on the ground beside his. 

      “You think just because you got me behind a shed I’m going to make out with you?” I feign indignation. 

      He moves in front of me and backs me up until my back hits the woodshed, his fingers weaving through my hair. “I’m resorting to horny seventeen-year-old tactics because there is no way I was going to go that entire game without kissing you.”

      “I don’t remember being asked.”

      His lips stop right before touching mine. “Make my year and allow me to kiss you, Marla?”

      I nod, and he tentatively places his lips to mine. The minute his tongue glides along the seam, it’s game over. I wrap my legs around his waist, and he presses me back firmer. He feels so good. My body alive and demanding more. He nips at my bottom lip and I pant as his mouth lowers, his thumb running down the front of my throat. 

      “Fuck, this is trouble.” His voice is gravelly, and my core clenches.

      “I know.” I pant for a breath because my body went into inferno territory from one kiss. 

      Two kids holding hands walk around the shed and startle when they see us. We break apart and they scurry off. 

      “I guess this is a popular place,” I say.

      He kisses me one more time without tongue. “Go out with me again?” 

      Did he really think it was a question I would say no to?

      “Only if you promise to kiss me like that again.”

      His deep chuckle promises to send me to the edge of my sanity with need. I can’t wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Marla 

      

      We pull up to Glacier Point Resort in Lake Starlight and my stomach grows giddy over having an entire night alone with Hank. Part of me feels as though our relationship is skyrocketing into space with the speed of a space shuttle, and another part of me feels as though we’ve been together forever.

      For the past month, we’ve met at The Grind on Monday nights. We’re not affectionate in public, and since he owns the place, it’s not uncommon to find him there. I think that helps with the gossip. Hank comes to dinner at our house on Tuesdays, though Jed always says he has to work out. I go to his house with Posey and Mandi on Thursdays, where Cade hardly looks me in the eye. Hank surprised me after the last football game, telling me his mom would watch all the kids at her house for the night. Jed and Cade opted to stay on their own at their respective houses though. I’ve yet to talk to Hank about my concerns for those two. 

      A valet opens the passenger door of the truck, and I step out and wait for Hank to join me. We walk through the rotating doors and find the lobby packed with people. 

      “I’m going to check-in.” Hank kisses my cheek and walks over to the reception area. 

      I take in my surroundings. The chandeliers, the bustle of life with laughter and smiles and cheer. Everyone looks as though they’re having the time of their lives. I kind of feel that way too. I let my vision linger on Hank, who’s looking right at me. We share a smile. It’s been so long since I remember feeling so hopeful about my future. 

      After Jeff left, I imagined my life would be put on hold until the kids all grew up. What man would want a woman raising four children? But with Hank, I can’t help but think… maybe. Marrying a man like Hank would be so different from my first marriage. Better for sure. 

      “Ready?” he asks, coming back to me. His hand slides into mine. “They’re bringing our luggage to our room.” 

      “Great.” 

      We take the elevators up to the fourth floor and walk down the empty hallway to our room. I think we’re both unsure how this will go. Other than kissing and some feeling-over-the-clothes make-out sessions, we haven’t done much about the sexual part of our relationship. 

      He opens the door and I step into a lavish room with a perfect view of the mountains and a lake so clear I could probably see straight down to the bottom. I sense him drawing closer to me before his arms wrap around my waist and he tugs me back to his chest. “There’s no pressure.”

      I circle in his arms to face him. “I want to. I want this.” 

      He bends his chin down and kisses me. “Me too.” 

      “But…”

      He chuckles. “We’re both rusty.” He kisses me again. 

      A knock on the door interrupts us. Hank welcomes the bellboy in, tips him, then shuts and locks the door behind him. I sit on the edge of the bed with my palms on either side of my legs. 

      He stares at me until I look at him. “You need to relax.”

      “It’s been a while. Like even before I divorced.” 

      We’ve never really talked about whether Hank has slept with anyone since Laurie passed away, and I don’t want to ask outright. Rusty could mean two months by some people’s perspective. 

      “Do you want me to do a striptease?” His fingers go to the buttons on his shirt, and he wiggles his hips from side to side as he unbuttons it. He takes it off, leaving him in a T-shirt and jeans. 

      I laugh, but he continues sauntering my way, teasing me as he raises the hem of his T-shirt and lowers it back down. His hands slide between my inner thighs and he steps between my parted legs. 

      “If it makes you feel better, you’re my first after Laurie.”

      My heart trips over a few beats. “Really?”

      He shrugs. “I never liked anyone enough to put myself in a sticky situation. You do know the only way not to get pregnant is abstinence.” He uses a teacher tone.

      I giggle. “Are you suggesting you’re okay if I get pregnant?”

      “I like you enough not to care about any repercussions. I just want in your pants.”

      “Can you be serious for a minute?”

      He leans into me until my back hits the mattress and he’s hovering over me. “Can I kiss you?” 

      I swat his chest. “You know you don’t have to ask me that.”

      His lips meet mine and I slide my arms around his neck. The weight of his body falls over mine and we both slide to get higher up on the bed. His thigh nudges my legs apart and he grinds into my core. I move my arms to reach under his T-shirt, but he grabs it by the back and tugs it over his neck, leaving his chest exposed for my viewing pleasure. 

      Forget milk, contractor work does a body good. Damn, he’s all rippled and smooth and flat. 

      “I love your body,” he says, his hand sliding up my sweater. 

      Nudging him off me, I get up on my knees. He lies down on his back, his fingers unbuttoning my jeans. He lowers my zipper, getting a glimpse of my panties. It’s hard to find a place to have a wax job without everyone knowing it, so I drove all the way to Anchorage in preparation for tonight. I pull off my sweater, leaving me in my white cami, sans bra. 

      “Stay right there, I’m getting some water to put out this fire.” He pretends to shift to get off the bed, but rises to his knees and kisses me, his hands molding to my breasts, tugging the fabric down so my breasts are exposed. 

      When he leans back to appraise his work, his eyes smolder and all that worrying I’ve been doing about this moment dissipates. This man wants me and feeling wanton is the biggest aphrodisiac there is. 

      He takes my legs out from under me and my back falls to the mattress only seconds before his mouth covers my nipple and sucks it. My fingers wind through the strands of his dark blond hair while my eyes fight to stay open despite the sensations rushing through my body. 

      I’m not sure I remember Jeff ever cherishing my body like Hank is. His mouth never stays in one place too long, as though he’s worried he’ll leave a part of my body untouched. I welcome the exploration because I fully intend on exploring his body over the next twelve hours too. 

      Somewhere between the kisses and touching and moaning, we shed each other’s clothes. I watch Hank get off the bed, heading to his overnight bag, and I’d like some of whatever he’s doing. His body is amazing for being in his forties, and his long thick length pointing north makes me tingle with just the thought of him inside me. 

      “What?” he asks, standing at the foot of the bed, rolling on a condom. “I figured better safe than sorry.”

      I rise up on my elbows. “I have an IUD.”

      “So off?”

      “Are you clean?” I can’t stop the smile spreading across my face. I’m barely able to swallow my laugh. We both know we’re clean. The first thing I did after Jeff told he’d been cheating was get tested. Not like we had been sleeping together anyway.

      He tears it off and tosses it into the trash can. “Bareback it is.”

      I open my legs wider, welcoming his hips. The tip of his dick pushes against my opening. 

      “You’re sure?” he asks.

      I nod. “Kiss me.” 

      He does, and his tongue licks the seam of my lips as his hard length slowly enters me. At first we’re all sensual movements, gliding, sliding like trained ballet dancers. But after he’s fully inside me, he stills and I lock my legs around his waist. After a few seconds, he moves, but his head dips to take my nipple into his mouth and his hands grab my ass.

      He thrusts instead of gliding into me. It’s incredible how fast he gets me right to the brink of my orgasm. I’m clenching my walls around him so hard to keep from coming that Hank is growling. I’ve never been so happy I practiced Kegel exercises after my babies. 

      Soon though, I lose all control and my hands can’t get enough of him. Words of praise drip from my mouth about how good he is, how I’ve never been this turned on, how badly I want to come. His only answer is to tell me how much he loves fucking me and how he’s dreamed of this moment since I arrived back in town. Sweat drips between our bodies and Hank looks down at me with so much emotion in his eyes, my orgasm waves the white flag. I come so hard, every muscle in my body tenses so that I’m gripping him like a fist. 

      A devilish smirk crosses Hank’s face and he relentlessly pumps into me before a few off-tempo thrusts and a loud groan. He falls on me, kissing me before rolling over and lying next to me. Shit, I’ve been missing that in my life for a long, long time.

      “I’ll be right back,” he says, still panting.

      He comes back with a washcloth, and after we’re both cleaned up, he opens the sheets and comforter for me to slip under. 

      “I think we deserve an afternoon nap,” he says. 

      I nuzzle into his chest, his fingers running along my back, and that same sensation wraps around me. That I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be. 
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      Three hours later, I wake up to the door clicking shut and I bolt up, finding the bed empty. I look around.

      Hank is wheeling in a room service tray. “Did you think I left you?” He chuckles. “I’m waiting for the encore.”

      Did I? No. I think I was just in such a deep sleep, I forgot where I was. I turn toward the clock, happy to see I didn’t sleep away too much of our date. 

      “Hungry?” he asks without me answering the previous question. He’s got on a pair of flannel pants and no shirt. 

      I bite my bottom lip at how delectable he looks. But my body must sense sustenance nearby because my stomach rumbles. “What did you get?” 

      “A little bit of everything,” he says, taking off the silver lids. There’s a hamburger, pasta, fries, fish, quesadillas.

      “Looks yummy.” I get out of the bed to grab some clothes, but before I get to my suitcase, he grabs me and kisses my neck, his erection nudging against my ass. 

      “I want you again,” he mumbles into my skin.

      I circle around and fall to my knees, then I pull down the waistband of his pants, freeing his cock. I grip the base and run my tongue along the length, my eyes on his the entire time. 

      His hand falls to the back of my head and his eyes grow more heated as I open my mouth over the tip and swallow him down. “Fuck, Marla.”

      I’ve never liked the sound of my name more.
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      Hank

      

      It’s late and the view out the window is only darkness. We sit on the couch in the hotel room with a tray of desserts in front of us. Marla picks up a piece of cheesecake, digs a fork in, and offers it to me. I open my mouth and swallow. She’s so sexy and beautiful. I hate that a small amount of guilt niggles at my happiness because of Laurie. 

      “What are you thinking about?” She leans forward and presses her lips to mine. “You look upset.”

      “Nothing.”

      She tilts her head and raises her eyebrows. 

      I remain silent, not wanting to ruin this night by talking about my dead wife. 

      She places the cheesecake down on the table. “You can talk to me about her, you know.”

      From her expression, I’m sure she means it. “I’m so happy to be here with you.” 

      She wiggles her feet under my ass and leans her back on the other side of the couch. “Me too. But?”

      “A part of me feels like I’m doing something wrong.”

      She doesn’t say anything, and her face shows no reaction either. I can’t tell if I’ve completely insulted this woman I care about after sleeping with her for the first time or not.

      “She died so suddenly, and the circumstances were tragic.” 

      I shake my head. “We’re not talking about this.” 

      She gets up on her knees and scoots closer to me, taking my hands. “One thing I think went wrong with Jeff and me was that we were never really good friends.” She looks at the ceiling then back at me. “We never talked. Sure, we discussed the kids or their schedules or his work, but we didn’t really confide about much else with each other.”

      I squeeze her hands. 

      “It’s what scares me about Jed. Jeff couldn’t be vulnerable with me—he saw it as a sign of weakness. So when things went wrong with his business, he’d drown it in alcohol or, as I found out later, women. He never trusted me enough to come to me.”

      “Maybe he didn’t want to burden you with it.”

      She shakes her head. “That wasn’t it. I couldn’t make him feel better because he didn’t trust me to do it. We never had that mutual respect for one another. We weren’t a team. Look at Jed. Do you think I’d raise my kids to act that way? And I know deep down that sweet little boy I used to know is in there. I practically raised Posey by myself because Jeff was at work so much by then.”

      I chuckle. That girl is well beyond her years.

      “I’m not sure what’s going to happen with us, but I don’t want another relationship like that,” she says. “Our pasts are our pasts. Do I feel a little threatened by Laurie? In all honesty, I do. But that’s my problem and I’ll discuss it with you if I ever feel like it might overwhelm me or affect what we have. But we’re new, and if I’m your first relationship after Laurie, it’s going to churn up some feelings. And I want to be the one to hold your hand while you sort through them.”

      I shake my head at her.

      “What?”

      I lean forward and wrap my hand around the back of her neck, pulling her into me for a kiss. “Just you. You’re amazing.” 

      She shakes her head as though she doesn’t believe me. “Would you tell me what happened? Or is it too painful?” She leans back, takes my foot between her hands, and massages.

      My chest constricts. I haven’t had to do this in a long time. Everyone in our lives is more than aware of the tragedy that took my wife. “It was on the small lake about a quarter mile away from the house. Chevelle was five. She was going through this phase where she would follow Cade or the other boys everywhere. She was sure they were always doing fun things she was told she was too young to do. The boys had been out on the lake a week earlier, messing around. But the weather had gotten warmer.” 

      I take a moment and start back up. “I don’t know all the specifics because I had all the boys with me at football. I know that Chevelle had fallen asleep on the couch before the boys and I left, so I suspect she must’ve woke and went looking for them, not realizing they weren’t home. I pulled up to the house just as Laurie was running toward the lake, screaming for Chevelle. I threw the truck into park and ran after her. By the time I got there, Laurie was standing on the ice in the center of the lake, Chevelle beside her. We looked at one another with a sigh of relief as she told Chevelle to slowly walk toward me.”

      She runs her hand up to my calf, and I fight the tears threatening to break free. 

      “It was this shared look like, ‘man, we almost lost her.’ I remember Laurie was in her pajamas, her hair in a ponytail. A smile was just about to form on her lips as Chevelle grew closer to me. Then it was like a movie. Laurie stepped forward and this loud crack echoed across the lake. The ice splintered like a cobweb. Her eyes widened and terror flashed in them right before the ice broke and she sank down.”

      I almost feel the chill of the air that day. The screams that I recognized as my own later on. The boys coming to the edge of the lake. Me yelling at them to take Chevelle and to call for help. 

      “Our neighbors heard the screams and came running. I jumped in the water, but it was so dark. I couldn’t see anything, and the chunks of ice were too big.”

      Marla runs her smooth palms slowly over my skin as though she’s soothing me. And it does help. A little.

      “Eventually I felt my hand brush against something, and it was her. I got her out. At first I thought the same thing I had earlier—that we’d dodged a bullet. You know? I got us to the side of the lake and our neighbor returned with blankets. I remember her dropping them and saying she’d keep the kids busy. She must’ve seen what I didn’t—Laurie’s blue lips and still body. I wrapped her up while her husband tried to wrap blankets around me, but I think my adrenaline had kicked in. I started CPR. An ambulance came and took both of us, but she’d been trapped under the ice too long. She drowned.”

      I release a breath, finding Marla with a familiar expression on her face. The same one of empathy or sympathy I got for years afterward. I haven’t actually relived that story in a while. For the first couple years after she passed, I would run through what happened every day. Try to figure out if there was some way I could’ve saved her, something I should’ve done differently.

      “I’m sorry.”

      I nod, lips pressed together. “Thanks.”

      “I know my words don’t mean anything. I can’t imagine what it was like for you all.” 

      “Chevelle was so young. She still has nightmares occasionally, although they’ve gotten far less now. I worry as she gets older about the guilt she might feel, but she was five. She didn’t know any better. So many times I wondered, why wasn’t it me? Laurie could handle the kids so much better.” 

      “From what I’ve seen, you’ve done a great job.”

      “Thanks.” I open my arms and she hugs me. 

      Her lips skate across my jaw. “Thank you for telling me.” 

      I nod and kiss the top of her head. “I’m glad you forced it out of me.”

      She playfully hits me and we both chuckle, though it sounds a little sadder than normal. 

      A few minutes later, when we’re still holding each other, I say, “Marla?”

      She looks at me. “Yeah?”

      “I like what you said. About being friends and trusting one another. Having a true partner. That’s a relationship I’d like to be in.” 

      She smiles and kisses my jaw, laying her head back on my chest. 

      I loved Laurie. We had a good solid marriage. When someone dies, you tend to remember only the good times and the good qualities of that person. Sure, I remember us fighting, but we had five kids. That’s a given. But we had a good life together until it was ripped away.

      Spending this time with Marla makes me remember how much I love being someone’s other half. I want to share that with someone again. But it’s way too soon for me to tell that to Marla.
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      Marla

      

      A week after our night at Glacier Point, we’re walking hand in hand across the Sunrise Bay high school football field. After the night we shared together, it was like the flick of a light switch and we turned from budding relationship into a couple. 

      Although people have seen us around together, we mostly keep to one another’s houses for the kids. The snow is falling, and I wanted to go somewhere we could see the entire sky. Of course, Hank suggested the football field with some joke about having sex on the fifty-yard line. I might’ve been game if I didn’t fear my ass getting stuck to the icy field.

      “Want to go make out under the bleachers?” he asks, eyebrows waggling. 

      “Can we talk?” I ask nervously.

      “Sure.” He stops and tugs my hand, leading me over to the bleachers. 

      We sit next to one another, our thighs touching.

      God, this going to sound like I’m giving him some ultimatum, but I don’t have a lot of choice. Our situation is complicated. “I don’t really know how to bring this up—”

      He puts his hand over mine on my thigh. “Just to be clear, if you’re breaking up with me right now, I’m not cool being friends.”

      I laugh. Does he really have no idea I’m falling in love with him? “No. That’s not it. I don’t have the luxury of time at my age and circumstance, otherwise I probably wouldn’t even be having this conversation with you right now. Not that I’m asking for some major commitment. But the kids all go to the same school and it’s hard enough for them already, having had to start new. Especially since Jed is in his senior year. Kids can be cruel, and I just can’t…” I stop. What am I doing? I sound as though I’m asking him for a marriage proposal after only dating for a couple of months.

      “Go on,” he says. 

      “Okay, I’m going to own this and if you don’t feel the same, so be it, but I’m done taking the back seat when it comes to my life and what I want.”

      A wicked smile crosses his lips. “Do you want to have sex in the concession stand? I have a spare key.” He starts to rise off the bleachers. 

      “Hank!” I shout, although the smile on my face says I get the joke. 

      “Sorry. Go ahead.” He eases back down and urges me with his hand squeezing mine. 

      “I like you a lot, and although it hasn’t been long, I see this working out between us, as crazy as that sounds.” My stomach pitches at the thought that he may not feel the same. “I guess I’m telling you this because I need to know where you stand. If this relationship is a way to get back at your cousin—which I don’t think it is, but I have to ask because for some reason, my head doesn’t always hear my gut. But if we do this and it crashes and burns, my kids will feel the brunt of the fall and I can’t have that and know I didn’t directly ask. That I allowed it to just play out. I can’t gamble with my kids’ lives.”

      He stares out into the darkness of the field, only illuminated by the full moon above. 

      God, say something. Anything. Say I’m crazy.

      “I don’t gamble with my kids either. There are things that scare me with you.” He pauses, and I hold my breath. “I’m terrified of this being harder than either of us imagine. Cade is beyond furious about us dating. Jed never looks too happy either. Posey made me promise when I showed up for our first date that I wouldn’t hurt you.” 

      Oh, my sweet girl.

      “When we come out, this town is going to have a field day with the gossip.” He looks at me. “If Jeff comes and asks for you back, what will you say?”

      I shake my head. “That’s over. One hundred percent. What if I don’t live up to what you had with Laurie?”

      His hand moves from covering mine to cupping my chin. “Don’t ever think that. I’m not comparing what I had with Laurie to what we have, and neither should you. I guess what I’m saying is, there’s a lot on the line. More than when we were in high school. But you’ve always been in here in some way. Even when we were just friends.” He covers his heart with his free hand. “I don’t play games or give one shit about Jeff. I want this, Marla, and I think the good that can come from us being together outweighs the struggles we’re going to go through.”

      “So what does that mean?” I ask.

      He leans forward, his lips millimeters from mine. “I’m all in.”

      “Really?” I whisper back.

      “Somewhere in the middle of this, I… oh hell, I’ve fallen in love with you.”

      “Me too.” I sound like a teenage girl who just scored her dream guy, but my heart sores and my body feels as though it could float away.

      He crashes his lips to mine and his hand on my hip urges me up and over him so I’m straddling his hips. Our lips are frantic. His hands roam my body, falling to my ass, pushing me forward so I rock against his hard dick. 

      “God, I want you,” he says, breaking the kiss for his lips to travel down my jaw. My head falls back and he casts open-mouthed kisses along the center of my neck. His hands roam up under the hem of my thick sweater. “You have no idea how many times I’ve beaten off to you in that cami.”

      I giggle, my hand falling down his stomach. I unbutton his pants, digging my hand down the front, past the elastic waistband of his boxers until I hold the weight of his length in my palm.

      “Fuck.” His teeth nip at my neck. “Sweater off now.” 

      With the use of one of his hands and one of mine, we discard it, tossing it out of the way. Goose bumps break out across my skin, but Hank is enough to keep me warm. Or distracted at least.

      As his breath is growling when I grip him tighter and he’s bucking into my hand, a flashlight shines into Hank’s eyes from below.

      “What’s going on here?” 

      I turn, catching sight of a police badge on the man’s chest, and scramble to get off Hank’s lap. 

      “It’s like we’re back in high school.” Hank laughs as I throw my sweater back on. He buttons himself back up and stands, making his way down to talk to the cop. 

      I’m mortified as the police officer asks the dreaded question, “What are you two doing here?”

      I can’t help but love the rush of excitement that comes from discovering this playful side of myself—even if it might get me in trouble.
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      Hank

      

      Sunday morning, I decide it’s a breakfast out morning for the Greene clan—mostly because I haven’t gotten to the grocery store. We load up in my truck and head downtown to Two Brothers and an Egg. The local station is on the radio, talking about fishing weather and the type of fish that are biting. There’s only ever local news and seventies music because the town voted and since most of our population are my parents’ age or slightly younger, they went with the seventies. 

      The DJ, Chip, gets on the air and tells everyone about today’s expected wind speeds and what bait they should use if they’re headed out on the water. “And now I want to welcome a new segment I’ve been asked to add. It’s called ‘Locals Behaving Badly.’”

      “What’s this?” Cade turns up the volume. 

      So far today he hasn’t given me a ton of hell, which is a nice change. Then again, he doesn’t know about the cops finding me making out with Marla on the bleachers. Thank God I was able to talk us out of that one.

      “An anonymous follower thought it might be fun to provide updates about any locals caught doing things they shouldn’t. I think it’ll bring some new life to this news station, and to that point, our first story is really juicy. If you have kids in the room, you might want to turn the volume down for a minute.” 

      Cade laughs and turns it up louder. 

      “Your sister and brother are in the car,” I warn him with a glare. 

      “Chevelle and Adam, cover your ears,” he says. 

      I watch through the rearview mirror as they actually listen to him. I don’t know whether to be happy or sad that they view him as an authority figure. It probably means I’ve been working too much.

      “Cade, it’s just gossip,” I say.

      “Shh…” His eyes are lit up with anticipation. It’s a look I haven’t seen since Jed showed up at his high school, so I glance one more time at the youngest Greenes to make sure their ears are covered. 

      “Everyone is aware that Marla Greene returned to town with her kids but no Jeff Greene in tow. Those of us who went to high school with her know about the brief moment senior year when we thought she was destined to be with another Greene from Sunrise Bay.”

      My hand goes for the dial, but Cade laughs, swiping my hand away. Since I’m stuck in a turn, it’s either let it play out or side swipe a car. 

      “Well, get a load of this… last night, Marla and Hank were caught trying to relive some old memories on the high school football field. Things got hot and heavy and they were found making out in the bleachers. Who knows where things would’ve gone if the cop hadn’t found Hank with his pants down?”

      “Dad!” Fisher yells from the back seat.

      I change the station, pissed off.

      Cade throws himself back in the seat with so much force, Chevelle flinches. “My life is officially over.” The smile on his face turns into a scowl.

      I’m officially the worst dad ever.

      “I don’t get it. Why did Dad have his pants off?” Xavier asks.

      “I can’t even think about it,” Fisher says, rubbing his eyes as if the visual of me with a woman will haunt him for eternity. 

      “Seriously? Are you trying to kill my entire social life?” Cade seethes.

      I park along the curb outside Two Brothers and an Egg. “Let’s just have breakfast and drop it.”

      Cade looks out the window. There’s already a line forming outside the restaurant. “Hell. No.”

      “Watch it,” I say. 

      “I’m not going in there so everyone can stare at us because you can’t control yourself.”

      I run my hand down my face and turn around in the seat. “Listen.” I remove Chevelle’s hands from her ears. Adam removes his. “I want you all to understand that what’s between Marla and I is serious, so you’re going to hear things about us. Yes, we’re dating but it’s more than that. I’m in love with her. I understand that this is the first time any of you have seen me with a woman who isn’t your mother. I know it might make you uncomfortable, but…”

      Cade opens the door, slams it, and walks down the sidewalk. 

      I sigh. 

      Fisher joins him a second later. It doesn’t take long for Xavier to tag along. 

      “Where are they going?” Chevelle asks. 

      “Let’s just have some breakfast. Do you guys have any questions?”

      Adam shrugs. “I like Marla.”

      I ruffle his hair. “I’m glad.”

      “Won’t Mommy be mad?” Chevelle asks.

      My heart petrifies and cracks, turning to ash.

      “Mom is dead,” Adam says matter-of-factly to his little sister.

      I glare at Adam, and he shrugs like “What does she not understand?”

      I put my hand on Chevelle’s knee. “I think Mommy would want me to be happy, and spending time with Marla makes me happy.” 

      “But…” Her bottom lip quivers.

      God, this is a thousand times harder than I thought it would be.

      “She’s not coming back. You understand that, right?” Adam says to Chevelle.

      Through the window, I spot Chip from the radio station walking by. Obviously the report we listened to was recorded earlier. I wonder how many times that thing is gonna be aired. He’s busy shaking hands and laughing with some of the people in line. Laughing at my fucking expense. 

      “Just sit tight for a second,” I tell my two youngest and grab the keys out of the ignition, stepping out of my truck. 

      Lucky for me, Chip is at the tail end of my truck. Hopefully what I’m about to do won’t be witnessed by my kids. 

      “Chip!” 

      He turns around with a smirk as he nods in my direction, saying goodbye to the other guy who must see my expression isn’t a good one because his eyes widen.

      “Hey, Romeo,” Chip says. 

      I cock my fist back and punch him clean across the face. “That’s for playing with people’s lives.”

      His hand flies to his jaw and he scrambles to get back on his feet. Not my best moment, especially since there are now faces plastered to the windows of Two Brothers and an Egg, but I’m not gonna let him think he can talk about me and hurt my kids that way. “Hey, man, I wasn’t the one who wanted it.”

      “And who did?” I’m usually a cool-mannered guy. Not much upsets me, but I have five kids who will have to deal with the fallout from his report. What this will do to Marla and her reputation in town only makes it worse. 

      “It was your mom.” 

      “What?”

      He steps back as though he’s afraid I’m going to hit him again, holding up his hands. “Her and that new friend of hers. They came to me this morning with the story. Thought it might break the ice for you two so you can stop hiding. And the station’s ratings are down. I’m sorry, Hank.” 

      The anger boiling inside me dissipates to a simmer. “I’m sorry, Chip.” I wince at the bruise that’s already forming. “Put some ice on that.” 

      I climb back into my truck and start the engine. 

      “I thought we were eating breakfast?” Adam asks. 

      “Change of plans. We’re going to Grandma’s.” 

      “Yay!” Chevelle yells. 

      Before I go, I shoot off two texts. The first is to Cade.

      Me: You better watch your brothers. I’m going to Grandma’s if you want to meet me there otherwise I’ll see you at home.

      The second text is harder to find words for.

      Me: You might already know this, but we’ve been outed to the entire town by the local radio station. You might want to talk to your kids today. Don’t worry, I’m handling the source it came from to make sure it doesn’t happen again.

      

      I toss my phone into the center console and head to my parents’ house, which sits just outside of the downtown, up on a mountainside with a perfect view of the bay. I park in the circular drive and slam the truck door. Adam comes to my side, Chevelle skipping ahead of us up the pathway. 

      Using my key, I open the front door, but I stop in my tracks when I see boxes stacked everywhere. 

      “Is Grandma moving?” Adam asks.

      I look down at him.

      Chevelle skips into one room and right back out. “It’s empty.” 

      I shake my head. What the hell is going on?
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      Marla

      

      Hank: You might already know this, but we’ve been outed to the entire town by the local radio station. You might want to talk to your kids today. Don’t worry, I’m handling the source it came from to make sure it doesn’t happen again.

      Me: I heard it this morning. Planning on a family breakfast discussion. Hope things are okay with you.

      Hank doesn’t get back to me, which I hope doesn’t mean things are imploding on his end. Posey sidles up next to me at the table. I’ve allowed the kids to sleep in today, which is good because after the wonderful Chip Cooperton decided to out me and Hank to all of our hometown, I need the kids to hear about how serious our relationship is from me and not someone else. Especially since now everyone will be talking about it. 

      I kiss the top of her head. “Cereal?”

      “Can you make pancakes?”

      I smile at my usually too-mature eight-year-old who thankfully isn’t acting like an adult this morning. “Why don’t you help me?”

      She sits up straighter. “Can I crack the eggs?” 

      I slide out of my chair and nod. “Yep.”

      “Yay!”

      I decide to make a big breakfast. Hopefully full bellies will make up for the fact I’m going to break some harsh news to them this morning. 

      By the time the hash browns are done, Mandi comes downstairs in what has become all she wears these days—flannel pants and sweatshirts. She leans against me, and I hug her to my side, kissing her temple. 

      “How was last night?” she asks.

      I nod. “It was fun. Thank you for asking.”

      She nods and grabs plates, setting them on the table. Nikki comes down minutes later and surprisingly doesn’t argue with her sister over the fact that she’s wearing Nikki’s sweatshirt. Hopefully that’s a good sign. 

      “Bacon?” Jed joins us ten minutes later and steals a piece from the paper plate. 

      “Can you get the milk and juice out of the fridge?” I ask. 

      “Sure thing.”

      “I’ll get the cups,” Nikki says.

      I look at Posey, who is manning the pancake station with a spatula that looks bigger than her head, and smile. In the year and a half since the divorce, we’ve found our groove. Then I frown when I realize I’m about to throw a boulder in the middle of the road for us. For a moment, I ponder just letting us have this day, but I worry they’ll hear my news from someone else.

      Once we’re sitting down to eat, we go around the table and play a game of Guess Who. You tell three facts about anyone from a celebrity to a sports figure to an everyday person we all know and see who guesses the right answer. Although Posey and I sometimes play, the older kids stopped being interested around the time of the divorce. I chalked it up to them growing older and too mature. So it’s nice to enjoy the game with them again.

      Jed finishes eating first, rising from the table and announcing he’s going to meet some of the guys from the football team at the movie theater. 

      “Wait, Jed. Can you sit back down?”

      He places his dish in the sink and he must hear something in my voice because his eyebrows draw down. He slowly returns to the table, folding himself back into the kitchen chair, eyes on me the entire time. 

      “What’s wrong?” Nikki asks. She has every right to assume the worst. These family discussions only really happen when their lives are about to be upheaved. 

      “You’re scaring me. Is it about Daddy?” Posey asks. 

      I shake my head. 

      “Are we moving again?” Mandi pipes up.

      I shake my head again. The words are on the tip of my tongue, but they won’t come out because I have no idea what will happen when they do. “We’re staying in Sunrise Bay. Hopefully we’ll be in our own house before Grandma and Grandpa return. Dad is fine in Arizona. I’m sure he’ll make his weekly call tonight.”

      “Then what?” Jed asks. 

      Posey slides into the chair closest to her brother, and he puts his arm around her as though he’s going to protect her. The comforting move puts tears in my eyes because I haven’t seen that side of Jed since we moved up here. 

      “As you all know, I’ve been seeing Hank Greene for a bit.”

      Nikki rolls her eyes. “We know, and I hope no one has seen you guys because he’s kinda related to you.”

      I pat her hand. “He’s not related to me. He’s your dad’s cousin, which makes him—”

      “Our cousin once removed, but not Mom’s,” Posey says. 

      I point at her, assuming she’s right. I don’t know why I always find figuring it out so confusing. 

      “Still, he’s related to us. It’s weird,” Mandi says.

      All the children nod except for my sweet Posey. 

      I shake my head. “He’s not related to me.” 

      Own this, Marla. You are their mother and you deserve to be happy. This isn’t the end of the world. A happy mother only sets a better example for her daughters. 

      “Anyway, I’m not young anymore, and I’m not interested in dating around and playing the field.”

      Jed releases a huge breath. “Thank God. So you’re done with this dating thing? I mean, I don’t really care if you date, but you chose the one guy in this town who has the same last name as us. It’s creepy.”

      My head falls forward and I massage my temples. 

      “Jeez, Mom, I was ready to say I wanted to live with Dad,” Nikki says.

      My head whips in her direction. That’s not even an option. No matter who I date, she’s not living with him and his girlfriend. “Listen. Stop with all these comments. Hank is your dad’s cousin, therefore I am not related to the man. If I had chosen to take back my maiden name after the divorce, he and I wouldn’t even have the same last name. Can we please all agree on that?”

      They nod, though hesitantly. 

      “I am only going to date Hank Greene. I love him and he loves me and we’re going to explore a relationship with one another. What I’m telling you is that this is serious between us.”

      Jed groans.

      Nikki’s head falls to the table with a quiet bang.

      Mandi’s eyes widen.

      Posey sits there beaming at me. 

      “I know you all have your concerns about this, but I didn’t say we’re getting married or anything like that. But I refuse to hide from you the fact I’m seeing someone. You’re all old enough to understand why I might want some companionship in my life. It might work out or it might not, but Hank and I are grown-ups. We are the parents.” 

      “So that’s it? It’s done? We don’t have a say?” Jed asks, Nikki’s head bobbing in agreement. I see they’re going to be the hardest to win over. 

      “I understand that you’ve never seen me with a man who wasn’t your father, so it will be hard for you. And I’m not suggesting you have to be happy about it, but I would like it if you were happy for me because Hank makes me happy.”

      “Did you two, like, really date in high school? Is this like one of those Hallmark movies where you always loved him, but you married Dad?” Nikki asks.

      I almost laugh because it sounds like the rumors were already spreading about us even before the radio station report. “No. Hank and I were friends. That’s all. I loved your father. When your dad and I split up I was really sad, as you probably know.”

      They all nod. Tears come to my eyes as I remember how I wanted to spare them from seeing how broken I was. 

      “I’m not sad now, but Hank…” How do I tell my kids he gives me butterflies and stomach flips like when I was seventeen and I’d catch him smiling at me in the hallway? How I can’t stop laughing and smiling when I’m around him? “Let’s just say, I’m choosing happiness. And I understand that it’s hard on you, but I’d really appreciate your support.”

      Posey crawls into my lap and puts her small arms around my neck in a tight hug. “I support you.”

      Nikki and Mandi reach across the table. 

      “We do too. I still think it’s a Hallmark movie,” Nikki says. 

      Jed sits there, and we all look at him. He sighs. “They’re going to bust my balls about this at school even more now that you’re official. Cade hates me. And…” He releases a deep breath. “Fine. Date your cousin.” 

      “He’s not her cousin!” all four of us girls scream, and we laugh together. 

      I grab Jed’s hand and he squeezes mine, which hopefully is a sign he might not be ecstatic, but he’ll deal with it. Everyone picks up dishes, assuming the family discussion is over.

      “One more thing,” I say. “I guess the radio station in town reported that Hank and I went on the date and…” I bite my lip. I cover Posey’s ears and she squirms. “We were caught on the bleachers last night, kissing.”

      “Mom!” Nikki yells.

      “Way to make it easy on us.” Jed shakes his head and walks away.

      I let go of Posey’s ears and she looks around. “What did I miss? Come on. I can’t be the only one who doesn’t know.” 

      “Mom kissed Hank and everyone in town knows,” Mandi says.

      “Mandi!” 

      She shrugs and walks away. “Believe me, she was gonna find out.”

      As the kitchen clears out, I sit at the table and sigh. I’ve got good kids. Hopefully this doesn’t mess them up too much. But I can’t shake the feeling that in the long run, seeing me pick myself back up out of the rubble and moving on with my life will be good for them.

      I pick up my phone and see that Hank still hasn’t texted me back.

      

      Me: It’s done. Jeez, who knew I could be so scared of my own kids?

      

      No response.

      

      Me: I’m thinking of you. Hope everything is okay.
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      Hank

      

      “Mom!” I yell into the nearly empty house, reading all the names on the boxes. Some have storage written on them, others Hank, then one says Northern Lights.

      My shoulders fall. Chevelle is skipping from room to room, telling me how they’re all empty. 

      “Hank?” Mom comes from the kitchen and Chevelle runs up to her, hugging her. Chevelle is almost as tall as her grandma now. 

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      She looks at her foyer with the rounded staircase along the wall and the chandelier she’d always brag about because she found it at a flea market. “What?” She looks at me with a blank expression.

      “The boxes!” 

      “Oh.” She pats Chevelle on her back and hugs Adam. “So tall.” She kisses his cheek. “I’m moving.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell me this?” 

      “I was going to tell you.” She pushes Chevelle and Adam in front of her with her hand on their shoulders. “I have some cookies in the kitchen. Fresh and hot. Go.”

      They both almost knock the other one to the floor trying to get there first. 

      After they’re out of earshot, she steps over to me. “I’m moving into Northern Lights Retirement Center. I don’t want the grandkids to think it’s because I’m old though.”

      I have no words.

      Since I opt not to say anything, she continues. “I’ve had so much fun with Dori, and there isn’t anything here for me. You don’t need me anymore and the kids are getting so big. This house is all just memories of how old I’ve become. The stairs hurt my knees. It’s too much house for one person. It was meant to be enjoyed by a family.” 

      “But why didn’t you tell me?”

      She giggles. “You’ve had your hands full. Or maybe that’s Marla.”

      I ignore her comment for the moment. “But Northern Lights is in Lake Starlight.”

      “You act like it’s in the lower forty-eight. It’s a twenty-minute drive.” She moves into the family room, and sure enough, it’s half packed, though the furniture’s still there. “This is just too much space. It was too big of a house even when there were three of us, and now it’s just me.”

      I stare at a picture of the land back when my dad bought it. He’d decided to leave Anchorage when Sunrise Bay was nothing but a fishing town. He owned the land for almost eight years, building the house bit by bit until he finished it. My mom says he was never around during her pregnancy, but it was worth it to bring me home from the hospital to this house. 

      “The kids still need you.”

      She pats my cheek. “And I’ll be there whenever you want. I can still drive, you know. But you all have your own lives.”

      I guess she’s right. The boys are older, and they don’t want anything to do with me, let alone their grandma. It’s only a few years before Adam and Chevelle are where they are now. 

      “Still, I could’ve helped you if you told me.”

      She waves me off. “Dori knew this moving company. They’ve been so good about being patient with me deciding what to keep and pack. I’ll move a lot of stuff into a storage unit unless you want it.”

      I sit on the sofa and rest my forearms on my thighs. “Mom, how are you affording Northern Lights? It’s expensive.” 

      She sits next to me and places her hand on mine. “Your dad was always concerned with money. He worked so hard to give us the life he thought we deserved, and the day he passed that business down to you, he was so proud and happy. But I was in charge of the money, and my mom always taught me not to spend all your money when the sun is shining and there are no clouds in the sky.”

      “You mean save it for a rainy day?”

      “No. I mean what I said. I’m not senile.”

      I chuckle. “Okay.”

      “There were years your dad didn’t have enough work to fill his day, and there were others he couldn’t keep up. You know how it is.”

      I nod, although my dad left me a pretty thriving business. Especially when he started doing work outside of Sunrise Bay. By the time I took it over, we were well in the black with four employees under our belt. Now I have six full-time and four part-time employees. Usually in the summer months, college students help me build decks, pergolas, and other outdoor projects for people to enjoy the few short months we have of great weather.

      “So you have the money?”

      She nods. “I have the money. You don’t have to take care of me.” 

      “And the house? Are you putting it up on the market?” 

      She hems and haws. “That depends on you.” 

      “Me?” My forehead wrinkles. “I can’t afford this place.”

      She moves my hand to her lap and covers our joined hands with her other one. This is her way of comforting me when she’s going to bring up a topic I don’t want to talk about. She did it when she told me about my dad’s passing, and after Laurie died, I felt as if we were statues in this position. 

      “I know you and Laurie bought that house you’re in now. It’s the only one the kids know. And I don’t blame you for wanting to stay there. This house does need remodeling, and most of the rooms haven’t been used in years. But you’re welcome to move in here. Your dad built it, so there’s no mortgage.”

      I slide my hand out of hers and stand, walking to the back window. The pool hasn’t been opened in years and is covered with leaves and dirt. The concrete surrounding it more gray than white. She’s right about this place needing work, and that’s probably on me because I slacked off on my responsibilities over the years. I should have helped her more. 

      “You’re sure about moving?” I look back at her over my shoulder.

      She nods. “You’ll understand when you’re as old as me. I need to be around people my own age.” She walks over to me and we both stare out the window. “I know it needs some work, but you’re a contractor.” We laugh. “Just think about it. No need to answer right now. It’s big enough for a large family though.”

      “Each kid would have their own room,” I say. 

      “Or a few kids could share a room. It’s not the end of the world. Plus two will be out of the house next year.”

      I look at her, confused by her math. Maybe she is going senile.

      “Cade and Jed are going to college, no?” 

      “What are you talking about? Are you confusing Jed for Fisher?”

      She rolls her eyes. “I listen to the radio too.” 

      I point at her.

      She must realize I know because she laughs and backs up, holding up her hands. “Come on. It’s just a little push in the right direction.”

      “And three of my boys aren’t talking to me right now because of it.” 

      She waves me off. “So what? They’ll get over it.” 

      “Cade is already struggling with Marla and the kids returning. Your stunt didn’t help.”

      “It’s fun. People laugh. You and Marla don’t have to hide now.”

      I inhale deeply, praying for patience. “I wasn’t going to hide, but the kids don’t want to hear about their dad and some woman making out in the bleachers.”

      She points at me. “Well then maybe you two should be more discreet.”

      I shake my head and push a hand through my hair. “Thanks for the tip. It wasn’t your story to share, Mom.”

      She takes a rag lying on a box and wipes down the mantel, looking over her shoulder. “You’re my business. Your happiness is my utmost concern. Years from now, you’ll be laughing about it.”

      “What are you, twelve? I think Dori’s a bad influence on you.”

      She laughs, moving from the mantel to the end tables. “We have fun together.”

      “You never would’ve done something like this before you started hanging around her.”

      “This how you talk to your teenagers?” She continues to dust every wood surface in the room. “That’s the great thing about friends. They pull out sides of you, you didn’t know existed. Like Marla. She’ll probably pull out things about you. Let’s just hope it’s not your penis in public again.” She snickers.

      My jaw drops. “Oh my God.”

      “Relax.” She turns around to face me. “You’re taking it too seriously.”

      “Because you put us in a bad position with the kids.”

      “Like I said, they’ll get over it. They should want to see you happy, and I know that Marla makes you happy.”

      A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth when I think about her. She does make me happy, but we’re in that beginning stage of a relationship when everything is roses. What if it doesn’t last?

      The front door opens and Xavier yells, “Grandma!”

      “In here, sweetie,” she says. 

      In walks Xavier, Cade, and Fisher. I knew they’d never walk all the way home. None of them look my way as they cross the room and hug their grandma hello. 

      “Cookies are in the kitchen,” she says. 

      Xavier and Fisher walk out of the room first. Cade tries to move, but Mom grabs the sleeve of his jacket and tugs him back. 

      “You two are going to talk.” She points at me and him, then at the couch. “Sit.” 

      Cade might have a smart mouth with me, but not with his grandma, so he sits on the sofa without a word. 

      “I’m going to make sure they have chocolate milk.” She leaves us alone.

      I would usually say something about the kids having too much sugar and chocolate this early in the day, but skipped the restaurant and I don’t have it in me right now anyway.

      “Listen,” I start because Cade would sit here silent forever if I let him. “I’m sorry about the radio thing. I know it puts you in a shitty position with your friends and the kids at school.”

      I get nothing in return. He stares out to the back of the house. 

      “And it was irresponsible for me to get caught on the high school grounds. I should’ve been more discreet. I apologize for those two things—although one is out of my control, you can blame your gr—” I stop, not wanting to make this about her. 

      Still he says nothing. 

      “I also understand your issues with Jed, but you’re a good quarterback too. And whether or not you play quarterback doesn’t matter in the whole scheme of your life.”

      His head whips in my direction. That got his attention. “How can you say that? You played, your cousin Jeff played, Grandpa played. And now I’ll be the one who doesn’t.” 

      “You are playing, Cade, and what did me playing quarterback in high school get me? I took over my dad’s business.” 

      He sits up straighter and looks me in the eye for the first time in weeks. “Imagine another contractor came into this town and stole your clients and everyone bragged about how great he is compared to you.” 

      My shoulders fall. I nod, understanding his point. “Gotcha. But all of that has nothing to do with Marla and me.”

      “Except that Jed is her son. And the kids are already saying shit about you two after you did the concession stand and went for pizza a couple of times after the games.”

      “And how does Jed handle it?”

      “He makes jokes like he doesn’t care. He calls me “cuz” in the hall.”

      I had a feeling Jed’s personality was similar to his dad’s, but I’m not sure if it’s an act or whether it really doesn’t bother him.

      I look toward the kitchen and back at Cade. “After your mom died, I didn’t think I would ever find another woman I could be happy with. Hell, I didn’t even think I’d date. I was so concerned with you guys and getting you through the loss of your mom that it was the farthest thing from my mind. Marla and I never dated in high school, but we did become good friends and I did have feelings for her then. When she came back to town, it felt like there might be something there. I wanted to explore if that feeling was still there.”

      “And?”

      “It is. I probably went about this the wrong way. But at the same time, I’m not apologizing for falling in love with an amazing woman. At some point, a parent has to live their own life, and if I thought she would be any kind of detriment to you guys, we wouldn’t be together. Have you thought about Chevelle or Adam or even Xavier? They’re young. Maybe having a woman in their lives would be good for them. Especially Chevelle.”

      “Are you going to marry her?” 

      I would never admit to him that I can see Marla and me married at some point. Not yet anyway. That would make me seem crazy. “We’re not there yet. But I am in love with her.”

      He rolls his eyes and sighs, allowing his body to sink into the couch.

      “You don’t have to be okay with this, but you will treat Marla with respect when you’re around her. You have a choice, Cade, to accept it or not, but I will not allow you to be cruel to her or her kids. Do you understand?”

      He nods. 

      I stand to allow him to think about what he wants to do. I’m just about to leave the room when he calls out to me. I turn to face him.

      “Can you at least just not kiss her and stuff in public?”

      I chuckle. “I’ll try not to.” 

      He stands and breaks the distance with his head down. “I just miss Mom.”

      I put my arm around my oldest son. “Me too.” 

      We walk into the kitchen. Just like when Laurie died, step by step we’ll get to where we need to be. If I learned anything from losing my wife, it was that you can come back from almost anything.
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      Marla

      

      Things are normalish in both Greene households since Chip decided to listen to two senior citizens about spreading gossip on the local radio station. Of course, a few jerks like to call us “kissing cousins” as a joke, but for the most part, people seem fine with Hank and me dating. We’re out as a couple in public, holding hands, being affectionate, and having dates. It’s a great feeling not to be hiding anymore. The younger Greenes are enjoying having other kids their own age to play with—with the exception of our two oldest boys. 

      I’m in the kitchen on a Friday afternoon, getting together some salad dressings. Two Brothers and an Egg offered to add them to the lunch menu. It’s a small start, but a start all the same. 

      My phone rings and I press the speaker button, not bothering to look at who’s calling. “Hello?”

      “What the hell, Mar? You’re dating our cousin?” 

      Jeff. I’m kind of surprised it’s taken him this long to hear about it. Then again, he doesn’t know anyone in Sunrise Bay. At least no one he keeps in touch with.

      “Clarification. I’m dating your cousin.”

      “I always knew you had a thing for him.” He disregards my comment because that’s what he does. “I think I’m gonna come take Jed and bring him down here. His high school coach came to me the other night and said they need him for the finals. You know that team is going to state.” 

      I try to rein in my temper. The last thing I want to do is make him angry. Through all our years of marriage, I learned to walk the tightrope. “And how does Melissa feel about this?” 

      “She’s fine with it.”

      “Really? She’s willing to give up all her Friday nights to go sit in a stadium filled with people and watch your son play football?” 

      “Yes. She likes the sport.”

      “I’ll bet she does.”

      “This isn’t about her anyway. Listen, I talked to my lawyer.”

      “You what?” I drop the oil and it spills all over the floor. My hands shake. Did he really think I would agree to this? He can’t just yank his son around so he can live vicariously through him. “He’s old enough to make his own decision about where he lives.”

      “And he did. I talked to him last night. How do you think I found out about you and your cousin?”

      “Again, your cousin. He agreed?” I can’t keep the hurt from my voice.

      Jeff laughs. “Seriously, you should’ve stayed here in Arizona. Why you ran home like a little girl, I still don’t understand. Moving Jed up there his senior year, of course he wasn’t gonna be happy about it. Plus, if he wants to play in college, he needs to be at a top high school. Hate to break it to you, but Sunrise Bay isn’t on that list. Just ask your cousin.”

      I clench my hands at his sly way of referring to Hank not continuing his football career after high school. I’m not even sure Jed wants to play in college. He’s seemed happy the last couple weeks. Am I such a horrible mom that I don’t even know my own son?

      “I have to call you back.” I click the phone off. My body sinks to the floor as I look at the oil spreading across the linoleum. 

      Am I really so stuck in my own bubble of happiness that I didn’t realize my son wasn’t happy? What kind of mother does that? My children’s happiness means more than mine does. 

      A vehicle pulls up in the driveway. I hear a car door shut, then the front door of the house opens and shuts. 

      “Marla!” Hank calls. 

      I don’t answer, but he finds me on the kitchen floor with my back against the wall. 

      “What happened?” He steps over me, grabbing paper towels to clean up the oil. “Are you hurt?” He drops the towels on the oil and crouches to my level. “Marla?”

      “Jeff is going to take Jed back to Arizona, and apparently he wants to go.”

      “Who wants to go? Jed?”

      I nod.

      He sighs and his head falls back to look at the ceiling for a moment. “I’m here because we have something more immediate to handle.”

      I sit up straighter “What?”

      “Just be calm, okay? It’s about Cade and Jed.”

      My stomach sinks. “What happened?”

      “They’re in the principal’s office for fighting.”

      My eyes close and my shoulders sink. Hank stands and holds out his hand to me. I take his offering and he pulls me up. 

      “Before we go.” He holds me to his chest. “We are a united front. I know we’re only dating, but I think I speak for both of us that this thing between us is only growing stronger. So when we go in there, we’re a team.”

      “What if Jed goes back?” Unshed tears sting my eyes.

      Hank shakes his head. “He won’t, and if he does want to, we’ll talk to him and change his mind. Don’t let your mind spin out of control. We should’ve fixed this earlier with the boys, but we didn’t. So let’s go and clear this up with them now. Let them know they need to be a team too.”

      I grab my phone and my purse, agreeing with Hank. But my mind is filled with so many what-ifs, I have no memory of making it out of the house or into Hank’s truck.
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      We arrive at the high school, where both of us know the way to the principal’s office. In the waiting area, Cade is in one chair and Jed is in the one on the opposite side. 

      Principal Torres comes out of his office when he spots us and calls us all in. “Marla. Hank.” 

      We both get a nod. Principal Torres was our classmate. Great. It’s an extra layer of embarrassment that we have the delinquent sons.

      Hank looks at Cade with a disapproving glare while Jed holds his usual cocky smirk. It’s the one he uses in front of everyone who isn’t family. 

      “These two got into it during lunch. They’re both refusing to tell me any specifics. I’m thinking of sitting them out of the game tonight.” 

      “What?” Jed sits up straighter. Finally the smirk drops off his face.

      Cade shrugs as though he couldn’t care less. 

      “Whatever you think is necessary,” Hank says. 

      “Seriously? My dad would’ve fought for us to play! Your dad’s such a pussy,” Jed yells.

      Cade stands. “At least my dad can keep his dick in his pants.” 

      Jed stands and they start toward one another. 

      “Say one more thing about my dad,” Jed threatens.

      Cade lets out an arrogant cackle that I’m surprised to hear. “I could list everything wrong with your dad and you. You think you’re so cool and so popular. But you’re a high school quarterback, and when high school is over, you’ll be a has-been.”

      “Says the kid who lost his starting position,” Jed fires back.

      “Only because your lips are attached to Coach’s ass. Look at the record, hotshot. We’re not going to state. Almost every game you were quarterback, you lost.”

      “It wasn’t my fault the receivers can’t catch a damn throw.” 

      Cade laughs. I step forward, but Hank stops me by putting his hand on my forearm. I look at him.

      He leans in to say to me, “They have to get this out.” 

      “Get a clue. Your dad is friends with Coach. They played together here,” Cade says.

      Oh my God. How did I not think of that until now? I look at Hank and he blinks in surprise.

      “What are you saying?” Jed asks, but his cocky stance falters. 

      “You got my position because Coach is friends with your dad, and he called in a favor.”

      “No.” Jed looks at me.

      I shrug because I don’t really know. I do remember Jeff playing with Coach Zeke, and I wouldn’t put that kind of manipulation past Jeff. 

      “Before you got here, Coach was always bragging about his year and how they won state. How he and Jeff Greene are the reason they won.” 

      Hank nods, apparently remembering it all. “I never thought he would… I mean… holy shit.”

      “What?” I ask him.

      Hank shakes his head with a look to say, “I’ll tell you later.” 

      “You have no idea,” Jed says. “If I wasn’t better than you, then why does my old high school want me to play for them in the playoffs because they have a shot at state?” 

      Cade shrugs. “I don’t care. Go back to Arizona. Make them lose for a change.” 

      “Cade,” Hank’s tone is one of warning. 

      He turns to his dad, holding out his hands. “What do you want from me? He’s taken everything away from me this year.” Cade slides by Jed and walks out of the office. 

      Jed’s eyes search me out. “Is it true?”

      I shrug again. “I don’t know.”

      But Jeff has always found ways of manipulating people to get what he wants. 

      “I trust you guys to handle this. They can play tonight, but detention all next week,” Torres says. “I’ll be talking to Coach Zeke as well.”

      “Thanks, Thor,” Hank says, referring to him by his nickname. 

      This town is too small sometimes. 

      “Jed, let’s go,” I say to him, then tell Hank that I’ll call him later. 

      Jed touches his cheek where a bruise is forming, and he walks out of the office ahead of me. 

      Hank grabs my hand and pulls me to his chest. “I’ll check in with you later. But…” He looks over my shoulder. “You need to talk to Jeff. Zeke is sporting a new fishing boat. He was bragging about it at the beginning of the season.” 

      I huff. “You’re not serious?”

      “I am.” He bites his lip. “I’m sorry I didn’t put it all together sooner.”

      “Don’t be. It just means you’re not a manipulating asshole.” I kiss him quickly, and he squeezes my hip before releasing me. 

      Jed is outside in his truck when I approach. I signal for him to get out of the driver’s side. He rolls his eyes but does it, and I climb into the driver’s seat. I send Nikki a text to say she’s in charge until I return home and there’s oil on the floor in the kitchen and not to slip. 

      I drive Jed to his grandparents’ house. Not my parents’ house. Jeff’s parents’ old home. We park along the street and stare at the two-bedroom ranch that looks worse for wear. 

      “What is this?” Jed asks. 

      “This is where Grandma and Grandpa Greene lived.”

      “What?” 

      “This is where your dad grew up.”

      Jed sounds surprised when he says, “Grandma and Grandpa have money. Why would they live like this?”

      “Your dad bought their house in Arizona. Your dad bought their cars. Your dad gives them an allowance every month. This is where they lived until your dad moved them to Arizona.” 

      Jed’s jaw hangs open. “Why didn’t anyone tell us?”

      “Your dad is ashamed. He always was. That’s where his cockiness comes from. It’s a protection mechanism. He’s trying to act like someone he’s not. I stood by for too long and allowed you to do the same. Jed, wearing a mask your entire life and hiding who you are isn’t worth it. Did your dad pay Coach Zeke? I honestly don’t know, but I can see it. It’s your dad’s way of making himself feel powerful and important, of making people do things he wants them to. And I’m sorry if you were one of his pawns. Maybe you weren’t. He probably did it all for you.”

      “Bullshit. He did it for himself.” He pounds his fist on the dash. “I’ve been an idiot. Playing week after week. Cade is right, I lost almost every game.”

      “But it wasn’t all you. You guys are a team.”

      He’s quiet for a few minutes and it’s until I hear him sniffling that I glance over. “I knew, Mom.”

      “Knew that Dad paid off Coach Zeke?”

      He shakes his head. “No. I knew Cade was better. It’s why I asked his two best friends to work out with me.” His head falls into his hands. “I’m just like him. I’m just like Dad. I manipulated the situation with the hopes that no one would notice.” His back wracks with sobs. 

      Motherhood sucks sometimes.

      I put my hand on his back and rub up and down, just like I did when he was a little boy. “You did what came naturally. But the good thing is, you’re only seventeen. You can do the right thing and people will forgive you.” 

      “Dad wants me to go back to Arizona,” he says to his hands. 

      “He told me.”

      He picks up his head and looks at me, regret in his eyes. “He called last night. I told him about you and Hank.”

      I nod. “I know.”

      “I’m sorry. I was just so angry. I know it’s not an excuse.”

      I squeeze his shoulder. “No, it’s not, but you’ve been through a lot of change.”

      “I don’t want to be like him,” he says, looking me in the eye. “What if it’s, like, engrained or genetic or something and I destroy my entire life like he did with his?”

      I tilt my head, not understanding. 

      “Cheating on you. He ruined his life by cheating on you. I always thought maybe Dad could change and win you back, but I see how happy you are with Hank. So much happier than you ever were with Dad.”

      I look at him with a sad smile. “I am. I’m glad you notice.” I take his head in my hands, willing him to really take in my words. “You choose who you are. You are the only one who can control you. You want to be a better person? You can. You want to be a better quarterback? You can. You want to be a better son?” He sighs, and I laugh. “You can.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” He leans in and hugs me. 

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      “Can I tell you something?” he says in my ear. 

      “Anything.”

      “I don’t like playing quarterback.” 

      I pull back and we laugh until we’re unsure if our tears are from the crying or the laughter. Finally, I have my son back.
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      Hank

      

      It’s the last Friday night football game of the season. This could be Marla’s last one, but with three boys coming up the ranks, I might as well pitch a tent and call the bleachers home. Marla and Posey are waiting for me at the field entrance, and I kiss Marla hello and pick up Posey. 

      “Let’s stop at the concession. I need candy today,” I say.

      “Twinsies!” Posey agrees. “Third grade is for the birds.” 

      Marla laughs, and I swing an arm around her back. 

      “I heard Cade is starting tonight?” Marla says. 

      “I heard that too.” 

      She’s giving me the look. The one she gives when she’s apologizing. I can’t wait until she trusts my reactions enough to never give me that look—I’m pretty sure it spawned from Jeff’s reactions to things. But it will take time and I’m a patient man. 

      I drop Posey on the ground. “Go get whatever you want.”

      I position us so we can keep an eye on Posey and talk privately. I tuck a section of hair that’s fallen out of Marla’s knit hat behind her ear. She looks as if she has something to say. 

      “What?” I ask.

      “I just can’t believe Jeff did it. I mean, who pays off a high school coach?”

      I chuckle. “Jeff apparently. But unless you cut the check, I’m unsure why you’re apologizing to me.”

      Her forehead falls to my chest. I place my finger under her chin and force her to look me in the eye. 

      “Cade missed this entire season.”

      “He played. Not as much as he wanted, but he wasn’t going to be drafted. I think both the boys learned important lessons this year. Hopefully they’ll develop a friendship that will stand a long time.” I refrain from telling her I hope they find a brotherhood since with any luck, they’ll be stepbrothers one day.

      Looking out onto the field, I spot Cade with Coach Justin, going over a play. Zeke was let go this afternoon. I always liked Torres. But the surprise is that Jed is in their circle too. 

      “If they win this, they might get a spot. Sure, Greywall has to lose which…” My head moves side to side because they are a powerhouse. “But they could.”

      “All ready. They said they’ll put it on your tab, Hank,” Posey says. 

      “Posey, what do you have?” Mandi yells from the side of the fence where she’s with Adam and a mixture of girls and guys huddled together. 

      “They only want me for my candy,” she says before walking over. 

      A few minutes later, Chevelle and Posey emerge from the crowd with less candy than Posey started with. They climb the bleachers and sit down together, watching the cheerleaders. 

      “Come on. Let’s go watch our boys play what might be their last game.” I hold Marla’s hand and she comes with me. “What did Jeff say?”

      “He tried to deny it, but then said he didn’t see the harm in what he did. Jed asked me to tell him that he wouldn’t be moving to Arizona. Jeff said he was going to fight me, but I’m not worried. He won’t.” 

      “He’s missing a lot,” I say, my gaze bouncing over all of our kids. 

      We walk up the bleachers and sit down near Chevelle and Posey. Marla says, “He wouldn’t appreciate it anyway.” 

      The game starts and Cade runs out to quarterback with the first true smile I’ve seen on his face in a long time. Surprisingly, Jed jogs out right after him. Derek hikes the ball and Cade does what he does best, staying patient until he has a clearing. He throws it and Jed catches, running into the end zone for a touchdown.

      The entire stadium goes crazy and the boys on the field chest bump. When Cade and Jed come face to face, there’s a slight pause before they jump and bump chests, smiles on both their faces. Cade smacks the back of Jed’s helmet, congratulating him on the catch, and they both get in position again.

      “He wouldn’t. The best things in life don’t have monetary value, and he hasn’t figured that out yet. Lucky for me.” I kiss Marla as tears of happiness stream down her face.
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      Cade Greene

      Three years later

      

      “You do realize they’ll be in their sixties when the kid graduates high school?” Jed laughs next to me as our Uber drives past the city limits sign of Sunrise Bay.

      Anyone who knew us when we first met would be shocked to hear that we don’t just attend the same college, we room together. Who would’ve known Jed is a pretty great guy? Still a little cocky at times, but I can be too. Our senior year, we scored the last spot in the playoffs but got eliminated right before state finals. As my dad and Marla always say, it’s the journey, not the end result. 

      “They’ll be showing up in walkers at his graduation.” I slap the seat. “Our family can’t get any weirder anyway.”

      “True story!”

      There’s a new baby in the Greene family. Rylan Greene. Only Hank and Marla Greene would decide to have a baby when there’s light at the end of the tunnel of having nine kids out of the house. Though Jed and I have money on the fact that they didn’t plan the pregnancy. No one really wants to think about how that happened, so we didn’t ask.

      I pull up to what was my grandparents’ house and is now Dad and Marla’s. They were quick to move in after their engagement that turned into an even quicker wedding. But Grandma Ethel is happy the house is in use. Jed and I both have dibs on it after they die (joking, obviously) because we had to put so much work into renovations being Dad’s manual laborers. 

      The Uber parks on the hill where we can see the blue stork sign with Rylan’s name, length, and weight. This kid’s gonna be spoiled beyond belief.

      “I’m starving,” Jed says, getting out of the car and thanking our driver with a mumble.

      “Thanks, man.” I get out too, and we each retrieve our weekend bags from the trunk.

      We walk into the house to find that it looks as if a baby store has exploded inside. 

      Jed picks up a box. “What the hell?”

      “That’s a breast pump, man.” 

      His body shakes and he drops it back into the pile consisting of a swing, a stroller, two car seats, and a stack of laundry baskets. 

      Posey runs out of the family room, and her socks slide along until Jed grabs her and tickles her. “I’m too old for that.” She squirms out of his grip but then attaches herself to his stomach. “I missed you guys.”

      She comes to me next. It’s kind of cool having so many siblings now, even if they are stepsiblings but also our second cousins. 

      “Come on. Rylan’s awake,” Posey says. 

      Jed looks back at me and we share the look to say, “Here we go.” 

      We walk into the living room to find there’s no baby. Marla’s got a blanket over her shoulder. Dad’s sleeping next to her. There’s an entire playpen or something along the wall and a changing station next to it. 

      “A baby needs all this stuff?” I ask, looking around. 

      “Hey, Mom.” Jed leans forward to kiss Marla on the cheek. “Whoa. Fuck.” 

      Marla slaps his arm for swearing. 

      Jed shuts his eyes and turns away. “You’re lucky I’m not blind now.”

      Dad stirs awake and blinks. 

      “I did it for you too. Hank is taking the real brunt of me breastfeeding. A new man has taken over his duties.”

      My head falls back and Jed looks as if he might lose it. “Seriously, keep that to yourself!”

      Marla laughs, and Dad rises from the couch to hug us. 

      “Boys, you’re old enough to understand I had to go cold turkey. It could be over a year.”

      “What’s a little breastmilk,” I say, and Jed picks up a stuffed bear and throws it at me. 

      It’s not that I don’t see Marla as a mother figure, but it doesn’t gross me out the same way it does Jed. 

      “Good to see you guys getting along.” Dad hugs both of us. 

      Jed seems oddly comfortable with the affection. But he keeps a lot in about his relationship with his dad. There’s animosity there, but he never wants to talk about it.

      “Where is everyone?” I ask. 

      “Here and there. No one is ever in this house at the same time, I swear.”

      Marla rolls her eyes. “They have lives.”

      We sit down while Jed heads to the fridge, grabs a bunch of containers, and fixes a plate. 

      Posey disappears upstairs. 

      “Hey, Dad, you mind if I borrow the truck?” I ask.

      He nods and pulls the keys from his pocket, handing them to me, knowing where I’m going. It’s usually my first stop before I come home, but with Jed with me, I couldn’t. 

      “Family dinner tonight, okay?” he says.

      “Yeah. I’ll be a half hour tops.”

      Ten minutes later, I pull into Sunrise Bay Cemetery and wind down the path to my mom’s burial plot. I park my dad’s truck and walk up the short hill. Sometimes I’m still surprised to read her name on the stone. 

      “Hey, Mom,” I say. “Just got in from school. Marla had the baby. It’s a boy. They named him Rylan. He’s healthy.” 

      My eye catches sight of a blonde a few rows away. She looks familiar, but I can’t really place her. She’s openly crying on a new grave site filled with dirt and no plaque. 

      I shake my head. “So, anyway… school’s good, and before you think about it, there’s no one serious in my life.” I laugh. 

      The girl lies down on the dirt and her head is turned. Is that Clara, Xavier’s friend?

      “Clara!” I yell, but the girl doesn’t say anything or look my way. I turn my attention back to my mom. “It’s amazing how things have changed. Jed’s probably my closest friend now. Crazy, huh?”

      The girl gets up, and yeah, it’s totally Clara. Xavier and Clara have been friends since they were in diapers. The girl slept over at our house a million times and went everywhere with us.

      “Grades are good. No worries there. No Dean’s List or anything though. Sorry, Mom, hold up.” 

      I jog over to Clara. The closer I get, the more positive I am she’s Clara. “Clara! It’s me, Cade. Xavier’s brother. Are you okay?”

      She looks me dead in the eye and scowls. The hairs on the back of my head rise, and my gut tells me something I can’t decipher or put into words. 

      “My name isn’t Clara, and no, I’m not okay.” She walks down the hill and gets into a car before the tires squeal, announcing her exit.
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      The Peculiar Sensitives of Princess Peabody – a retell based off ‘The Princess and the Pea’ – is the story of a Faerie princess betrothed to an evil prince and doubted by her kingdom because of her dormant wings.

      Darian Peabody sleeps upon layers and layers of mattresses. Under them rests a single pea – a test demanded by Prince Zane to ensure Darian is royalty. A true princess, he says, would have sensitivities to such things. But for Darian, who is aware of the prince’s true mission—to damage her wings—there are far bigger things to be sensitive about.

      They begin with the tiny, human man in the cage; trapped in the kingdom on a witch’s curse and the first person to believe she is, indeed, a royal princess.

      When Darian’s father demands wedding plans move forward and the man be put to death, Princess Peabody must show an entire kingdom her worth; beginning with those who’ve questioned her. True blooded or not, you never mess with an exhausted, sleepless, over it, purple-winged Faerie princess…
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            Once upon a time…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Princess Darian Peabody

        Status: Stuck in fairyland, damsel

      

      

      

      Like my mother before she went missing, I almost always kept my wings tucked away. In fact, they were somewhat weak from lack of use and, lately, always sore from Zane’s stupid pea. In that one way, I was close to human. And there were benefits to this. Since I ran or walked almost everywhere, my tiny legs were strong and quick. I’d never raced, especially a creature of the human sort, but would bet good money I could outrun anyone in the Kingdom of Peabody. It was part of what made everyone doubt I was a true fairy princess at all. But that didn’t matter, not anymore. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I had purpose. He’s cute too – in an odd sort of way. 

      I ran back to the dance with a little thrill traveling through me for being able to do something for this mysterious, shrunken human stranger. Everyone at dances had always treated me as if I were invisible. I was the one no one quite believed was a real princess simply because I came off more human than fairy and, well, because of my mother. At least my peculiarity and even family history would come in useful now. I wouldn’t have to explain to anyone where I was taking all the food. They already looked at me and my behaviors as freakish. I was the anomaly no one wanted to really see, though I never knew quite why. Nothing I did that was out of the ordinary was ever brought into question by anyone but Simon, who watched nearly every move I made but was already passed out for the night on purple wine. 

      On my way back to the forest, I grabbed Sebastian another seed husk full of wine. I’d heard humans liked to drink nearly as much as we fairies. When I returned to him red-faced, out of breath and bearing a small feast, he smiled at me.

        “Did you run?” he asked in disbelief.

        “Well,” I gasped, “I hate when people stare at my wings, or laugh at them, or—”

        “No, I just meant... You really hurried, for me? You didn’t have to do that, or any of this. Thank you.”  He had a wide, easy grin. It was like nothing I’d ever seen from the fairies. Our realm simply wasn’t like that. I’d heard enough about the human realm and even taken trips to visit with my mother but had never thought of humans as particularly friendly. Sebastian had a lot to teach me. I knew very little about the world outside the Kingdom of Peabody, I thought, frowning.

        “Well, here,” I said, passing a second meal through the bars. “I hope you enjoy it.” 

        “Thank you,” he said, his expression sobering as he peered at me. He sat with his food, not even eating it. Then, he sniffed.

        “Are you...crying?” I asked. I could see moonlight reflecting off his wet eyes. He had to be. “What’s wrong?”

        “Nothing,” he half-laughed, half-cried. “Nothing’s wrong. I just haven’t seen a bit of kindness for a long time. Now on top of visiting me, you’ve brought me all this food and wine. Fast as you could too, as if I matter. I don’t even have any way to thank or repay you.”

        “You’ve already thanked me twice,” I said. “And listened to my silly problems all night.”  Then, the alcohol spoke again, “But if you really want to repay me, will you tell me more about the witch and why she shrank you?”

        “Why? Well, I can’t really talk about that now. I mean, it’s embarrassing. It was ridiculous for me to even attempt to find anything in this realm. Obviously, I’m not a fairy. I should have stuck to the human world and stayed out of the woods. …For now, I’ll just say there was something I wouldn’t do for her.”

        “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to pry.”

        “Not at all. Your interest is quite flattering, to be perfectly honest.”

        I was glad he was focused on his food, because I felt myself blush. “Have you any family anywhere?”

        “No, I’m just a traveler.”

        “How did you happen across the witch, Regina?”

        The wine was working on him now too. He spread his hands comically and said, “Traveling,” with a bellowing laugh.

        With his silly gesture, I hated more than ever to see him in that cell. He was no thief and certainly no danger to anyone. He was really a nice guy – even if he was a human man. 

        “She heard me speaking at an inn. That’s what I do. I travel and speak to people. Most don’t like what I have to say. She did. Or, looking back, maybe that was all an act. It should have upset her as much as anyone. Like I said, it’s confusing. I just need to sort it out. If only I hadn’t followed her into the woods.”

        “Well, what do you have to say?”

        “I don’t think it would apply to you folk, being immortal, anyway. In short, I talk about how I think we should live. Die. I don’t know anymore. I’m what they call a life coach. I travel around just sharing thoughts; a philosopher of sorts. Public speaking, all that.” He yawned. “I’m a little drunk. I’m enjoying your company very much, but I must ask your forgiveness if I happen to doze off.”

        “Of course,” I said, feeling my cheeks flush again. I was shocked to realize how foreign it was to be welcome anywhere. No one had ever wanted me around, not since my adoptive mother died and my mother before her left the kingdom out of nowhere.

      “Can I ask you something now?”

        “Please,” I said.

        He paused, and then, “I don’t want to offend you, so I don’t know how to ask.”

      “It’s okay,” I urged.

       “I don’t mean to be calling you a liar or anything, but I don’t know how else to put it. Did someone really call you ‘ugly’ as you put it? I don’t think you made it up, trust me on that. I just don’t understand. I’m finding that fairy and humans don’t see things the same at all.”

        All that nervousness over me thinking he doubted my word? In our land, a girl’s opinion didn’t count for a thing. Why should he even care? Was it because I had brought him food? He was right. Humans spoke a completely different language but, somehow, it felt more like mine.

      “You were worried I’d be offended just because you didn’t believe something I said?”

       “No, I do believe it,” he pleaded desperately.

        “I’m not offended,” I smiled, wondering if he would be what the humans called a feminist. “And I don’t understand some of the things you worry about. Yes, he insulted me in front of everyone. What’s so hard to imagine?”

       “Just... Why, or how, or... What did he say, exactly? How did it come up?”

      “Well, I do believe ‘why’ was already covered,” I said, pointing toward my back and praying my dormant, purple-edged wings wouldn’t stick out when I did. “I don’t know how much of a story there is, but here’s what happened: The realm of fairy is divided into kingdoms or tribes. Each kingdom has a palace containing a crystal that keeps us safe. The climate is controlled and we are generally invisible to you humans and some other beings unless Regina or her sisters step in. The two most powerful crystals are held by the Sol and Luna tribes. We are the Luna fairies,” I paused just to be sure I hadn’t lost him. He nodded his head. 

      “One day last year, my father—that’s King Peabody—invited the king of the Sol fairies—Orion—and his tribe over for a festival and feast. I knew what business was to be conducted because my father had told me ahead of time. King Orion knew as well. His son—Prince Zane—did not. I had mixed feelings. It was my mother’s one wish for me, that I find someone who made me happy. She used to tell me that one day I would find a man who thought I was as beautiful as she did. He wouldn’t care that my wings were mostly dormant the same way hers had been.” He wouldn’t want to hurt them with stupid tests of my bloodline either.

        I stopped to wipe tears from my eyes. I felt foolish. I was spilling my guts about my petty problems to someone who was locked up and wondering if he was going to be maimed the next day. But there was no stopping. I looked at the traveler and was amazed to see him looking at me with rapt attention. He motioned with his shrunken human hand for me to continue.

        “I asked myself all that morning, ‘Could this be it?’ I had never met Prince Zane. My imagination only allowed me to build him into a handsome, loving husband-to-be. But that was hard. I was disappointed the second I saw him. He strode into a banquet with his chin in the air, ordering his servants about with an arrogance that would have been comical if not so unfortunately real. He spoke to anyone but the two kings with an overwhelming condescension. I almost cried at the thought of having to get used to him. My husband, my new life, was to be this? Still, I managed to keep myself together until the announcement. Later, I crossed paths with him before dinner in the main lobby. We bumped into each other. He seemed annoyed until he saw my collapsed wings. Then, it was plain disgust that creased his brow. ‘Do excuse me, please,’ he sneered nastily. You know what? Even that didn’t prepare me for what he did later.” I wished I could slow my words, but they kept tumbling out. If the stranger thought this part was bad, wait until he heard about the mattresses Zane had ordered be placed in my room. 

      “But I don’t understand. Why would he hate your wings? Did he not know of the kingdom you come from?”

      I pressed my finger to my lips. There was no way I’d ever be able to explain it all to him if he interrupted me. Our kingdoms had twisted, winding histories. My wings were a sign that we were destined to fail, and only a true princess would ever offer a future Sol king proper heirs. I figured it best to just get out as much of the story as I could and hope the stranger could follow. It wasn’t like humans were dumb. Odd. Intrusive. Weak. Rude, even. But never dumb. 

        “All through dinner I could barely manage to look at him. I spent the full meal in strange hopes that he would transform somehow. ‘That’s my future,’ I kept thinking. ‘The whole life I’ve lived up to now is now supposed to revolve entirely around this...Jerk!’ Then came the announcement: ‘Friends, nobles,’ my father said, standing. All fell silent and looked at him. ‘I am pleased to announce that by next spring, the two most powerful houses in all of fairy, Sol and Luna, will be bound by marriage. A union that no other ten kingdoms added together could hope to disrupt.’ I wanted to die right then on the spot.”

      The traveler shook his head. 

       I kept right on going. “I saw the prince raise his head in interest. He knew he was about to receive a bride, but who? He looked hungrily at my half-sisters. ‘And so, I have offered to King Orion for his son Zane,’ who Father gestured to, ‘the hand of my daughter, Darian,’ and he gestured to me. The prince’s eyes followed my father’s hand and widened in disbelief when they landed on me. All I could do was smile nervously. Before I had a chance to wonder how he’d react, he screamed, ‘What?’  He slammed the table with his fist and stood. He looked in outrage at his own father. ‘Can this be true? Could my own father have agreed, on my behalf, without my knowledge, that I should take that...that purple-winged hag as a wife? My first wife, no less! The very thought of soiling my dick by siring an heir with a woman that not even a commoner would touch! Do we even know if she is of royal blood? How many mothers has this freak run off? Wasn’t her own mother a freak too? Isn’t she the one who tried to run off with the crystal?’”

        Sebastian drew in his breath at my words as I blushed. 

        “And then everyone was quiet and staring at me. What was I supposed to do after that? I looked into the eyes of a few people. I could tell they were enjoying my anguish. My oldest sister was smiling and even nodding in agreement. I ran out, just before the shock wore off and I began to cry.”

        “I feel bad for doubting you,” the stranger said in quiet amazement. “I’m so sorry this happened. And I thought humans were rude. He doesn’t deserve you.”

        I wiped away a few errant tears and smiled. “His ‘apology’ wasn’t any better. He found me later on a balcony. He didn’t put a hand on my shoulder or ask me to look at him or anything. He just said, as if he were granting the largest favor in history, that I could be his wife. If...and then he listed a bunch of conditions: No talking, no touching him, things like that. Right down to how he ‘supposed’ he’d try to father an heir with me, so long as I kept covered up and quiet. He’d ‘just be doing his duty,’ he said.”

        “And you’re going to marry him...in the spring? Still? But why? Have you lost your mind? That won’t be any sort of life!”

       There was no point in explaining the dynamic with my half-sisters or the rules of my father’s kingdom. Humans didn’t work that way. My mother once told me they had a thing called choice. It was why I’d always been jealous of the humankind. “Oh, yes... Politics... It’s complicated and something you wouldn’t understand. Your realm doesn’t work like ours. It’s not that bad – really. I suppose I should be honored. My name will go down in history. The kings have wanted this union for ages.”

        “Is there nowhere to run?”

        “Any kingdom I fled to would just send me back here. Then I’d be punished and in the same situation, only disgraced on top of it. And to flee into the wild isn’t possible either. Trust me, I’ve thought about it. Our territories keep us invisible to mortals, as you know. The only way around that is a witch’s curse.”

        “Hmm,” he said thinking.

        “What?”

        “Well, at least you haven’t given up hope. That’s good. I don’t think you should.”

        “What? How do you know? I don’t feel the least bit hopeful, I’ll have you know.”

        “Alright, sorry,” he said, looking away. And then, “You say you’ve accepted your future, but I see too much life in your eyes for me to believe that. I’ve seen the eyes of hopeless folk, believe me. They’re dead inside. They stare off into space, taking nothing in, giving nothing out. I could be wrong. These are just some of those thoughts I share in my travels. Or maybe I’m just drunk.”

        Deep down, part of me knew he was right. Still, I wasn’t sure I should be taking advice from a human, and the last thing I wanted was questions about my mother. I had no answers for him. On her, I had no answers for anyone. “It’s late,” I said. “Can I get you anything else?”

        “No,” he said, but I could tell he was holding back by the way he pulled at his rounded ear. 

        “What is it?”

        “Well... Just so I don’t have to wonder... Do you think you could come visit me again?”  This time, he blushed.

        A smile took an uncontrollable hold of my face. “Why, of course I will.”

        He looked relieved as he returned my smile. “Thank you.”

        “Sebastian...thank you. Thank you for talking to me.” Humans aren’t rude at all. The man’s thanked me ten times at least. Why did Father teach us that rude was a top characteristic of their breed?

        He held up a hand. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you needed someone to talk to even more than I did. And it was my pleasure, believe me.”
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      As I undressed for bed, I felt a giddiness that was completely separate from that caused by the lingering effects of the wine. Why should talking to a stranger for a few hours have such an effect? I realized it was because for the first time since my mother left and suffered the ultimate punishment for it, someone had really listened to me. Had things been different and I’d been lucky enough to be born human, I’d have become a therapist. I’d be a counselor who helped people feel less alone. It was kind of what Sebastian did. Yet, somehow he said his work was tied to death. That part didn’t make much sense. I’d have to ask him about it in the morning. 

      I had a feeling he would have questions for me too. He had when I’d left him. From his pauses and his questions, I could tell he was really thinking about everything I said. And he wanted so badly to help... Help me, a stranger myself, whose people had locked him up. I thought again about his eyes... They, and his voice, held such warmth. Never had I been so ashamed of my own kind. Whatever. You aren’t like them. You never were. Think about Sebastian. It’s only for a short time. You’ll be stuck forever with Zane. Maybe Sebastian can teach you enough to help them change. If they only felt that warmth... I laid down thinking about that warmness, imagining it flooding over me, wrapping me up like a cocoon. Shame he’ll be moving on soon. At least I’ll see him once more tomorrow. Yes, after breakfast.
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      But I couldn’t sleep. It was just not a thing. The stupid pea Zane had insisted on made a lump so big it was impossible to get comfortable. I hadn’t slept right in weeks and it was beginning to get to me; making it harder and harder to deal with Simon and even Father, who was constantly demanding things of me lately to ensure a smooth merger of the kingdoms. For that, I hated Zane. He was doing this only to mess with me, and yet, I was far too stubborn to tell anyone about the pea. It was my only chance. Between my questionable maternity and the fact that an ordinary fairy princess would be freaking out about her wings, it was the seed of doubt that might set me free. At least, that was what I told myself as I shifted under the silky sheets. 

      For as much as I detested him, it was clear Zane harbored even worse feelings for me. He wanted me in pain. It was like a battle of wits and determination and I was not ready to throw up my hands. He wasn’t either. I knew it wasn’t that he really questioned my status as royalty. Our kingdom kept the records on lineage. He knew I was the real thing. I knew exactly why he and his father insisted on testing me. They wanted to damage my wings. And that? Well, it wasn’t happening. Maybe tomorrow, I’d even use them. Tomorrow would be a better day. I could feel it. Finally, after four hours of tossing and turning, I fell asleep with a smile on my face and hopes for a brighter day.

      It didn’t work out that way and breakfast was a nightmare. Bolton and Simon were also eating at the royal table to discuss the matter of the prisoner. I was sitting right next to my father but still had to struggle to hear what was said over the whispers and giggles of my half-sisters on my other side.

        “Braxon said he was covered in hair,” Bella, the youngest said.

        “Not just that bit on his face. But his arms, his chest,” said Piper, the oldest.

        Then Lily, the middle half-sister and one of my worst enemies, spoke. “I don’t care about that.”  The other two followed her constantly, sucking up to her. She was the prettiest. Perhaps the prettiest girl in the kingdom. Her hair was silky blonde and, of course, her wings were perfectly transparent. Transparent wings were considered more magical than tinted ones like mine. Secretly, I found hers boring but no one was asking me. I couldn’t look at her without becoming enraged with jealousy, especially when I saw how she treated men. They were nothing but toys to her and she made sure they knew and accepted that before they were allowed near her. She would use and humiliate them any way she could and still they flocked to her just because she was the prettiest...

      “Did he really smell like an animal?” she asked.

        “Oh, of course, Braxon didn’t get close to him. You know how Braxon is. But Simon said he did. He told me his skin was wet, and that it smelled.”  

      Simon was the one exception to Lily’s rule on men, probably just because they shared the same mean spirit. They often dallied together when they weren’t busy finding some way to torment someone. It never failed to surprise me why Lily would want to spend her time with a man like him. She could have any man in the kingdom and she had chosen my abuser. I shouldn’t have been shocked. My relationship with my sister was complicated. 

        “What else did Simon say?” whispered Bella.

        I tried again to ignore them and listen to my father speak with Bolton, though it was Simon doing most of the talking. Simon wanted to find some way, any way, to make Sebastian suffer. The chamberlain, my father’s advisor, merely wanted justice for the sake of the court. My father just wanted done with the whole business.

        “Sire, if we do cut his hand off, we will be maiming him and possibly killing him,” the chamberlain said. “That is not our punishment for stealing. I say again, it may be best to simply let him go. We don’t know exactly how the humankind work.”

        I closed my eyes, wishing for my father to mumble some agreement so it could all be over.  Instead, he said, “That may have been suitable if not for the fact that these two idiots dragged him across a parade line in front of everybody. I should charge him for interrupting the ceremony as well. Still, he was accused of stealing publicly and he must be suitably punished, publicly. Then, he may go.”

        “How about we flog him?” Simon asked with a sadistic smile.

        “No, Sire, that creates the same problem. If his wounds do not heal, we may kill him,” the chamberlain said.

        “The stocks?” Bolton suggested.

        Father laughed. “Unless human anatomy is far more different than ours than I am aware of, Bolton, may I remind you that he is not a woman?”

        “Just cut his hand off and send him on his way,” Simon said. “What matter if he wanders off and dies somewhere in the wilderness?”

        “Away from the public eye,” my father mused, and I could tell he was seriously considering it.

        “No!” I cried and regretted it immediately. I had clearly annoyed my father, and a gleam in Simon’s eyes told me that he now knew I cared about the stranger. It also told me he was hopeful that he’d soon be able to have his way with me – again. It was how it always happened…

        “You object, Princess?” Simon asked, mocking me. He knew that encouraging me would only wind up with us alone. He was a monster. 

        Go easy. Don’t let him win. There has to be a way to reason with him and protect Sebastian. “Father, as king, isn’t your first job to be fair to all in your realm? If you hurt him so that you know he’s going to die, isn’t that just a facade of justice? You’re better than that.”

        “Someone may discover the corpse,” the chamberlain added, not to be on my side, but out of practicality.

        “I’ll chase him away myself,” Simon said. “No one will find him.”

        “No!” my father said, his annoyance growing. “No, it must be something else.”

        The table chatter lapsed into silence, the men staring at their food and thinking. Except for Simon, who was smiling at me in a way that made my stomach lurch.

        I averted my gaze. He knew I didn’t want to see the human hurt. “Sire? How about trial by combat? In the training arena.”  He suggested it while still looking right at me.

        I interrupted my father as he was about to speak, “He’ll be killed there, too!”

        “Darian! Hush!” Father yelled. He raised his hand and I cringed, but he didn’t hit me. “You are not part of this conversation anyway,” he hissed. “Know your place, girl!”

        Simon continued to sell his idea. “Sure, he’ll die, Sire. But you will be able to say you gave him a fair chance. Surely, if he is innocent then the gods will see him through it?”

        “How is pitting a mortal our size against a bladed fairy, in any sense, justice?” I said, mostly to myself.

        Father turned to face me slowly, threateningly. “Darian, I am trying to figure this out. If you interrupt me once more, you will end up in the stocks yourself.”

        At this mention of the word ‘stocks,’ Simon and I looked at each other. He grinned as my hand tightened around my fork. He licked his lips. I looked down in silent fury, determined to hold my tongue. I would not give him or my stubborn father the satisfaction.

        “Chamberlain? Your opinion?”

        “It is a relatively obscure law, Sire. I would have to refresh myself on its finer points at any rate, but as with his hand, I’m also not sure how his mortality would figure into things. Such fragile creatures, humans... Picture the first match alone. Say they each score five or so cuts, and by some miracle the fairy yields. The next match starts, and there’s the human, already with five cuts, still bleeding. Unimaginable, but so.”

        Trial by combat. I had seen one once, so long ago I could barely remember. I was still a child and my mother was still in Peabody. It took weeks to complete. I could not remember what the man’s crime was and I don’t think I knew then either. I just saw him fight for around an hour a day. He and a member of the army would face off in the arena cutting each other until one yelled “yield.” Each day he had to face as many soldiers as would fight him; the soldiers being rewarded with extra food, or a special consort for the night. The arena was always offering entertainment, but it was usually those soldiers who were picked as performing poorest during drills that fought for our amusement. It kept the troops training hard, for though we healed instantly, getting cut still hurt all the same. How many years must it have been since a criminal was in the arena?

        Chamberlain was right. With even every small cut counting against the stranger, he was at an enormous disadvantage. How could he be expected to stand up to the whole army one after another? I wanted to cry out but Simon’s greedy eyes on my body told me not to.

        “I’ll hack him to pieces myself just to have done with all this,” he said, egging me on.

        “Enough, Simon,” my father said. “Trial by combat. We’d have to come up with some sort of explanation as to why he’s being treated differently. Can you do that, Chamberlain?”

        “I believe so, Sire. I’ve a basic idea already, in fact.”

        “One less human in the world,” Father said as he sipped some wine. “I like it. Even being nearly our size they’re filthy animals, they’re just... Filthy. That cut on his arm! Bleeding and bleeding.”

        “He can’t bleed forever. He’ll run out of blood,” Simon said.

        “Father,” I begged. “You gave up the idea of taking his hand, agreeing it would only be a facade of justice. Yet, you admit to knowing this idea is also killing him outright. All he did was take food when he was hungry. He doesn’t deserve—”

        He backhanded me so fast I didn’t have time to blink, sending my half-sisters into another fit of giggling. “I said I wanted to hear nothing more from you! This is a court matter. It doesn’t concern a woman at all. I said to know your place. Clearly, you don’t. I will show it to you. Guards! Put her in the stocks for a full turn of the earth!”

      I made sure not to look at Simon or Lily as I was taken away. Their eyes would be filled with a gleeful malice. I did not want it to be the last thing I saw before being locked up. I was sure I would see Simon later, anyway. Yet, even that was not what troubled me the most. I realized that being locked up for a day would prevent me from keeping my promise to visit the stranger that morning. He was the only reason I cried as they led me away.
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        Sebastian

      

      

      

      The sun had been up for a while when, to my relief, they brought breakfast to my cell. I sat against the section of wall taking stock of my situation: I had escaped Regina, the witch who imprisoned me, costing me a gash on my arm. She had planned to starve me until she got what she wanted or until I died. I wandered lost for several days, growing hungry and weak. For now, I was thankful for the cell. It was dry and I had food. I had been apprehended by fairies just about the moment I found food. That was pretty terrible. I didn’t resist them in any way, yet they kept handling me as roughly as possible. One of them, Simon, kept hitting my wounded arm and making it bleed again. I was thrown on the ground in front of the king, stood back up, stripped, gawked at, insulted, and thrown in this cell. It was frustrating and humiliating, but I had been through worse.

        The worst was probably wondering what was going to happen to me all that first night. For all I knew they were going to execute me or let me starve. At one point, Simon came to show someone else “that neat thing” that happened when he struck my arm. Then, she visited me. And somehow, it changed everything. 

      I looked up wearily, and to my surprise I saw a girl. She wore a light blue dress, her hair tied back with a matching ribbon. By her eyes, I recognized her as the one who was next to the king at that parade. 

        Everyone else had looked at me with a certain contempt or disgust. This girl just looked at me. In her eyes I saw empathy and curiosity. To the others, I was nothing more than an odious novelty, worth no further consideration. I remembered her promise to visit me. She said “in the morning.” Hopefully soon, I thought as I finished eating. Maybe she’ll know what’s going to happen to me too. 

        Finally, I heard someone coming. I must have been more excited to see her than I’d realized, for I found myself on my feet instantly. But it wasn’t her and she wasn’t alone. Three girls, none of them Darian, arrived at my cell and peered in at me. I was happy to see them until I saw the one in the middle who the others seemed to look to. There was a directness to her gaze that made me uneasy, especially given our positions. I felt like a piece of meat being sized up. They fell silent as they stood in front of my cell.

        “Hi,” I said, unable to hide my nervousness.

        They said nothing to me. “He talked to us!” one of them giggled to the one in the middle.

        So that was it. They were just gawking. I went and sat back by the wall, to wait until they were gone.

        “What should we do?” the tallest whispered.

        “You, come here,” the one in the middle said.

        “What for?”

        “I am the king’s daughter.”

        “Okay.”

        When she realized I didn’t plan to say any more than that, or to obey, she grew furious. It wasn’t the fury of a spoiled girl, though. There was no tantrum, not even a raised voice. “If you do not do as I say, I will have you tortured for dishonoring me.”

        It was a simple statement of fact. She may have even wanted me to defy her so she could make good on her threat. I wasn’t willing to risk it and walked to the bars trying to hide my fear.

        “Look at his arms,” one said. “All hairy, just like Braxon said, Lily. …I told you.”

        So that was the middle one’s name. Lily. She looked at me and unfurled her wings a little, studying me for a reaction. They were clear, only visible because they refracted the light, much like soap bubbles would. I didn’t respond and she snorted and closed her wings again. “Do you really have that hair all over your body?” she asked quietly, as if she were trying to get me to admit to some dark, guilty secret.

        “I don’t know. Kind of,” I said.

        “Show me.”

        “What?”

        “Strip!”

        The other two girls looked at each other in surprise, giggling nervously with bulging eyes. If this was some plan of Lily’s, they clearly weren’t in on it.

       Slowly, I removed my coat and shirt. Their laughter grew less stifled at the sight of my chest hair.

        “Take that off,” one said, pointing at my bandage. It’s like a game to this one, she’s laughing. 

        “Well?” Lily said. I looked at her, not comprehending. “I said, strip!”

        She wanted me to take off everything. Okay, you’ve been seen naked before. Sure, never in such circumstances though. Never as a...specimen. Still, my unexplained fear of her outweighed any sudden embarrassment I felt over my body. I took off my shoes, then my pants.

        Now they laughed openly. “Oh my... Between his legs! Do you see?”

        I moved to cover myself.

        “No, put your hands down. By your sides,” Lily ordered.

        I grew even more uncomfortable when she again showed me some of her wings, this time not subtle at all about looking for a reaction from me. I wondered what effect clear wings were supposed to have on fairy men. Would a fairy in my position now be sporting an erection, in spite of the situation?

        “Does your skin really pour out foul water?” one of the other girls asked.

        “What, sweat?” I asked.

        “Sweat,” they repeated more to themselves than me.  

      “You smell terrible,” Lily said, looking me in the eyes.

        “I haven’t been able to bathe in over a week,” I said.

        “What nonsense is that?” she asked.

        “Bathing, where I wash away that bad smell.”

        “Oh, Piper, let’s get him a ‘bathe.’ I want to watch!” 

        “No,” Lily said. “Let him die in filth, like the animal he is.”

        “What?” I asked. “Die?”

        Lily smirked. “Yes. You’re going to die tomorrow. You’re going to fight Simon and you don’t stand a chance. He’s immortal. He won’t stop until he’s laid you open.”

        “Fight? I don’t want to fight anyone. Why can’t I just go?”

        “Because you’re a criminal.”

        “I was just hungry.”

        “We get hungry. We don’t go taking what isn’t ours.”

        I felt weak. My legs began to tremble, and flashes of light came in globs between black spots in my line of vision. I moved to sit. “No, stand here,” Lily said. “I’m still taking in how hideous you are.”

        “Bella,” she finally said to the other girl. “Touch it.”  She pointed between my legs.

        Bella shrieked in mock terror. “What?”

        Lily turned that same glare on her. “I’m not kidding. Do it.”

        “All that hair, it’s gross...”

        I had unintentionally taken a couple steps back. Lily snapped back to face me and said, “If you do not get back over here and let her do it, I will have the guards lop it off. Come here.”

        I moved forward and closed my eyes. I heard them argue more. “Please, Lily. Don’t make me touch an animal’s privates!”

        “Make it hard,” Lily commanded her.

        Then I felt the touch of a cool hand on my flesh. It began stroking me. “Eww...” I heard Bella say under her breath.

        “Well?” Lily asked, and I knew she was talking to me.

        “Sorry, I’m just not in the mood,” I pleaded, hoping she could at least understand that much.

        I opened my eyes. Bella had her eyes closed and her head turned away. Piper, apparently the other of the three visitors, and Lily were watching without a hint of shame. Finally, Lily laughed out loud. “Well, I sure feel sorry for human females, if this is all they ever get to deal with. Limp, useless, smelly, vile. And a complete coward. I will enjoy watching a real man slice you up tomorrow. Bella? Stop doing that. Just squeeze tight.”

        “What, like this?” Bella asked, holding me. 

      Lily kicked her arm, causing her to give me a very painful tug.

        I cried out and fell backward. 

      “By the way,” Lily said over my gasps of pain, “I know a girl named Darian came to visit you last night. Don’t expect her to come back. She was as disgusted by you as I am when she finally sobered up. She’s been hiding in shame all day.”  She laughed and walked away, the other two following behind her. Bella looked back, possibly feeling guilty. I laid on my side, trying to catch my breath. Eventually, I crawled over to my clothes and dressed myself.

        I sat against the wall and drew my knees to my chest. Tears ran down my face. I wondered where Darian was, wishing she would visit. I wondered if she would come at all. I didn’t believe what Lily said about her being disgusted by me, but I could believe she’d lose interest in me. It wasn’t the first time that had happened. 
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        Darian

      

      

      

      I had been locked in the stocks for several hours. Usually, the stocks and flogging were the most severe punishments for women and men respectively. Each had their lighter points, I supposed. The men’s punishment was over faster, but it was done in public, where anyone who wished could see. The men would be tied to a rack and whipped however many times they were sentenced to. Then, any others who held a grudge against them for anything were allowed to take as many strikes as they felt were deserved. Then it was over, just like that.

        Women were taken to a private room, where the pillory was located, and locked in. This could be for anywhere from a few hours to several days, but a day or less was standard. Once locked in, others could go in one at a time, officially for the purpose of speaking with the prisoner. However, it was widely known that anything went. This usually resulted in the girls being visited by several of their past consorts for what amounted to playful or even forced sex. 

      Of course, with me, things were different. There were no past consorts. I would marry that hateful prince who didn’t even view me as a real princess. At least, here, I could escape that awful mattress.
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      Footsteps approached. 

      “You visited him last night, didn’t you?”  

      It was Lily! My stomach knotted. This could be ugly and quick. 

        “Who?” I asked, feigning ignorance.

        “Dear sister...”  She walked and stood in front of me, looking down. She reached out and cupped my cheek, then raked her nails across my face. 

      I screamed. 

      “If you’re going to play dumb with me, this is going to take longer than even I want it to.”

        What does she care if I visited him? “Ow...” I cried, stalling. “What does it matter?”

        “No, you don’t get to ask questions.”  She grabbed my hair and pulled down, choking me on the stocks. “You did, didn’t you?” she repeated when she finally let go.

        Gasping for breath, I could only nod.

        “You did always get along with the animals so well... Why were you so concerned about him at breakfast today? Did you fuck him or something?”

        “Lily! No!”

        She snorted. “Alright, alright. I’m glad to hear not even you would get that desperate. I can’t say I’d be that surprised, though. I’m thinking back, Darian... You haven’t ever had a consort, have you? I can’t imagine what that’s like.”

        “Well, I didn’t...”

        “You must be desperate for some attention, though. Father warned you and you got yourself thrown in here anyway. Don’t worry, Simon will be in to give it to you soon enough.”

        My face reddened. “What do you know about that?”

        Lily laughed. “I know that it was my idea, from the very first time.”

        I didn’t get locked up often, but it happened on occasion. For ages, Simon had come in and tormented me whenever I did. Even knowing Lily as well as I did, to hear that she was behind it shocked me.

        “So, let me ask you this,” she said, kneeling and getting close so I could feel her breath on my face. “Do you want to fuck him?”

        “No...”

        “See, I just don’t believe that.” Before I could clench my fist, she grabbed my pinky finger in hers. She bent it back, making me grimace. “Why else would you go see him, alone, on the night of a big dance?”

        “I always go off alone when there’s a dance!” I screamed in pain. She knew that... “I felt sorry for him, okay? That was it!”

        “That was it? Really?”  She bent my finger farther back.

        “I was curious about him!” I cried. “That’s it, I swear!”

        “Hmm,” she said, letting go. “Maybe you’re telling the truth. Well, I hope so. Or else this might make you jealous.”

        “What?”  

        She stayed knelt next to me and got closer. She purred into my ear, “Well, Bella and Piper and I went to see him. I showed him my wings and got him to take all of his clothes off for us. He even let Bella play with his dick...”  She drew away. “What do you think of that?”

        I knew she wasn’t lying, but there was always some trick to anything she said. I couldn’t picture it happening. Yet I did feel something like jealousy. Only it wasn’t, not exactly. Maybe it was closer to pity. I couldn’t be sure. 

      “I don’t care,” I said.

        “You obviously do. Darian, you’re such a bad liar. It’s going to get you into trouble one day. Hmm. Maybe later today. Have a great time, sis. I think you’ll get out of here just in time to see your new friend skinned alive tomorrow. Simon’s been sharpening his sword. It will cut a piece of grass that falls on it, it’s so finely honed. By the way, I don’t know if you were planning to visit the prisoner today, but I made sure to tell him not to expect you. Don’t worry, now he knows how much he disgusted you.”

        With that, she left.
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        My mind went from wondering what he was thinking about the fact that I had not kept my promise to visit him, back to pointlessly wondering what had actually happened with him and my half-sisters. Of course he’ll end up liking them better. You can’t keep a simple promise, and they’re pleasuring him. One of the worst things about the stocks was I could not escape my own mind. I couldn’t go running or lose myself in nature. I couldn’t even spread my sore wings and attempt to fly; always a last resort these days. 

        The door opened again, and the very worst part about being in the stocks entered the room. My knees went weak with fear when I heard Simon chuckle. “Hello, Princess,” he said, almost laughing at the title of ‘princess.’ He knew I was a real princess too but loved that no one else seemed to care. For the first time, I wished my betrothed prince would pull me out of here. There was nothing left for me now in Peabody. Maybe in Orion’s kingdom, the other fairies would at least leave me alone. 

        I couldn’t bring myself to say anything. It was hard enough not to cry in anticipation of what was coming. Simon’s was the only touch I had known from any man, and this was the only circumstance.

        He walked around and bent so he was looking me in the face. “What’s the matter? Can’t say ‘hello?’”

        I looked down. 

      He sighed and stood. “Well...quite a display there at breakfast. A bit worried about your new friend, are you?”

        I still didn’t say anything. His boot crashed up under my chin, knocking my head back into the stocks. I cried out in pain, and he stepped back in close to me. “I am trying to have a conversation with you here,” he said, grabbing my hair.

        “What?” I whimpered.

        “I want to know why you care so much about this stranger. I mean, you got yourself thrown in here with me, on his account!” He released my hair with a laugh. “Just think, it didn’t do him a damn bit of good, anyway. I’m going to fight him tomorrow. He’s as good as dead.”

        Simon ran his hand up and down my back. This part was the worst, in its own way. He would touch me gently, and my body would almost want to surrender and enjoy it. Almost. But it also knew who was touching it, as well as what was really coming. So, as he caressed me, I bristled. He enjoyed that as well. Simon was sick. There was no other way to put it and I hated myself for not having the courage to leave the kingdom like my mother had all those years ago; assumed now to be dead by idiots who forgot she was immortal. 

        “I’m going to have a real blast with you today. It’s been too long.”  He ran his hand farther down and lifted my dress. “So, tell me. Why do you care so much about him?”

        “He didn’t do anything, Simon. Why can’t we just let him go?”

        “Ah, talking. Much better.” He ran his hand over my bottom, giving it a little squeeze. “But you didn’t answer my question.”

        “What question?”

        He moved in front of me and grabbed my pointed ears, digging his fingernails into them and squeezing. “Shut up,” he said to cut me off before I could scream. “I’m asking you for the third time now. Why do you care about him so much? Look what you’ve gotten yourself into, because of him.”  

      He released me and let me catch my breath. It was a moment of mercy, but it would never last. With Simon, it never did. 

        “He didn’t do anything! That’s why!”

        “No. It’s not some abstract notion of justice. I’ve never known you to take any interest in any court case. You care about him personally.” He moved just behind the stocks and pulled the top of my dress down. Casually fondling my breast, he said, “Alright. Now tell me truly. What’s up with you and that filthy human?”

        “What do you want me to say?”

        “Well, one of Lily’s theories is that you finally found a consort for a festival night.” He pinched my nipple, rolling it painfully between his fingers. “Did that happen? You can tell me, it’s not like I care or anything. I might laugh, though.”

        “No,” I grunted.

        “Hmm. Too bad. Filthy beast like that, you might’ve found someone who actually liked you. Wouldn’t that have been nice, before we ship you off to old Zane? …Well, okay, if that’s not it, then why?”

        “I don’t know.”

        “Not good enough.”  He dug his fingers into my breast as hard as he could, then twisted. I shrieked. He told me to be quiet, and I couldn’t. He punched me in the ribs until I couldn’t breathe. He never let go of my breast. “I said, shut up. Just quietly answer my question, and I’ll let go.”

        “I... Don’t... Know...” I gasped. “He... Just... Seemed... Nice...”

        “Gah,” he grunted in disgust, but thankfully let go of me. I was hyperventilating. That was a new torture he had come up with, and now I felt dizzy with pins tingling all over my body. “Know what I think? I think maybe you don’t like him at all. I think maybe, you just missed me visiting you here. Because nothing you’re saying makes any sense.”

        He stood in front of me and took himself out of his pants. “Open your mouth.”

        I just looked sideways. He grabbed my hair again. “Damn it, I’m not in the mood anymore. Open.” He pulled my hair tighter and tighter, but I kept my mouth shut. “Fine,” he said at last, throwing my head painfully to the side. He moved behind me, and I felt him push a finger into me. “If you really are here on behalf of that beast, I want you to think about how this is because of him, and how you failed to help even an animal. Just like you fail at everything.”  He bent his finger and dug around with his jagged nail. “Come on, scream for me.”

        Finally, I did scream. I couldn’t help it. I screamed and I sobbed. I begged and pleaded. He just wouldn’t stop. “Why do you always do this to me?” I cried. Then, I remembered what I’d learned earlier: Lily. Why did my sister hate me so much? It wasn’t my fault who my mother was. It wasn’t my fault she had left either or even that I was glad for her. 

        “I do it because you’re ugly and it’s what you deserve for spoiling the look of every court function. You should have taken off into the wilderness long ago, like your mom. See? Simple question, simple answer. Why couldn’t you do that earlier?”

        It was actually a relief when he stopped torturing me with his finger and entered me. He started talking as he took me from behind. “I’m so excited for tomorrow. I still don’t get why you could possibly care about that thief so much, but knowing that you do... It’s going to make it so much more enjoyable to cut him up in front of you, bit by bit. I want to do it slow, you see. No matter how slow he bleeds, it has to run out at some point. Maybe I’ll even go down in history. How many fairies have slain a human, after all?”

        I grimaced as my wings began to unfurl. It was a response of a girl’s body to making love. Or rather, to being taken, since Simon definitely was not making love. “Hey,” he said. “Fold them up, or I’ll pin them in place with my sword.”

        They snapped shut. He had done that before. I could not describe the pain. It had hurt so badly I couldn’t even remember the extent of it. He drew his sword and made a cut down the length of my back. As he neared climax, he started making more and more cuts across my back, to hear me scream. I shuddered as he came in me, but he still wasn’t done. He spent some time punching, kicking, and insulting me. He spit on me. Then he softly kissed my cheek and said he’d be back, as if he were speaking to a lover.

        But it didn’t matter. Only one thing did: Simon was going to kill Sebastian tomorrow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Simon visited me again before and then after dinner. Then again before he went to bed. It was the worst I’d ever been through with him. There were new tortures he had come up with, and each time he stayed longer than he ever had before.

        He visited again in the morning. “A lovely new day out there, Princess,” he said as he came in. “Just full of possibilities.”  With none of his usual ceremonial torment, he lifted my dress. “I wasn’t going to visit you again on account of the fight.” He began pawing between my legs. “I thought maybe I’d better save my strength. But then I remembered, he’s just a lousy mortal.”

        At least he didn’t seem to be requiring much from me this time. I just waited for him to be done, hoping I would be able to see Sebastian one last time. 

        He began grunting and thrusting and cutting me. “I can’t wait to do this to him. I mean, look how deep I have to cut you before I see any blood.”  He cut me up by my shoulder. I shrieked and cried in frustration. “With him? Every little thing like this,” he poked the sword tip into me, “or this,” he gave me a small cut lower on my back, “will just bleed and bleed, until he runs out. Runs out! Can you imagine?”

        It seemed to take forever, but finally with a long groan and an extra deep cut across the bottom of my back, he finished. “Well,” he said, catching his breath. “Guess I ought to let you go now. Breakfast is over.”

        He moved to unlock me, but not before using my hair to clean himself up. I stood and fixed my dress. He just leaned against the stocks, looking at me. “You’re actually going to go see him now, aren’t you?”

        I looked at him and looked away. The second he let me go, I outranked him again. I didn’t have to say a word. 

      “Yeah, well...might go clean up first,” he said with a note of amusement.

        There, I knew he was right. I had been awake and abused for twenty-four hours. I took some time to freshen up in my room. Then, without looking for any sort of breakfast, I went to the briars.

        He’s still got to be there, I reasoned. Breakfast only just ended and the arena doesn’t open until lunch time.

        My pace slowed when I remembered what Lily said or claimed she had said. Would he still want to see me? She told him that he disgusted me. That those were my words... Would me coming to see him again at least help to convince him that wasn’t true?

        My stomach knotted as I drew near his cell. I turned the corner, and he looked up. I was amazed, and relieved, to see his face light up. 

      “Darian!” he said and stood, coming over to the bars.

        “Hi, I’m sorry...I didn’t come yesterday.”  

        “It doesn’t matter, you’re here now. I’m glad to see you.”

        Once I got over my surprise at that I asked, “Have you heard what’s going to happen?”

        “Something about I have to fight Simon?”

        I nodded, and when I realized that this was probably our last conversation, my eyes teared up. “It’s so unfair. He won’t lose a drop of blood, any cut you manage to make will just heal... He wants to wear you down and...”  Torture you to death.

        “So why this fighting thing, instead of cutting my hand off like before?”

        I snorted. “My father is a hypocrite, that’s why. He says he doesn’t want to kill you outright since that’s not the penalty for stealing. So he won’t cut your hand off, since you might die. Then he claims he wants to give you a fighting chance. So he pits you against an immortal with a sword.”

        “He said he wants me to have a fighting chance, though?”

        Was that hope in his voice? “Yes, why?”

        “Can you hold him to that?”

        “Yes. Why?”

        “When they brought me here they had something of mine, a staff. A stick. Do you remember seeing it? Have you seen it?”

        “No, I don’t remember...”

        “Shoot...”

        “What about it, though?”

        “If I’m to have a fair chance, shouldn’t I at least have my weapon of choice?”

        “They’re going to give you a sword.”

        “I don’t want a sword.”

        “You’d rather have a stick?”

        “I am so grateful to you for your help the other night, and for even coming to see me today. But I must ask this one favor. Please tell me if it’s not in your power, but could you arrange it so I may fight with my staff instead of a sword?”

        “I’ll try, sure, but why’s it so important?”

        “I’ve sworn off blades,” he said, standing. “Only in extreme circumstances. I have also had that staff since I was a boy. It’s very sentimental. If I must die, having it in my hands would mean a lot to me.” He looked more closely at me. “Are you alright?”

        “I’m okay. Why?”

        “You seem, I don’t know… Off.”

        The image of Simon showing up in the stocks and the way he’d mocked me flashed through my mind. Before I could get flooded with sounds and sensations from yesterday, I shook my head. “I’m fine. Really. Look, I’m going to go find out about your staff for you. I don’t know how long breakfast has been over.”

        He nodded. “You really are a sweetheart,” he said.

        I smiled and left.
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      I tried speaking with my father about it. He wouldn’t listen to me long enough to get a grasp of the situation. It was the chamberlain who I finally got somewhere with.

        “Trial by combat is always done with swords,” he said.

        “Isn’t it also always between fairies? He’s mortal. Things are different. Isn’t the idea that justice will prevail, no matter who uses what weapons?”

        “The idea is that the one on trial pays his due to society by offering entertainment and being punished. Earning his own redemption.”

        “Alright, is that really prevented by him using a staff to fight?”

        He paused, and then, “Hmm, can’t say as it is, especially. And it is different altogether this time, at any rate.” He trailed off, then a gleam came to his eyes. “My speech! I can work it into my speech! Darian, what a wonderful idea you’ve had. I will see that it is allowed. You go tell the guards to return to him his confiscated property!”

        Joyfully, I ran all the way back to the briars and asked the guards to give me anything the prisoner was brought in with. “There was just this,” one of them said, handing me a stick with patterns carved on each end. I held it curiously for a moment. It did feel special, and I wondered about the history Sebastian had with it.

        “Thank you. I will deliver it to him.” 
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       “Seriously? You did it?”  

      I smiled and nodded. It felt so good to have helped him. 

      “Can I have it?” 

        “Oh, here.”  I passed it through the bars. 

      He gave it a couple graceful swings; short ones because of his limited space. 

      He sighed. “I feel like I’ve done nothing but put you out already, but do you have time to answer a few questions about this fight?”

        “You’re not putting me out,” I said. “I want to help you.”

        “You’re helping, believe me...”  There was a pause as he let that sink in. “When it’s two fairies fighting, since both are immortal, how does a sword fight end?”

        “When one has had enough, usually. Except for trial by combat. Then, only the challenger can yield.”

        “But you guys don’t get hurt. What makes a fairy have ‘had enough?’”

        I shrugged. “I don’t know exactly. I’ve never been in a fight. We do get tired and we get sick of being cut.” At least I know I do.

        “Does nothing ever kill a fairy?”

        “Anything that can’t heal. It’s very rare. We are basically immortal except under extreme circumstance: If we get crushed by something, that will do it. Being eaten by predators, drowning and fire. Why do you ask? Nothing that can kill Simon is going to be in the arena, I can say that for sure.”

        “What happens with things other than flesh wounds?”

        “What do you mean?”

        “Well,” he lowered his voice. “If I were to hit Simon in say, the throat, would he die from that?”

        “I don’t know. These things don’t ever really happen. We don’t get injured often and when we fight it’s just cutting at each other until one says he can’t stand anymore.”

        “So if I can manage to make Simon yield, technically there’s a chance I might win this fight?”

        “How are you going to make him yield?”

        “I’m going to try. I’m going to do it how I’m supposed to. Fight. What does he have to do, call out ‘yield?’”

        “Yes.”

        He nodded. “I am in your debt, Darian. If I do die in there, I want you to know you made my last moments much more bearable. Before I met you, I was beginning to fear I would die without ever seeing compassion again. I just wish there was something I could do for you.”

        How can he just talk so calmly about dying? Is it because he’s mortal? 

      “Do what you said,” I blurted out. “Hit Simon in the throat.”

        He looked at me, almost startled. “You don’t like him either?”

        “He’s tormented me most of my life. I hate him.”

        “He’s a small man. Taller than me now, yes, but small on the inside. There’s not a lot to him. Don’t let him make you feel threatened.”
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      The arena was there for entertainment usually. I was never interested in it. Seeing fairies hurt each other held no enjoyment for me. However, being a trial by combat made this fight a court matter and I was required to attend. 

      “Good people of the Luna fairies,” the chamberlain said from the center of the arena. “Welcome to a most unusual, historic event! As many of you know, a thief was apprehended in our raspberry fields on the day of the pollen parade. As a few of you may know, this was no ordinary criminal, but a human!”  

      Some gasps confirmed that no, not everyone knew that. 

      “A mortal human, in our arena! I can attest to it, dear friends. I saw him bleed with my own eyes. If we were to cut off his hand as we would any common thief, he would lose that hand, and possibly his life! Our king, in his infinite compassion, has instead decided to give him a fair, fighting chance. The first trial by combat in ages!”

        The crowd cheered and I wondered if any of those idiots stopped to think that this was not a fair chance at all. The chamberlain held his arms up for silence. “Furthermore, the criminal made an additional request, which has been granted by our king’s overwhelming generosity. He wishes to fight with not a sword, but the very walking stick he was brought in with. Unimaginable, what he will do with a mere stick! I hope it adds to your excitement. If not, then consider this: You are about to witness history in the making. An actual human in our arena! For one of our combatants, this is a fight to the death!”

        He left the arena and flew to his place in my father’s balcony. “Raise gate one!” he cried.

        The gate lifted and Simon strutted into the fighting field amid cheers. He drew his sword and made a few grand sweeps, then flew a lap around the fighting area. Hovering in front of the balcony, he looked at me and winked.

       “Raise gate two!”  

      Gate two rose. Sebastian stepped out into the sun and stopped, just standing there. 

      Silence.

       Simon saw Sebastian look at me. When I smiled and gave my tiny friend a small wave of encouragement, Simon looked over his shoulder and smirked.   

      It took seconds. 

      Suddenly, Simon swung at Sebastian. What I saw dumbfounded me. With his stick, Sebastian knocked Simon’s strike away and hit him in the side of the head with the other end. He gave it a follow-through spin and jabbed Simon in the throat. 

        Without a shred of self-control, my hands went to my mouth in gleeful surprise. I had never seen anyone move like that. I wondered if anyone ever had. It looked like he had hurt Simon. Could I dare hope my new friend might win?
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        Sebastian

      

      

      

      After Lily and her sisters left me, the day passed slowly and uneventfully. I waited for Darian. She didn’t show. I still didn’t believe what Lily had said, not exactly. Darian had been drunk. Maybe for whatever reason she did feel ashamed of visiting me the next morning. Let it go, I told myself. Enjoy it for what it was, then. You still had a nice visit.

        I could hardly believe what I saw when Darian finally did come to visit. Hers was the single friendly face I had seen since being captured by the fairies. She did more than visit. She helped me again. Above all else, she managed to get my staff permitted in my fight. Having something familiar evened things out. If I could manage to not get my throat cut, it sounded like maybe I’d have a crazy chance to make it through this. All I had to do was make that fool Simon yell ‘yield.’

       I got to express my admiration of Darian to her before she left me. I was glad for that. I could not believe anyone would think Lily was more attractive than her in any way. I couldn’t believe how down on herself such a lovely girl could be all the time. Prince Zane and his insistence she wasn’t a princess and the stupid pea they made her sleep upon and thought she knew nothing about. It was all ridiculous. I wished I could do more for her. Before I could, I had to survive…
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       Later that afternoon, I was ushered to a waiting area. After hearing the chamberlain give a speech, I saw Simon enter the arena and show off for the crowd. When my gate opened, I took a couple steps out and stood there just looking up for her. 

        Simon hovered in the air as my eyes fell on Darian sitting in a balcony. However this went, I hated that she was going to see it. She gave me a little smile and wave and I could tell she was wishing me well with all she had. Simon looked back at her, then landed.

        “I knew it!” he said when he was near enough. He’d seen the glance between the princess and myself. “I knew you two were sweet on each other.”

        “What do you care?” I asked.

        He gave a sly shrug. “Oh, I don’t, really. You might care to know though, she happens to be one of my favorite fuck toys.”

        My grip tightened on my staff as I remembered the bitterness that had crept into her voice when she was telling me about him. “He’s tormented me my whole life,” she’d said.

        “She spent the whole day with me yesterday actually, instead of visiting you. Five times, I think. Buddy, she couldn’t get enough.”

        I just waited, sizing him up as he rambled on. He knew nothing of me, of my martial arts training, or the fact that I’d been travelling with my grandfather’s lucky staff since I was sixteen years old. He could underestimate and mock me all afternoon long. In the end, I’d walk out of this arena. 

      “I’m just saying, I hope you’re not planning on anything with her. The poor thing is practically in love with me. Not that any of our women would touch you. Not even the ugly ones. Too bad our princess is betrothed to Zane.”

        When he realized I wasn’t buying into talking to him, he struck. A clumsy blow from the side almost made me laugh. I deflected it and gave a counterstrike as he tried to regain his balance. Then, I gave him a good jab in the throat. He fell backward with his hand to his neck, coughing. I looked up at Darian and the expression on her face was one of the most rewarding sights I’d ever seen in my life. 

        I turned my attention back to Simon, still struggling to catch his wind. “What the devil do you think you’re doing?”

        “Fighting,” I said. “Didn’t you want to kill me? I wasn’t supposed to make it easy for you, was I?”

        He stood, now gravely serious. “I’m not going to make it easy on you, you filthy beast! I’m going to cut you until you can’t move. Then I’ll take my time, giving you little cuts and pokes, so you die slowly. Right in front of her.”  

      Then came another clumsy swing, this time overhead. I deflected it to the ground and jabbed him in the ribs to gain some distance. He was so off balance that I moved in and struck again. Then again and again. 

      He came after me again, in a fury this time. He actually ran straight at me with his sword pointing out in front of him, yelling. I sidestepped him, keeping my staff up on guard and tripped him. As he fell, I dropped my staff and followed him down, grabbing his arm and putting it in a joint lock. He struggled and realized quickly how well I had him. “Say you yield,” I said.

        “Ha! To a mortal? Never.”

        I increased pressure and he cried out. This one was not used to pain. “I said yield. Or I’ll break your arm.”

        “You wouldn’t dare.”

        I added more pressure. Calmly, I said, “I’ll see how far it goes before it snaps.”

        “Yield!” he screamed, and the crowd went absolutely wild.

        “Good people!” the chamberlain yelled over the cheering. “I can’t believe what we have seen here today! Who knew what fury rested in the heart of the beast?” He talked on. I didn’t care. I was free now. I looked up to Darian. She had her hands to her face and was crying.
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        Darian

      

      

      

      I couldn’t believe it. I had been so certain I would see the traveler die. It seemed illogical for a mortal to defeat an immortal. What a surprise he gave Simon! He moved fast, far faster than even our best fighters. Simon was one of the best himself, after all. After Sebastian blocked his first blow, I thought of the pile of thorns he had snapped off the briars. None of us could do that, we would need a saw. What was the extent of his strength? No matter how Simon attacked, Sebastian made his defense and counterattacks look effortless. Just when I was wondering when Simon would yield, Sebastian manhandled him to the ground and made him.

        I wept with joy because Sebastian had survived. I wept with satisfaction since no matter what happened for the rest of my life, at least I would always be able to treasure the image of that bastard getting beaten up. By someone I cared about, at that. Mostly, I wept with relief. I didn’t have to see my friend slowly murdered in front of me.

        Then, “Look out!” I yelled, but too late. Simon had grabbed his sword from the ground, and swung at Sebastian, catching him on the wrist. He pulled his hand away, looking at it in annoyance. He grabbed his staff, but Simon had already fled through the gate, which they closed immediately after him. The traveler looked at his hand again, dripping blood.

       “Stranger from another land, you may leave the arena and go revel in your victory!” a voice over the loudspeaker called, reminding me of a circus ringmaster like the kind my mother had taken me to see when I was five years old. I watched Sebastian until he was out of sight, then ran to my room. I knew he would want cloth for his wound. I knew he’d never leave without me too. I wasn’t sure how I knew these things; only that our story had just begun. It started now. Now was our one and only chance to get as far away from Peabody as possible. For me, it would even mean joining the humans. I was terrified and elated all at the same time. Adored and hated all because of my mother’s blood, I could finally understand her need for adventure and missed her more than ever.
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            The road to the happy ending…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two years later 

        Darian

        Status: Free

      

      

      

      It sounded like the perfect happy ending. But it wasn’t quite that simple. There was still Zane and my father to contend with. And I can’t say Simon was all that forgiving either. While he never dared touch me again with Sebastian nearby and checking on me, it took nearly a year for us to fully be free of them. While my tiny friend healed, he had to return to the horrid witch to lift her curse. From what I heard, she’d done it willingly. He was, after all, the legendary mortal who’d escaped a certain death. Thinking about it now almost made me laugh. I knew, when he came back for me, he’d be in his original, human form. We’d be a sight to see – him six feet tall and me a fairy with purple wings. Perfect circus freaks. At least he’s willing to be little for me as circumstances dictate. But that was nothing compared to the stories they’d tell about me for years after that day with Sebastian in the ring.

      You see, it wasn’t the fight that made history. Sure, people spoke about the mortal who fought himself free. But what they spoke about more was what happened after. I never made it out of my room with the cloth. I wasn’t able to help stitch Sebastian up. For when I reached my room, the briars were there for me. With the crowd already gathered, it was decided by my father—who’d been warned by Simon—that we’d need to move the wedding up. With Zane’s family in the crowd for the festivities, the royal court ushered me back to the arena where I was grilled by my intended groom. From questions about how I could possibly be a true princess and why it was that I ran the way I did instead of using my wings lasted for what felt like hours. Wanting to scream ‘yield’ myself, I stuck with it when I saw Sebastian watching me quietly from the darkest corridor at the side of the stands.

      “She can’t be a real princess!” someone screamed. “She hasn’t complained about the pea!”

      “Shhhhh!”

      “Don’t tell her!”

      “She’d have sensitivities!”

      “She’s not a princess! Where did she come from?”

      “Is she mortal?”

      “And what of her mother? Where is she?”

      “Hush! She is my daughter,” called my father from the balcony.

      A silence fell over the crowd. Now was my chance. It was a test of sorts. I could confess that I’d known all along and explain that it was one of the very reasons for my wings always being so sore, or I could fight back.

      Faking shock was my staff. My brain and all I knew of the kingdom, the throne, and what was at stake became my fighting stick. 

      “I don’t know what pea it is you speak of!” I yelled back. They weren’t worth it. It didn’t matter what they thought of me. All I wanted was out of the Kingdom of Peabody – with Sebastian. 

      “Imposter!” someone screamed. 

      They ushered me out quickly. I could hear my father’s lectures and knew I’d be sent to the stocks indefinitely. I could almost hear Lily laughing at me, ever jealous that she wasn’t the birthright full-blooded princess. Little did she know that she, too, slept atop a pea and her wings worked perfectly. I didn’t care. In giving Zane that shred of doubt, I might even be able to avoid a loveless marriage built only on mutual family greed. With me denying the pea, a wedding couldn’t happen – not today anyway. 
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      I was ready when Simon came for me. Something in watching Sebastian fight him gave me strength. This time, I went straight for his throat. And, with him lying flat on the ground in surprise, I spelt it out and then some. “I fucked him. His human size is delightful. Nothing like you or yours. I fucked him all along,” I said, spitting the words like venom. “Can you smell him? Can you smell him on me? I told him to go for your throat too. I wanted to watch him kill you. Too bad you yelled ‘yield!’”

      Again and again, I tortured him. This time, he did not cry ‘yield,’ but did. And when he finally left my cell, I smiled in the satisfaction of it all. To this day, when Sebastian and me, who sleep on a human thing called a Temperpedic mattress, speak of it, we still laugh. He was right about him. Simon really was a very little man.
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        Sebastian

      

      

      

      I could not comprehend why my girlfriend would possibly want to leave that horrid kingdom in the forest to, what? To join the circus? The entire thing was ridiculous. Yet, here we were. She’d begged me to find the Peabody witch again simply to be cursed, un-cursed, and cursed again. As a little man with a tiny fighting staff, and her with her wings, we could be stars. I’d done everything possible to reason with Darian. But she had a point. And she was set on it – with her only vivid memories of her mother being that one time she snuck her into the human world to take her to the show. Since leaving the forest, we hadn’t gotten very far. Both with minimum wage jobs, real life after the fairytale, even with a true princess, hadn’t worked out to be what happy endings are made of. 

      I grunted at her, sipping my coffee and wishing she could understand how demeaning it was to live as a tiny man in the human realm. For her, who only needed to hide her wings to pass as an, albeit unusually short, human being, it would be more difficult for me. I couldn’t imagine what Zane and the other guys would say if they could see me now – considering going with her to the circus gates and begging for a job. 

      Lusus Naturae. That’s what the place was called. It meant ‘freak of nature’ in Latin. Maybe that would help her toss this entire idea out, I thought, too dumb to know better than to shut my mouth. “You do know the circus is full of freaks, right?”

      Darian laughed. “And? Your point?” She expanded her usually dormant wings, almost knocking over a glass on the counter. “You don’t think I’m a freak? I’ve only been called that my entire life in the forest. And now I live among human beings. I’m even freakier here. Why not exploit it?”

      They were beautiful. I’d give her that. Translucent and in the shape of a butterfly’s, Darian’s wings were something she’d for years considered a curse. But to me, they were what made her different than the women I’d been with before - special, even. 

      “Don’t start with that. You know how I feel about your wings.”

      Pulling them back down so I could no longer see them, Darian moved toward me. When she reached me, she pulled my chin into her hands and kissed me on the top of my head. “And I love you for it. You were the only one who didn’t care if I was a real royal princess or not. You didn’t try to change me and saw through everything, even my horrible family. Thank you.”

      I wanted to pull back. I wanted to tell her me pulling her out of that forest and doing my best to set us up with a chance to start over should be enough. But as she pulled her lips away from my head and smiled at me, I couldn’t argue. One day, she’d be my bride. And what kind of man would argue with a true princess? I could at least attempt to humor her. Someday, she’d see me as her king. Yeah, right. Not Darian. 

      “Fine. You win. I’ll go back to Peabody territory. I’ll find the witch. But only after you are sure we can get work. I refuse to quit a job without having the next lined up. It’s how I ended up screwed in the first place. Had I not been bobbling around by the forest trying to live off the grid with that whole life coaching thing, none of this would have happened. I could have been killed. You too.”

      “And it all worked out. We are here now. If you hadn’t come to the forest, we never would have met. If you’re returning to Peabody, I’m coming with you.”

      “No. On that, I won’t bend. They’re still looking for you.”

      I knew, of course, that Darian got homesick and often left our bed in the blackest part of night to check on her sisters. But I’d never let on to it. A woman had her right to secrets. Like hell, though, I was allowing her to get tangled up with the witch. She was already cursed as it was. She was now, and forever more, stuck with a most-days broke and tiny man. Whether she knew it or not, she deserved better. 
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        Darian

      

      

      

      I couldn’t possibly wait for him. I knew the moment Lusus Naturae herself saw my wings, she’d want me in. She wouldn’t care if Sebastian was or wasn’t a tiny man. Hell, they were advertising for a replacement for a new member of The Flying Moon 2.0 trapeze and flying act. Star, a well-known act, had retired in Escape, Colorado after getting married and the show hadn’t been the same since. Everyone knew that. 

      I’d only been in the real world and far outside the reaches of the Kingdom of Peabody for a few months to understand this. It had only taken a season pass to understand all I needed to about the circus. It was our perfect answer. While it was cute that Sebastian wanted to protect me, he also forgot that I wasn’t exactly a damsel in distress – not anymore. In reality, I was of royal blood and always had been. I was also the sole true heir to Peabody. It didn’t matter in the real, human world, but it also told me that possibility and imagination could be endless; if only you believed. 
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        Days later

      

      

      

      I waited for him to find his witch. That’s when I promptly marched myself to the gates of Lusus Naturae Circus. I wasn’t leaving until I had what I’d come for. Eventually, Sebastian would forgive me. Someday, when we were the show’s top freaks and we’d bought an RV big enough for the tallest of mattresses, he’d even thank me. A girl could believe and I did. 
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        Sebastian

      

      

      

      Even the concept of returning to the putrid witch in the forest had my stomach in knots. While I’d followed my girlfriend enough times to check on her family, I sure as shit had never had any intention of seeing Regina again. Yet, standing at the entrance of the forest, I knew there was no going back. When Darian got her mind set on something she was impossible to reason with. I reminded myself of the perks of being a tiny man and knew that, in that way, Darian was right. I could make double the money in half the time if I was peculiar on demand again. The curse just needed a refresh. We’d spend a few years in the circus and, eventually, get the hell out. My someday-wife would go on to study human minds and I could return to my normal human form and get work again as a travelling carpenter soliciting jobs from random inns with the side gig on motivational speaking. Things would work out as they should.

      I stepped through a thick patch of trees and scanned the landscape for Regina’s house. More than the evil witch of Peabody, I was worried about fairies. If they saw me, I’d be captured. I was, after all, the one who ran off with an heir to the kingdom’s throne. While her family hadn’t come looking and seemed content to move their attentions to her nasty sister Lily, nothing was impossible in Peabody. The last thing I needed was to be returned to my cage; this time with no princess to check up on me and bring me my staff.

      “Regina?” I called, not really expecting an answer.

      “Sebastian! Is that you? What a brave soul you are, coming back. And, my! How tall!”

      She wanted me dead. I knew better than to fall for the friendly act again. Last time, it had been her who led me to the fairy forest too deep to get back. It had been her who left me in that raspberry patch for them to find me and assume I’d only come to steal. And for what? Because I refused to tell her what I knew about a queen who’d lived among the humans since I was ten years old? It wasn’t my business – even now. It wasn’t like I blamed her for wanting out. Besides, it was only legend and I knew better than to believe in lore. I could imagine Regina sending one of her midnight-colored hawks to warn the king or some shit. I held up both hands. “I’m here on a friendly mission. I mean you or the kingdom no harm. I’m here to ask you to turn me into a tiny man on demand again. I need to be able to switch it on and off. For Darian. Please, understand.”

      “I never turned you back.”

      “I know but when I returned to the human world, I regained my human form. I need you to put a temporary stick on the curse or something. I need to be able to walk among the humans as a tiny man, if that makes sense.”

      Regina cackled. Her buttery-teeth poked out from behind her painted black lips. “Oh. Is that it?”

      “Yes.”

      “And why is that? What human man would want to be small? It makes no sense to me at all. How will you find work or even take care of Darian?”

      She had a point. I hadn’t come prepared for that. I couldn’t tell her about the circus and didn’t know how to answer her. I fumbled with my words as she turned toward a large, outdoor shelf lined with bottles in every color of the rainbow. 

      “I don’t want it. Darian does.”

      “Aw. The wayward princess. And what, may I ask, is in this for me?”

      “What do you want? What do you need?”

      I expected her to ask me about the queen’s location again, but she didn’t. Instead, all she said was, “Simon.”

      She said his name both simply and directly. She offered no explanation and I didn’t ask. It wasn’t like I had a problem with putting an end to the torture Darian started. I hadn’t come into the fairy realm as a killer but things had changed and I sure as hell could do it now. For a time, we’d even thought him dead. But destiny had allowed him to live. Burnt and with no wings to speak of, it was rumored that Simon was a shell of a fairy now. 

      “What about him? You want me to bring him to you?”

      “I want him dead.”

      Never did I think I’d hear those words from her. Regina had cheered for Simon’s win in the battle for my own destruction. Again, she’d rallied for Darian’s punishments. Something about this was wrong and I could not trust it. Still, I didn’t ask. I could bring him to her providing she did what I asked. Hadn’t Darian burned him? How hadn’t she heard?

      “I need, first, for you to make me a tiny man.”

      “If you insist. You humans are very complicated. You do realize that the curse wore off because of true love. It’s a powerful thing, it is.”

      I laughed. “Tell me about it.”
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        Two days later, back in the human realm

      

      

      

      The arena had given me the taste for it. The final showdown had sealed it. And by the time I brought Regina Simon’s scorched head, preserved in a jar I found by the stocks’ chambers, I was nearly certain things would work out. While my soon-to-be bride was no damsel in distress the way I’d once thought of her, it felt good to allow her to lead things again. Fuck knew she’d never gotten such respect from her family and I liked to consider myself a feminist. Our time in the circus would be limited, but it’d beat starving. The last time I did that, well, it had landed me in a cage for stealing. 

      I waited in my tiny man form for Darian to return. It was odd trying to walk among shelves like a man on a tightrope but it would be best to get used to it now. Darian, small of stature for a human but unusually tall for a fairy, would have to handle selling off property and the purchase of our RV. We’d need blocks or even Giant’s help to move it. I’d leave it up to her. The entire thing would be her show now and I found myself oddly excited to find out what adventures she’d bring. It wasn’t every day a man found himself tiny and at the hands of a real-life princess. Like Regina had said, love was indeed a very powerful thing. 
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        Darian

      

      

      

      She didn’t look anything like what I’d expected. Her hair was the color of a rainbow; one color bleeding into another like a magical unicorn. I didn’t know why I’d expected less. She smiled at me from across a large desk that had to have been assembled inside her trailer. I could not imagine fitting it in any other way. The narrow opening that marked the entrance of the show’s madame was just too small. Humans had a way of overdoing things. 

      “How many years of experience do you have?” she asked. 

      “I’ve been flying my whole life.” It wasn’t a lie. Granted, I’d left out the part about Peabody and how I was a true fairy. Details like that in the circus, I’d read, were irrelevant. 

      “Do you come from an act?” Lusus tilted her head and pulled at a stray purple hair.

      “You could say that,” I said. “My entire family flies, if that’s what you mean.”

      “I see. …Of course, we’ll need to go over to the big tent so I can see you on the wires. The Moons have had quite a few changes. It’s important that you meet the others too.”

      I wondered why, other than that Star had run off to marry a ski instructor two troupes back, the act had so many transitions. But circus life wasn’t for everyone.

      “How tall are you?” Lusus asked.

      I straightened my back and stretched my legs, praying she wouldn’t pull out a measuring stick.

      “Four foot, eight-ish. My family’s petite.”

      “Hmmm. Do your arms have the reach they need? Our catchers are relatively weak. I hate to admit it. But safety comes first and it’s only fair to warn you. I’m not like other madams. I like to tell it like it is. Money isn’t everything here. Just don’t mention I said that when you meet Lizard Man,” she said, rolling her eyes and explaining that he was her husband and kept an eye on the books. 

      I liked her honesty. I wanted to laugh. I’d never need to be caught. In an emergency, I’d have my wings. “It won’t be a problem.”

      “Okay, then. Let’s go to the tents. The trapeze equipment is just up the path.”

      “I don’t think that will be necessary.” I stood, took in a big breath, and reminded myself she’d seen freaks before. With one leap, I flung myself into the air, allowing my wings their full span above her desk.

      She stared up, her mouth open in amazement. “Oh. Just when you think you’ve seen it all.” Her smile, bigger than Lily’s when she was torturing Sebastian or me, was contagious. 

      For kicks, I made two tight aerial loops around her tiny office before descending to the ground. “So you see, catchers aren’t something I’m real worried about. Basically, I have the ability to do the entire show on my own.”

      “Well, yes. I see that. I’m…I don’t know what to say, exactly. …Do you come from the monster realm? I don’t understand,” she said, covering her mouth. “No. Don’t answer that. It’s okay to leave your past in the past.”

      I’d heard of the monster realm but had never given it much thought. Other than the collaboration Sebastian had done with an interspecies advocate during his life coaching work, I’d never had occasion to ask questions. In truth, I was just glad to be out of fairy world. Praying she wouldn’t ask me about that, I kept my lips pressed in a tight line, only nodding my head and letting her make any assumption she wanted of it. 

      Finally, she moved her hand from her face and said, “You know, we are looking for a new act. With those wings, you’re too advanced for The Flying Moons.”

      I couldn’t help myself. “Wasn’t Star an alien? That’s what the papers said. Did she come from that monster world?”

      “I see you’ve done your research,” Lusus laughed. “But don’t believe everything you read in the news. Star had talent for sure, but I’ve learned not to ask questions. Where you come from or how your wings work is none of my business. The point is that you are here. Star still comes around from time to time too. I don’t ask anything. I’m nothing like Leslie in that other troupe. A woman has the right to her privacy. If you’d like to join us, I’d love to have you.”

      Lusus extended her hand. I didn’t take it. “I come as a package deal. For me to accept, I’ll need you to put my man to work too. He’s truly the reason I’m here.”

      “Oh?”

      “I don’t think you’ll be disappointed. I can’t promise for sure, but my guess is you’ll find his talent quite peculiar too. And, should he choose not to share it with you, he’s great with his hands and could work as a rigger.”

      “That’s fine. We could always use help with the tents. But what is this talent he has?”

      “Sebastian is a tiny man. At least, in my chosen form for him. But he may protest. Either way, he’ll need a job. He can fight too – he’s quite the martial artist.”

      “Okay, we can find something for him. When would you like to start?”

      I wanted to squeal with excitement and tell her I’d be ready to perform by tomorrow’s matinee. But I needed to wait for Sebastian. “Two weeks. We’ll need to sell our things and get an RV.”

      “We have two spare trailers you could use for now. And Truly, our resident singing fat lady, is always willing to offer beds in hers for a bit. She could also use some help running the group therapy classes for freaks. The drama around here is endless. We’re here another three weeks so you’d have to start before we packed up. Is that enough time? Do you need more? We could always catch you down the road…”

      Sebastian could help with life coaching. And I’ve always wanted to… No. Don’t move down the road. Not without us. The circus is our answer – for now. I shook my head. “Two weeks is all we need. We can manage, but thank you.” I extended my own hand and shook my new boss’s. “Thank you. You won’t regret this.”

      “I look forward to it.”
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      It took the full two weeks for us to fully settle in. With the stage name Morgan Flutterby, chosen by Lusus herself, adjusting to life as the show’s opening act was nothing. It was even easier sliding in with the support group for circus monsters who felt like they didn’t fit in – hell, I was one of them. Things with Sebastian, however, were different. He emerged from the Kingdom of Peabody a small, but also very changed, man. With a newborn confidence born on finally taking care of Simon, he returned to me with a take-charge attitude that I hadn’t expected. Watching him pick at his breakfast of Life cereal and two hard boiled eggs, I wondered if I should ask him more about it. But I also knew, people in the circus were full of secrets and I probably didn’t want to know. Lusus had taught me that and she’d already proven a wonderful example. Whatever had happened that had helped him make peace with our move was probably best left unsaid. 

      “There’s no way I can finish this,” he said, rolling the egg across his plate. “Stomach’s not exactly very big.”

      I laughed. He had a point. It would take time for me to get used to the change. I’d overdone it. I wanted to remind him that he could flip the curse any time but thought better of it. It was smart for him to get used to life this way. I wasn’t sure the freaks could handle, just yet, seeing the change. Jealousy was already brewing and I knew from my time in fairyland just how dangerous that could be.

      “At least we can save money on groceries?” I mused.

      Sebastian laughed, “You think?”

      Today was the day Sebastian would join me in the show. Assigned to the men’s Dirty Dozen troupe, it would be his job to help with the shock acts. From guiding the knife in the Wheel of Death act to serving as a look out for Jonny Ray’s Speed Cycle stunt, Sebastian would do all he could to keep the other performers safe. It suited him. Quick on his feet, he’d be in charge of the thinking. And, of course, it never hurt that he could fit in any compartment. 

      “Have you talked to Lusus about the menagerie tent?” I asked, wondering if Logan the Giant or Church might have room for him there too. I could imagine my man making a killing next to Whispers, our resident Seal Girl. 

      “Naw. Too boring. I can do more than stand around.” He had a point. It wasn’t like Sebastian had no talent. “You practicing today?”

      There really was no point for me to practice with The Flying Moons or any of the show’s trapeze acts. I had the automatic safety net of my wings. But Sebastian, ever protective, was insistent on it; always reminding me that we were no longer in the forest. I rolled my eyes, smiled, and said, “Yes, dear.”

      Moving toward the tiny sink at the back of our new RV, I began to wash dishes and plan out my afternoon matinee costume. For two tiny people, the RV was more cramped than I’d have ever believed and we still weren’t quite organized. It would take time, I reminded myself, wondering how Truly did it. Later this week, we’d get another thick mattress—twin size and big enough for us—where nothing pea nor lint would bother me and I could forget about ever being a fairy princess. Sentimental or not, the last thing I needed was trouble with my wings being sore. I had nothing left to prove to anyone.

      Reaching for a scrub brush, I wondered what Lily and Zane would think. I’d managed not only to escape my life as a dormant fairy but to benefit from it too. 

      I turned back to my boyfriend, still picking at the cereal on a too-big-for-him-now eating tray. “Did you see Lily?”

      Sebastian shook his head. “No.”

      He knew exactly what I was asking. Yet, he didn’t elaborate. Assuming it was because he remembered, too, how they’d laughed at him and what they’d allowed Simon to do to me, I didn’t push it. We were starting anew and what had happened in the Kingdom of Peabody was no one’s business. People would pay to see a flying lady and oddly sized man with fighting skills and that was all that mattered. Now, outside of fairyland, it was time to chase our happily ever after. 
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        Three months later

      

      

      

      
        
        Sebastian

      

      

      

      It was hard to think she’d be surprised. Hell, there was nothing I hadn’t been willing to do. I’d changed my size, given up my life, and even run off to the circus with her. While it wouldn’t be forever, I’d certainly made it clear to Darian that, for her, there was nothing I wasn’t willing to do. 

      Obviously, I couldn’t ask her father for his daughter’s hand in marriage. So I’d done the next best thing. Paying a visit to Lusus, I’d asked not only for her blessing but for keys to the menagerie and flying stunt tents. I’d propose to her well after the lights went down without the crowds or even clowns. It would be just the two of us and I was positive the girl known to the freaks and paying customers as Morgan Flutterby, the best flying act ever, would say yes. She’d agree to marry me but the proposal would come with conditions. I wasn’t spending my entire life in the circus. We’d give it a year or two but, eventually, I’d return to that forest to get my size back and, later, return to the real world to build my chosen profession as a travelling builder of both people and things. This stop with the Lusus Naturae Circus was merely temporary; I’d insist on it. And, I didn’t think she’d argue. My soon-to-be wife was already complaining about the RV mattresses. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She’d known something was up when I pulled her out of bed at 2 a.m. and told her I needed to show her something. “Are you on crack? It’s the middle of the night,” she’d said, beginning to sound more like the carnies than royalty. Yet, she hadn’t fought me. Instead, she’d thrown on her sneakers and followed me to the big tent… 
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      I flicked on the lights and smiled as the tent flooded with the colors of the show – purple and lime green. While it wasn’t my perfect place, I could see the magic in it and it was hers. I’d watched my wife fly rope to rope before big crowds enough times to understand why she loved it so. “Why are we here?” Darian asked, rubbing sleep from her eyes. 

      Panic tumbled its way from my gut to my throat, causing me to pause. Finally, after sucking in a burst of air that tasted of axel grease and stale popcorn, I dropped to one knee. “Darian Morgan Peabody. Will you marry me?” I pulled a fantastical ring from my pocket and held the box toward her. 

      It wasn’t that I feared she’d say no. I’d listened for years about true love and how she could have wound up with Zane. She’d told me a million times how she wasn’t some helpless damsel and that, should we ever seal the deal, our relationship would be one born on equality. But as she raised her fingers to her lips and involuntarily fluttered above me, I swallowed hard. “Well?”

      “Oh, yes! Yes! Please!” she said, her lips turning up as she floated gracefully to the floating concrete stunt floor to join me. 

      In seconds, my wife-to-be was covering me in kisses and thanking me. And for the first time since Regina’s curse and that awful day in the forest, I felt like a normal, average height man even in the human world. Darian just had that effect on me. She was my everything. 
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        Darian, present moment in the human world

      

      

      

      “The one. The only. The fabulous Morgan Flutterby!” 

      Cheers erupt from a packed Saturday matinee as I smile up at the crowd. To think it was only last night when Sebastian got down on his knee to propose to me feels surreal. I haven’t been able to stop staring at my ring since he put it on my finger. And now, even my chosen stage name does nothing for me as I fly above the crowd, ignoring jealous glares of other members of The Flying Moons 2.0. For the first time ever, and ironically, I feel like a real princess.

      I stand on the twenty-foot wooden platform that I’ll soon plunge from, waiting for the ringmaster to announce the rest of the troupe. Squinting, I’m able to make out the tiny spot of a man I’m sure is Sebastian. Waving, I blow a kiss at him, hoping he catches it. Like the purple glint off my half carat diamond, there are things I’m sure the crowd will miss. Our history is only one.

      Surrounded by freaks of every background, talent, and even criminal history, it’s not impossible to believe that this is the one place we are able to be ourselves. Spotting the token damsel in distress, Marlow Winston, who spends most every Sunday afternoon spinning on the Wheel of Death, I chuckle to myself. Wondering what her story is, I can only hope she someday gets the hint. Royal princess or not, I managed to get out. 

      We won’t be here forever. Sebastian has dreams of his own. Like the pea they all expected me not to know about, I’m also aware that the show always goes on. Someday, I’ll work as a therapist, learning the stories and tales that brought people to their respective circumstances. I’ll hear about princes and princesses whose kingdoms of origin just didn’t work out. I’ll listen with eager ears to the hopes, dreams, and plans of others who’ve finally had the courage to make their ways in the world all their own. I’ll be like my mother – queen of my own world and the stuff of legends. 

      “And now, with no further introductions, I give you the Flying Moons!” 

      It’s my cue. And without forcing anything at all, I spread my translucent wings and fly wide and proud above the entire tented stadium. I am home. Gone are the cuts, the sins of Mom, the stocks, and even the atrium. It’s my time now. It’s time to give them all the world’s greatest show!
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        One year later

      

      

      

      
        
        Weeks before the less-than-royal wedding for Darian & Sebastian

      

      

      

       I could never go forward without first going back. I knew enough from the mandatory monsters and freaks therapy sessions, where I’d become something of a counselling carnie surrogate, that the only way to move forward was to face the past. While I didn’t need my father to walk me down the aisle, I had to at least make peace with my sister. She would have been my matron of honor…
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        Back in Peabody, no longer known as fairyland 

      

      

      

      I can’t say I’m surprised when Lily tells me she’s miserable with Zane. What is surprising, though, is that it almost feels as if she’s fishing to leave Peabody. She won’t come outright and say it. Lily has never been great at admitting when she’s wrong. But after two hours in the palace garden playing catch up, something’s surely off. 

      “…I don’t know,” she says, adjusting herself so her wings are hidden. “I’ll figure something out. Thanks for listening.”

      I consider telling her I get paid to listen twice a week. I’m curious about what my half-sister would say about my chosen, outside world profession as not only a circus star but also a quasi-monster therapy assistant. I feel like Finley, stuck in between skin shifts and not quite sure what to think of it. Before coming to the forest, I hadn’t realized how strange it would be to return in the light of day again, where I can’t really hide. But I don’t trust Lily. It’s impossible to forget the things she did to me and why I left the kingdom in the first place. She hasn’t earned the right to know about my new life.

      I run through the stages of differentiation: self-awareness, connectedness, and boundaries that I spend so much time reading about on the road. I have all these things. Maybe the past is not something I need to tangle with. But it occurs to me that what’s missing is that connectedness. While I have it with Sebastian, Lusus, and the circus monsters, I don’t have it with my family of origin. If I can find a way to get that back without losing my self-created identity and while holding my boundaries between the realms, things will be different. At the same time, I can help set an example for Lily.

      “I like listening. It’s what helped me to know and understand Sebastian. It’s how I manage with the humans.”

      Lily laughs. “Oh. Your little man. Are you still with him?”

      I nod. I refuse to let her rip on him ever again. Raising my eyebrow, I take a chance, “Yes. Twelve fairy years now and no looking back. He’s my everything.” I don’t bring up our fairytale themed wedding. She’d laugh at such a thing. 

      Instead of picking on me or the stranger she once tried to have killed, she smiles. “I’m glad for you. I wish things were like that for me and Zane.”

      I feel horrible for her. Her fate could easily have been my own. “Yes, but you have the kingdoms. Love isn’t everything.”

      “I suppose.”

      “You know, you could leave.”

      She shakes her head from side to side. Then, picking at her large, translucent wing, she tells me she’s made her decision. 

      “You’re self-aware,” I say, forgetting my place. “That’s a great thing. I mean, you know where you are and have made a decision. That’s basically the first step in being happy.”

      It occurs to me that I’m not entirely wrong. It might even be possible that in my sister’s maturity, she’s found some sense of happiness—even if it doesn’t include Zane. In being the first in line fairyland heir now, she has achieved something she’s always craved. Maybe, now, where I’m not a threat, she doesn’t hate me.

      Lily and I spend the next hour or so playing more catch up. Not once does she slam me or even complain more about Zane. Instead, she tells me our father will soon turn over the reins and that there’s been a heap of restructuring with the kingdom. I do my best to act interested, even when she fills me in about Piper and Bella’s marriages, never dropping eye contact and nodding in all the appropriate places. I remind myself not to bring up Simon. I can’t let her know I know of his fate. I do all these things, but my mind drifts back to the circus monsters.

      Things change. People change. And everything happens for a reason. These aren’t exactly things we learned in online therapy school; something Truly insisted I sign up for so we have a plan when we finally leave the road. They’re just universal lessons any species or breed is bound to know. In some way or another, we are all connected. And, as Lily talks about Peabody, I realize the same has happened with Lusus Naturae Circus. For as silly and zany as my new gang of carnie creepers are, they are no different than me. And, the Freaks Matter Too movements are quite the parallel to Lily taking over the kingdom. It’s Lily’s turn now…

      For the first time since leaving home, I know exactly what to do. I can have my happy ending in both the human and fairy worlds. Best part? I’m the one saving myself and will never again be a damsel like the kind you read about. History aside, if she wants, Lily can have that too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Part III

          

          

      

    

    







            The happy ending, after the curse and into the future

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        An average day in the life of Morgan H. Flutterby, life coach, former fairy princess, damsel and circus freak

        Status: Fully integrated into the human world

      

      

      

      “Everyone, settle down! We can’t be making introductions until the yammering stops. Don’t give our new friend a bad impression,” I say, trying not to roll my eyes. Pulling my wings tight to my back and wishing my hoodie wasn’t so loose, I smile at the group as my clients—monsters and circus freaks—take their seats. 

      After a fairy year of the same old midnight group therapy, it never fails to fascinate me how much seating reveals. Like Esmerelda’s fortune ball or even tarot cards, where my monsters land is always step one on my compass to treatment plans. 

      Jasmyn, the new girl, of course, plops in the only empty seat by me. I wonder how long it will last and what Mason—our resident, socially awkward ghost—thinks of that. Mason, who still hasn’t had the courage to appear to us as a group, will later gripe to me about being sat on. They’ve become as predictable to me as my own quirks and mannerisms—things I’ve learned to hide from them only to keep the group moving before the questions come flooding in about the circus. My wings, while I’m no longer ashamed of them, can sometimes be a distraction. 

      Still standing, I extend my hand to Jasmyn, who drops her own from her mouth to shake it. Her grip tells me nothing—not too limp, not too firm. “Welcome to Coming Out Monster,” I say, pulling my hand back and taking my seat. 

      I spend the next ten minutes acclimating our newest group member to the dynamics. Running through the basic rules—treating others with respect, only offering feedback when asked, etcetera—I can’t help but wonder what her problem is. Normally, I can pick it up immediately. If I had to guess, she’s a vampire. The way she carries herself, how she has not once parted her lips, and the tightness of her skin tell me this. But I don’t ask. It will come out when she’s ready. Rule 48. Hell, not much different than it is for the carnies either. Everyone has a right to their secrets. 

      “Okay, with that out of the way, who’d like to check-in first today? Brenda? Any luck with the curse?”

      Witchy Brenda, who never speaks first and has been working on her confidence, smiles shyly. It’s hard not to think of what Regina would say about her. She’d die.

      “Um. Okay. I guess,” she says. “I can go first, I mean. Not the curse. The curse is going horribly. I can’t seem to get it. And it’s not memorizing it. It’s the whole concept of—”

      The thoughts won’t stop: My God, Regina would have a field day with her. I wonder if she’d be willing to help… Sebastian would flip the hell out. Merging not two but three realms? Maybe not. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Joe sliding out of his chair. If I don’t stop him, he’ll be on Jasmyn like a dog in heat—literally—before she’s had a chance to speak two words.

      “Joe! No! Don’t do it. We’re working on that!”

      “Yeah, you promised!” Reece says, glaring.

      Joe, our resident co-dependent, dual axis diagnoses werewolf, who’s been here the longest, has never made it more than twenty minutes through a session without humping. A worse sex addict than our one regular visible ghost with a toy obsession, he makes me want to quit my second job weekly.

      “Fine,” he pouts, crossing his hands over his chest and moving back up in his chair. “Fifteen minutes. You said the goal is twenty-five.”

      “Thirty,” I say, “An extra five for almost slipping. You said you respond best to cognitive behavioral, not that I’ve seen it yet. Besides, we have a new visitor today. Be good.” 

      Sometimes, it’s more like babysitting than anything else. I look over at Jasmyn whose eyebrows are raised and can’t seem to stop looking at the clock. “He’s fine. He’s a werewolf. He humps things. It’s a problem,” I say, as if it doesn’t sound entirely crazy.

      “Jasmyn, what are you?” Brenda asks, the first to take any opportunity to get the subject off herself. 

      “You were going to tell us about the curse,” I say, redirecting.

      But Jasmyn answers as quickly. “A vampire. A horrible one. I’m afraid of blood.”

      Christ. It’s gonna be a long night. I wonder what Sebastian’s up to. 

      Finley—our resident shape shifter and today, feline—raises her paw, nearly jumping out of her seat and yelling, “Oh! You’re like Brenda! Brenda’s afraid to curse! And not just swear. She can’t cast a spell either. She’s totally useless!”

      “Finley! Words. We talked about this. Words matter! Be careful what you say. Brenda is not useless. Joe, give me another word Finley could have used instead,” I plead, remembering Finley back in her days at the Lusus Naturae show. 

      “Sexy. Brenda is sexy,” Joe spits back. Then, he growls. 

      Fuck my life. I shake my head. While he’s generally articulate, once he gets a humping craving, well, he’s impossible to deal with. 

      “Brenda is struggling might have been a better word for this context. Experiencing challenges, having a hard time with, working toward being able to—any of those would be nicer than ‘useless,’ don’t you think?”

      Finley glares at me. Her cat eyes turn a full shade of yellow, brighter than the sun as I tell my wings to chill out. The bitch looks rabid. If I don’t keep control, I’ll be flying over the entire room to knock her out. Fae can be vicious, and I am a retired royal fairy princess—not that anyone knows. “I stand by my word,” Finley says. “Useless. Brenda is totally useless at what she does.”

       “Brenda? How does it make you feel to hear that word in reference to your inability to curse?”

      “She’s right,” Brenda says, sighing. “I am useless. I’m the worst witch in the world. I’m letting my entire coven down!”

      “Yes! Me too,” Jasmyn says. “I can’t even feed without a sippy cup for God’s sake! What kind of vampire is that? I’d have been better off as a ghost or something. The blood thing just isn’t going to work. Even as a human, I refused to go to the doctor because I was so freaked out by blood.”

      Tibby nods, but I can’t acknowledge her and her melting skin.

      “Don’t do it,” I hiss under my breath as Joe inches his way, legs splayed, closer to Jasmyn. “Thirty minutes. Not a second sooner. And even then, we’re striving to be better. If you need to leave, you can excuse yourself.”

      “Feed?” Brenda asks. “What does that mean?”

      I nearly miss the entire therapeutic alliance forming between our pathetic witch and newest phobic member as Joe flips me the bird. Ignoring him, I turn toward Brenda, waiting for Jasmyn to answer. Next week, they will be sitting next to each other. I can bet on it. Anyone could. 

      “She means kill people by sucking their blood,” Tibby Johnson, our vegan zombie says, frowning. “Don’t they have another source? The vampires, I mean?”

      Tibby is looking at me but the entire point of group therapy at Coming Out Monster is to get the members comfortable with working together. Since the Freak Lives Matter too movement, we’ve even been able to secure federal funding—as long as we stick to the billable mandates. I refuse to lose funding. Every one of them has a place in the show if they can just pull it together. I promised it to Lusus. It’s what will save the carnival. Hell, it’s my purpose. 

      I turn to Jasmyn. “You can answer that or not, but you should know that Tibby is a vegan. It’s not personal.”

      Instead of biting Tibby’s decaying throat, Jasmyn smiles at her too. I can see the problem. For a vampire, she’s pretty darn likable, and I can’t fathom her doing anyone harm. Tibby will be sitting on the other side of her too.

      “Trust me, if I could be a vegan, I’d do that too. I’d live off carrots and radishes. Lemons too.”

      “Not me,” Joe mutters. “I like meat.”

      “Raw diets are the best,” Tibby says. 

      “Oh, and yes. On that, we agree,” Joe smiles and licks his lips. 

      “She was talking to the vamp. Don’t be rude,” Brenda says. “I don’t blame you for not wanting to feed. Sounds gross to me.”

      “Brenda, say ‘shit.’ Or say ‘fuck.’ Or ‘ass.’ I dare you,” Joe says. “It’ll be like, what’s that shit called, Morgan? The kind of therapy where you have to do it in order to face it?”

      “Exposure therapy.”

      “Yeah, that. Say ‘shit.’ If you can say it, maybe it will help you with cursing in general. Ya know, that witchy bullshit. Even Lusus would get behind it.”

      Brenda brings her hand to her mouth like she’s about to burst into tears at any moment. But Joe has a point. Exposure therapy is not a thing I’d thought of before in treating our wholesome witch. While I can’t egg him on and tell her to do it, I also know my silence speaks volumes.

      “Why does she have to swear?” Jasmyn asks. 

      It’s an innocent question and totally fair. But from inches away, I hear Mason sigh. I want to tell him that if he’s so bored, he can leave any time. It’s not that I don’t love my job. In many ways, I do. The therapeutic breakthroughs where the universe is right and monsters leave our weekly meetings to do what they were meant to do are satisfying as hell. But the constant drama and petty shit gets old. Maybe Mason has a point. I quickly find myself sighing too as Joe takes over the group. I’ve learned that some curses just can’t be broken. And that’s okay too. 
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      Later, I smile at Sebastian as he asks me about my shift. There’s something nice about coming home to a man who’s been with you from the very beginning, or fairyland anyway. “It could have been worse. I could be in Peabody.”

      “Well, there’s always that,” Sebastian laughs. 

      I laugh too. For as much as they drive me crazy, I wouldn’t trade my freaky clients for anything. Like my tiny man, who’s not so miniscule these days, my flight out of fairyland and into reality has taught me so many things; mostly that it’s really not about the happy ending. It’s about the journey. And with Sebastian by my side? Well, hell, we can do anything. Regina’s curse—now known in both lands as Darian’s—has been lifted. And it’s the one and only thing she said that was really ever true: “Love is a powerful thing.” With love, even an ordinary human being can do all the impossible things. I close my eyes and wish that for her and every single one of the freaks too. 
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        Sebastian

      

      

      

      I lay in bed, glad for only one mattress. For years, Darian made us sleep with two, keeping her connected to her kingdom. With a raw pea under it for good luck, I’m glad I’m not of royal blood and can’t feel it. In spite of the damage it does to her wings, my love believes you can never forget your roots. I can’t say I blame her for that. From a messed-up kingdom, to the circus and back, Darian sure has a lot of history. But I do too. Back on the road travelling both with the circus and between the realms, these days are mostly spent helping Darian life coach the freaks. They aren’t so bad. For the most part, they just need someone to do the listening. They have stories too and every one of them is really just hoping for that happy ending. 

      I roll over, taking in the sight of her. The most beautiful princess in any kingdom I’ve ever heard of, my girl sleeps with a furrowed brow – like she still hasn’t fully let go of all that’s happened to her. I wonder, sometimes, if I were to turn the mattress over and pull that pea out, would it be different? In truth, though, I know that it’s Darian’s sensitivities that make her so well suited for her new line of work. Having been a victim of just about everything, it helps her to work with the freaks and monsters. Of her, I could not be prouder. 

      Gently moving a stray strand of hair from her eyes, I lean over to kiss her on the forehead. Then, scooting to my side of the bed, I slowly lumber out and into the modest room that takes up a third of our trailer. Today, there’s work to be done. Between a visit to the tailor and the finishing touches on our wedding veranda, my love has left me with a list long enough for three kingdoms. It’s comical how she’s learned to advocate for herself, starting with me. For a guy who never intended on stealing a fairy princess from anyone’s kingdom, Darian’s managed to convince me to do the sort of things I’d never dreamed of. Starting with Regina and my soon-to-be bride’s plan to not only lift but alter the curse, Darian can now be seen by the mortals outside her fairy realm even when her wings are spread out. It’s taken some getting used to but, with the wedding not far off now, the adjustment’s been worth it. 

      I move into the kitchen to fire up the coffee, wondering if the costume designer for Lusus Naturae would consider altering my suit. More comfortable with the freaks than ‘normal’ humans in my smaller size, it might be a way to save money. But Darian would disagree. She says she deserves a fairytale wedding and worries incessantly about something going wrong. I reach for a coffee filter, trying not to think about the invitations I sent to the Kingdom of Peabody and how they will be received. There is no way Simon’s brother or any of the others will start anything with me in the human realm. Still, it makes me nervous; the merging of two species at a once-in-a-lifetime event. Whatever, I tell myself. There’s no time to worry about the past now. What’s done is done and there’s too much ahead to think about. I’ll be dammed if Darian doesn’t get what she wants. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Two days later 

      

      

      

      “Truly could do it.”

      “No way. What about the twins?”

      “I guess I could try that. They’re used to costume alterations.”

      “Lusus will know what to do,” Darian says, basically ending the conversation.

      I get it. I’m not a dumb man. She wants me to figure it out and quick. There’s no way I can show up to our fairytale themed wedding with three-feet too long britches. If I’m honest, Darian really does have her hands full with the bachelorette party. Oh, how I wish I could be the fly on the wall to see it. It’s comical, really. A batch of female circus freaks and monsters, who, for all intents and purposes, have become our new family, gathered around the main ring with dancing men under the big top.

      I try not to think of my time in captivity and my bride-to-be’s sisters. We never really talked about that. Clearing my throat, I agree with her for the sake of what’s best, grab the pants, and head out into the long, gravel fairground path. Someone will know what to do about fixing them. It’s not like it’s that strange at all, in the circus, for designers to have to make special alterations for a tiny man. 

      I’m about six trailers into my walk past Giant’s oddities tent when I bump, smack, into Lizard Man. 

      “If it isn’t the man of the hour! How you holding up?” he asks, smiling down at me.

      “I’m good. Trying to stay out of Darian’s—sorry, Morgan’s—way for the most part.”

      “Oh, I know how that goes. Lusus is a disaster too. I keep telling her she’s not even the mother of the bride. She’s all up in a fuss about the big tent. I’m off to get the ringers on it now.”

      “Yeah. I have to find a way to get my pants sized,” I say, holding them up.

      “Try Leslie?”

      “I wasn’t sure if she was back or how much she’d charge for it. You know how she can be.”

      Lizard frowns, scratching his scaly chin. “Bring um to Lusus. She can sew anything. Her mother was a seamstress before they took the show on the road.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Whatever you do, don’t tell her you ran into me.”

      I want to ask why not. But freak code dictates I stay out of it. With another little one on the way, Lusus has been in a mood for ages. But before I can change the subject, Lizard continues, “You sure about this?”

      “About?”

      “Marriage. I mean, it can be a bitch. Me and Lusus have been through everything. Losing the show, getting it back, Dog Boy’s murder spree. All of it. And you seen what happened to Al. Me and him were just talkin’ about it. The single life? That’s probably the one for me. You don’t have to marry her, pal.”

      I want to laugh. He doesn’t know Darian very well. Now billed as the show’s top freak, Morgan Flutterby has a way of getting what she wants. Whether it’s that royal blood or just plain luck, my princess of a bride has a way of pulling shit off. And, in truth, I don’t mind at all.

      “I’m sure. And it’s not like we haven’t been through it all too. Did you ever hear the story of how we met?”

      Lizard nods, scratches his head, and bends down. “I’m not sure.”

      “In her native kingdom.”

      “Oh?” He tilts his head in, like Maria does on the Wheel of Death when Sal’s been drinking. “Do tell.”

      “Well, obviously she isn’t originally of this world. And I was doing some travelling. Selling things from door to door and offering a bit of life coaching.”

      He nods.

      “I ran into a witch. She put a curse on me and the rest? Well, let’s just call it history. Those fairies are ruthless. Locked me up, them fairies. They are the reason, to this day, that I am small. Darian—Morgan—was the only in the kingdom to be nice to me. She basically saved me.”

      Hearing the words come out of my own mouth makes my heart swell. Me and my girl really have done it all. From breaking out of that kingdom, to the witch’s curse and back again just for the sake of logistics, to our shared work in the monster and circus worlds, we have a lot to be proud of. For a princess with no interest in being royal at all, Darian sure is special. 

      His lips curl into the type of circle the tiger trainers make the big cats jump through and he lets out a quiet, “wow.”

      “You’ll hear it all at the reception. Lusus insisted we put on a show. But what Darian doesn’t know is that her family will be there too. I’m praying I haven’t screwed it up. Her sister, Lily, has promised me that they’ll be on their best behavior. But, well, she didn’t exactly run off to the circus for nothing.”

      Lizard Man winces. “Oh. Dude. You might want to tell her. I can’t imagine a surprise like that will go over well.”

      I shake my head. “I’m going on gut with this. For as many issues as she has with her native kingdom, they’re still family. If they can just behave and do the right thing, she’ll be glad for it.”

      Nothing Lizard says will change my mind about this. I’ve spent the better part of six months asking questions just to be sure it’s the right choice. I’ve made my trips in and out of Peabody too – just to be sure. When Darian sees her family happy to wish her well in her new world? Well, it’ll be the happy ending she’s worked so hard for. 

      “If you say so. I’m pulling for you.”

      “Thanks. See you soon,” I say. And, with that, I head off to Lusus’ trailer, reminding myself about the saying about a happy wife, a happy life. God, I better have this right. 
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        Night before wedding 

      

      

      

      
        
        Darian

      

      

      

      I smile up at Tibby as she gives me her final piece of advice for a bride on her wedding night, as if I haven’t been sharing a mattress with a darn pea under it for ages with Sebastian. It’s hard not to think about what it might have been like had I been forced to marry Zane back in the Kingdom of Peabody. The idea of Lily giving me this talk makes my stomach turn. At the same time, I miss my sisters. If only they could be here to celebrate; to be okay with me leaving and the whole of it. It’s not like I stole anyone’s crown. 

      “Well, then, I’ll be on my way. It was nice tonight. You need to go home and get your sleep.”

      Between Lusus and the rest of the core crew insisting I can’t wake up in the morning with Sebastian because it’s bad luck, I’m not even sure what the rest of the night will hold for me. Still, we’ve agreed to at least meet. We have until midnight to spend together before I basically turn into a pumpkin like Cinderella after the ball. Looking down at my tiny watch, I inhale the cool breeze. We have three hours before saying goodnight. 

      I wonder what he’ll think of me, dressed in the finest of gowns Lusus was able to find for me at the back of Leslie’s closet and altered perfectly for a pixie like me. But above all, I wonder more what he’ll think when I finally tell him I’m perfectly okay with him forever losing the curse that changes him from tiny to big and back. We’ve experimented with it, of course. The circus is the perfect place for such things. But having asked him to be little for our wedding, it’ll come as a surprise to him that I won’t mind his human form for the long term. 

      It would be such a hypocritical thing. After all the time I have spent with Coming Out Monster and the freaks, I can’t possibly expect him to be anything other than his authentic self. It’s a thing I’ve felt bad about since the beginning, molding him to me. But in that way, I’m human. Spreading my wings high above my head, I wave goodbye to Tibby and remind her one last time about the flowers for the big tent anchors before flying off to find my one true love.

      It’s like a fairytale, only better. It’s not the kind you read about or even what it should have been like in the Kingdom of Peabody. Now, soaring above the circus just under the monster realm, I am truly free. Tomorrow, I will marry the man meant for me and only me. And while I’m sad that I can’t share it with Lily and the others, I am certain this was how it was intended to be. 
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        Sebastian

      

      

      

      We laugh about my conversation with Lizard Man and all warnings my soon-to-be wife has gotten from Tibby and the other female freaks. Perched above the big tent and staring down at the elaborate backdrop Lusus has orchestrated for us on the high fly boards, I hold Darian’s hand and ask her if she ever expected all this.

      “Well, you know. I am a royal princess,” she says, laughing and batting her eyelashes. 

      I want to ask her if she has any regrets. While the circus has planned an elaborate event, I can’t imagine that our wedding will be bigger than it would have been had Darian’s marriage united two kingdoms. But the question isn’t necessary.

      “I’m just so glad,” she whispers.

      She doesn’t need to finish. I know what she’s getting at. It’s like that with Darian and me and probably always has been. 

      Pointing out the Alice in Wonderland backdrop set up at the entrance of the tent, I ask my bride if she knew about that. She nods, reminding me that she’s a perfectionist and has been kept apprised of every detail.

      “Whispers’ idea,” she says. “We tried to hit every fairytale. It’s neat how it all came together and she managed to stick with the themes. After the ceremony, they’ll open the backdrops for pictures.”

      Excited for what will be a day not of nerves or rethinking commitment, I imagine Giant dressed as the Mad Hatter and Lusus as Maleficent. Darian, of course, is already a royal princess. But me? Who am I to be?

      I frown.

      “What’s wrong?” And then, without much hesitation, she follows me. It’s a trick I sometimes wonder might be tied to the curse or just another thing that makes Darian so special. “You’re the prince. You’re Prince Charming.”

      I tell myself the prince isn’t Zane. Fairytales have been spun and told over and over throughout generations. It was me who first noticed Darian’s sore wings and even cared about that awful pea. Hell, it’s been me sleeping on a lump with her since leaving the Kingdom of Peabody. We’re in this together.

      “Yes. That’s me,” I say, laughing and throwing my bride a wink. 
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        Wedding day

      

      

      

      
        
        Sebastian

      

      

      

      “Once upon a time, there lived a princess who had run away from her kingdom. One night, there was a rainstorm. Torrid wind and water fell from the sky. The princess, with nowhere to go, knocked on the door of a castle. A queen let her in and told her she could stay for the night. But aware that her own son, a prince by every right, was looking for a bride, she skipped past the royal maids in order to make up the unexpected visitor’s bed. Under it, she placed a pea. A real princess would have particular sensitivities. The next morning, the queen asked the princess how she slept. She told the queen she hadn’t slept a wink. A lump under her mattress had kept her up and bruised her skin. It was then that the queen knew a royal wedding was meant to be,” Giant pauses, smiling at my bride. She is most certainly a sight to behold. He continues, “That, my friends, is only a fairytale but it’s not unlike Morgan and Sebastian’s story. It’s a simple pea and a long journey that has brought them to their happy ending.”

      I remember Darian’s battered wings. Still not used to referring to her as her chosen name – Morgan Flutterby – I can’t help but remember her skipping through the dirt path toward my tiny cage back in Peabody. Never would I have guessed that it was a royal princess who’d take such an interest in little old me. Cursed and nearly doomed to be killed by the fairies, it really is amazing that she and I are here. 

      “On this day and under the big tent, it is both my honor and privilege to seal the union not of two kingdoms, but of two breeds. Sebastian, a human, and Morgan a fairy princess, it is a marriage that will merge two realms and tangled histories. For years, there’s been tension between the breeds. But with this marriage, it is my hope that we can begin to move toward better relations,” Giant says. “And, so, ladies and gentlemen, look this way. For while the circus hosts its fair share of both peculiarities and oddities, this moment offers us the same. For it is true love where we find magic as spectacular as any to hail from a flying trapeze.”

      Giant continues his speech and I try not to think of the pea. Darian’s agreed that she will give it to him. Never will she spend another night proving to be anything. Instead, the simple pea will be housed under a glass case with the other oddities. There’s a part of me that will never quite understand why she insisted on going back for it. A token of what she survived in Peabody? A memento from a world she escaped? It’s impossible to know, but I, for one, will be glad to be rid of it. 

      Tonight, we’ll sleep on the most luxurious of mattresses in a trailer set up by Lusus herself. Lined with imported silks and even Esmerelda’s favorite crystal lamps, the place is really magnificent. For all the travelling I’ve done, I have to agree with Darian – the circus really is starting to feel like home. Between our work with the monsters and a daily routine we’ve carved out between the realms, for the first time in my life, I feel no need to get out. 

      “…travelling the world as a life coach and looking for his one true love. Of course, he didn’t realize it. A man worthy of a true princess would never bother with tests at all. But it was that, her broken wings, that set him apart. He didn’t care if they worked or not. He saw past her flaws. And she the same. Small or large, she took him for what he was. And that, children of all ages, is what we call the very real and fantastical thing of love!”

      I shift my weight to my back leg, wondering when Giant will ever shut up. For as grand of an event as our wedding is, I really just want to be alone with Darian. Since seeing her walk through the makeshift aisle lined with rose petals, I’ve only wanted to kiss her. No different than how I felt between the bars of my cage in Peabody, all of me needs to get to her – to pull her into my arms. 
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        Darian

      

      

      

      There’s something surreal about knowing my father and sisters’ eyes are on me. I want to look back and wish Giant would hurry it up. While his speech is something I will look back on for years, I can’t understand how they got here – or why. Why doesn’t Father look angry at me? He looks almost – proud? That can’t be. How did he even know? I try to focus on Sebastian, who holds my hand in his, and thank the creator that Simon isn’t here to ruin this for me. This is our moment and I won’t let anyone steal it.

      It’s the wedding of the century – better than any I’d ever have had in Peabody, where forced grins and some historical transfer of crystal balls and deeds would outshine even the bridesmaids. As for mine, they are stunning. Dressed in their favorite fairytale gowns, even the circus’s best clown has managed to outdo the little mermaid. 

      My focus shifts back to Giant as he asks Whispers for the rings. 

      “I need you to repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed,” he says, tilting his cap.

      Holding out my hand, I smile as Sebastian slips a simple gold band on it. And then, letting my wings free of my back, I do the same for him. In moments, we are one. 

      “I now pronounce you man and wife,” Giant says, beaming. “You, sir, may now kiss your bride.”

      He doesn’t have to tell my husband twice. As the crowd of freaks and monsters erupts, Sebastian takes me into his arms. His lips land on mine and I can’t help but sink into my very own happy ending.

      Ten minutes later, Sebastian and I walk hand in hand down the aisle meant to look like a path in Alice’s garden. Stopping to greet guests—dressed in their fairyland bests—we take our time with it. That’s when I see her in the very back row. There is no doubt. Her purple wings are what gives her away – something I heard about for years in the Kingdom of Peabody. Tucked behind her lavender gown, they peek out at the edges of her shoulders. Quickly, I pull up the bottom of my gown, moving into the air effortlessly. “Mom?” the word tumbles right out, like I’ve been saying it for years.

      The sides of her lips turn up. She presses her index finger to her mouth. And then, like there’s nothing peculiar about it at all, she flutters off. I follow. And it is above the biggest tent in all of Lusus Naturae on my wedding day where I’m finally reunited with my mother. It is here that I am home.
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      She’s in love with her brother’s best friend. He just wants to protect her from his toxic family.

      

      Ivy Carson has been in love with Leo Haller for as long as she can remember. And at times, she wonders if he feels the same way. But he’s always kept her at arm’s length—after all, he’s her brother’s best friend, and she knows he wouldn’t want to jeopardize the friendship.

      

      Leo has nursed a secret crush on his best friend’s sister for years, but he would never consider acting on his affection. His family is toxic—he doesn’t want her getting tangled up in that mess. She deserves better than him.

      

      After years of loving Leo from afar, Ivy comes up with a scheme to bring them together at last. She’ll invite him to a friend’s wedding as her plus one.

      

      Leo agrees reluctantly. He’s just doing a favor for a friend, after all—what could go wrong?

      

      But when the day comes, neither Ivy nor Leo are prepared for the simmering undercurrent of attraction that flares between them. It’s too late to turn back. Can Leo risk everything for the woman he can no longer resist?

      

      If you love BWWM and friends-to-lovers romance, you’ll love this sparkling read by Joanne Dannon and Faith Summers.
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Ivy

        

      

    

    
      “Dear Ivy,

      Rachel and Patrick request the honour of your presence at their marriage Saturday, the 30th of May, 3pm at Paradise Hall, Ethel Wood, Wisconsin.

      Dinner, drinks and killer dance moves will follow at the same location. As this will be a weekend event, accommodation will be provided at the venue. Please RSVP for yourself and your plus one by May first.”

      

      Oh my God, they’re actually getting married.

      My heart thumps hard against my chest as I read the wedding invitation.

      Okay… this shouldn’t really be a surprise. Rachel and Patrick have been dating since college. So that’s well over ten years. They were the couple who’d been together forever, but hadn’t taken those final steps to commitment.

      There’s not one amongst us that didn’t consider them perfect for each other. They’re the absolute definition of true love.

      I read over the invitation again and while I know I’m supposed to be ecstatic— and I am—I know what this invite means for me specifically.

      It means seeing Ben Montgomery again, after all these months of avoiding him.

      Ben Montgomery my ex. He’ll be at the wedding and there’s no way I can hide from him. He’s one of Patrick’s best friends and most likely going to be one of his grooms’ men.

      I met Ben through Patrick. He introduced us because he thought we’d make a great couple. And he was right. . .at the time.  We did and our love for sports was the first thing to cement our relationship.

      Ben and I were together for five years. When we broke up it was the hardest experience of my life. People talk about acrimonious divorces, our break up was like that. Awful. It knocked me for six, and unfortunately, he took my self-confidence with him, when he walked out the front door.

      Ben is a prestigious sports journalist who works for ESPN. Men like him have the best women. Three months ago, Ben got engaged to Claudia Grayson, a Victoria’s Secret angel. You can’t exactly get more perfect than a woman who is always in the limelight and was named one of the most sexiest women in the world by FHM magazine.

      At five-eleven, with her flawless porcelain skin, and salon straight hair, slim build and incredibly long legs, Claudia earned the title fair and square. Even I have to admit it and give credit where it’s due. But I won’t lie to myself and believe I wasn’t envious when I first found out they were together.

      I won’t lie now and pretend the jealousy went. The woman is the opposite of me. I’m five foot six inches with an athletic, strong build. I’m okay looking but next to Claudia I barely pass average.

      I love to go shopping but I wouldn’t say I was fashionable, or into makeup. I save being made up for special occasions. I’m a down to earth kind of girl, but Claudia looks like she’s ready for the runway all the time. The woman probably looks like it in her sleep.

      The world knows Ben ended up with the perfect woman and by the same token they also know I was considered a mundane girlfriend. That’s what he told the Chicago News in his interview a few weeks after his engagement to Claudia.

      Can you imagine how humiliated I was as I watched him on live TV telling the whole world that Claudia was his silver lining on the dark cloud of his disastrous relationship with me. Me, Ivy Marie Carson, Owner of the Little Adventurers. It was like the man named and shamed me, and it felt lik my whole world collapsed around me.

      While he described Claudia as the most beautiful woman, perfect in every way, I came across as a walking disaster.

      That stupid interview caused me to lose a few bookings. I was so angry with him. Thank God I had built my business to a sustainable level and was able to withstand the blow. But still, my protective family wanted to take it further and hand him a lawsuit. As tempting as it was, Leo recommended not too. He spent the time going through the pros and cons of legal defamation, before I made the decision not to proceed.

      And who is Leo? He’s my brother’s best friend. The guy I’ve had a secret crush on for years.

      Leo could see how mortified I was by the incident, but I don’t think he realized how hurt and humiliated I was. It took me months to recover from Ben leaving me, and just when I was feeling better about myself, he embarrassed me in that awful interview.

      I was in love with Ben, and thought we had a future together. His betrayal hurt me in ways I never thought possible.

      Leo reminded me that his fame intruded on our relationship, and he was right. When Ben and I started dating, he was just climbing up the career ladder. He freelanced for many years before landing that job with ESPN. When he did the fame consumed him and went straight to his head. Suddenly he was God’s gift and I wasn’t good enough for him. He never supported me or my business. He thought running sports parties for boys was a stupid idea.

      I love what I do, and it really hurt that he ridiculed my success.

      My biggest regret is that I kept hoping things would change. They didn’t.

      He resented me asking about his so called ‘business trips’ during the football season. They probably were real business trips, but they were the kind that would always result in some scandal in the tabloids with him and some woman. He maintained he didn’t cheat and if he did he couldn’t remember. And, if he didn’t remember that was as good as it not happening.

      I’d never heard of such nonsense in all my life and it was foolish on my part to save what couldn’t be saved.

      Ben just changed overnight and I still feel sick when I remember walking out of the house, the house we were supposed to spend the rest of our lives in, saying I’d never get anyone better than him. Ugh. Really?

      That was two years ago, and I haven’t dated since.

      I’ve barely seen him much since our breakup, so the fact that he would go out of his way to bring up our past in that interview, two years after all has been said and done was a massive hit below the belt.

      My tummy tumbles as I reflect on our past. It still pains me that we were once a happy couple, laughing, enjoying life together, and then suddenly it all became pear shaped and I’ve immersed myself in my career. My career is stable and I want to show him that my business is successful.

      Silly really, because that interview just proved that there was no need. He doesn’t care. He doesn’t care about me, the business or my success. His focus is on himself, his career and the beautiful Claudia.

      I straighten up in my chair and set the pretty yellow colored invitation down on my desk. My heart is racing and I can’t get it to slow down. I take some deep breaths as I attempt to steady my nerves.

      It’s not the end of the world, I tell myself, It’s not.

      But it sure feels like it, right now, I think with a despondent sigh.

      I’ve always been happy that Rachel and Patrick found each other, but I don’t particularly want to go to their wedding on my own. It wouldn’t be so bad if I was dating someone I could class as plus one material, but I’m not.

      The door to my office swings open and Jenna comes in with a vibrant smile. It however falters when she sees the obvious distress in my face.

      She’s like the sister I never had, or at least like the female version of Cory, my younger brother. Both are very intuitive. Both can always tell when something is going on with me. Both are the most amazing friends to me.

      “What happened?” she asks cautiously.

      “Oh, God.” My shoulders slump with self-pity. “I don’t even know where to begin.” My voice falters as anxiety makes me feel light headed.

      She closes the door behind her, worry filling her face. “What is it?”

      I point to the invitation sitting on my desk and she picks it up, reads it and realization forms in her dark brown eyes. Her brown skin suddenly looks dull and I imagine I must look the same because our skin tone is quite similar.

      “Oh,” she states. “So I’m guessing that look of trepidation on your face is about Ben.”

      “Ugh, yes. He’ll be there.” I groan theatrically.

      “Are you gonna go?” she asks, pulling up a chair, so she’s seated opposite me.

      I rest my elbows on the desk and bring my hand to my head, and release another frustrated sigh. “I don’t see how I can’t. It’s. . .Rachel. . .and. . .Patrick.”

      I don’t need to emphasize this, but I do as I am so focused on this issue. Jenna may not know them personally but she knows how important they are to me. As I said, she’s a sister to me, and knows everything about me.

      Jenna and I met at a party planning job many moons ago and we’ve been friends ever since. She became my best friend and the person I share most of my secrets with, so she knows all that I went through with Ben. When I set up business here at Little Adventurers, she was the first person I thought of asking to work with me as my assistant. She’s smart, efficient, and able to multitask. Working together has not affected our friendship, in fact, it’s only made it stronger.

      She’s always got good advice and I pray she can assist me now.

      “Okay, let’s put things in perspective,” she states, pushing a lock of her jet black hair behind her ear.

      “Perspective, really Jenna?” I wince. “You know exactly how this is going to play out. Ben will take every opportunity to show off his trophy fiancée. Look at me, and look at her. I’m a total loser next to Claudia.”

      “Stop it, you’re not,” she stresses with a determined look in her eyes. “You’re successful. Look at this place.” She waves her arm in the air, in a circular motion. “I just got off the phone as I was coming in to tell you we just got a booking for the summer adventure camp from St. Peter’s Boys School. How great is that?” She clapped her hands together. “They want to enlist thirty of their students for the placement. That’s your money for the summer right there from just them.” She pointed a finger gun at me, and made a clicking sound with her tongue.

      My lips part in complete surprise. “What? Thirty of them?” I bring my hands to my cheeks and gaze at her. “Wow, that’s fantastic.” My heart lifts as my chest puffs out with pride. “That is incredible news.”

      “I know,” she says with a huge smile. And that’s just one booking. We’re going to have to hire more sports assistants because I predict we’ll be at capacity this year.” She chuckles. “Ivy you’re looking at well over a hundred thousand dollars if that happens. That’s serious coins for a four-week program.”

      “Oh my gosh.” I jump up from my chair, and do a happy dance. I may not be the best dancer but I don’t care. This is tremendous news.

      “I know right?” She squeals with delight before joining me with my impromptu dance.

      We finish dancing, and I feel ultra-awake and alive, rejuvenated by the adrenaline.

      Back in our seats we look at each other, we’re both wearing matching grins. I’m so happy that I could cry with joy because when I came up with the summer adventure camp I didn’t know if people would be interested. I run kids’ sports parties throughout the year. I tested out the summer camp last year with twenty kids who loved it. I thought this year would be another testing year but at this rate I think the camp will be a wonderful addition to the business.

      “I’m so proud of you,” Jenna bubbles. “It’s looking like you’ve landed another awesome idea. We’re currently at fifty students and we have a few months until the closing date. I really do think you’ll be at capacity.”

      I nod enthusiastically in reply. “Thank you. This is better than what I dreamed of. I didn’t even imagine this.” I thrust my fist in the air with elation, still unable to believe the success of my hard work.

      I started this business a few years back, pulling an idea from my mind based on my athletic background. The business has taken off in a way I never anticipated.

      Ben thought I was going to fail, he thought the idea was silly.

      He never believed in me. And everything he said is not what a person, who’s starting a new business, wants to hear.

      The love for sports was encoded in my DNA. My brother Cory plays pro football just like Dad did. He’s currently the linebacker for the Chicago Hawks. I, however, took after our mother in her love for athletics. I did everything from sprinting and long distance running to combined events like heptathlons and decathlons. It was my life for many years and I won several awards back in high school.

      With my background, knowledge and expertise I was more than qualified to set up Little Adventurers but Ben said just because I was athletic didn’t mean I should open a business.

      The worst thing he reminded me of was my failure to secure a scholarship for college. Yeah, I didn’t need reminding of that. . .again. He said if I wasn’t good enough to succeed as an athlete, how could I be a successful entrepreneur?

      Not securing a scholarship will always be a thorn in my side. I worked extremely hard to qualify but I just didn’t make the mark. I knew too that not getting it meant my career would have been difficult, but by the time I was told I didn’t get it my hopes for being a professional athlete faded. Cory got a football scholarship. While I was happy for my brother, not getting mine left me feeling inadequate. I never shared that with anyone, not even Jenna. I tried so hard, and failed. I had been shattered when I missed out on a scholarship, unlike my successful brother.

      The Little Adventurers concept was my way of doing something I loved. When I first started out I was scared and needed, and wanted Ben’s support. But it never came. I guess that I was successful because after Ben’s rejection of me, I didn’t want to be seen as a failure, yet again.

      “You’ve become very successful Ivy and in a short space of time. You made it. You’re one of those people who did something with an innovative idea and rocked it,” she beams, but then the cautiousness comes back to her eyes. “You’re not a loser, never think that. Ben’s a jerk.”

      I press my lips together and blow out a ragged breath. “He is a jerk. I can’t stand him. I never wanted to see him again. Ever. But not going to Rachel and Patrick’s wedding because of him would be childish. I can’t do that to them. They’ve been good friends to me.”

      When I first set up business Patrick helped me with promotions. Like Rachel, he works in marketing, but his skills extend to advertising too. He helped me with my campaigns while Rachel helped me find this perfect location near the harbor.

      I have the most amazing office. Situated in one of the old refurbished warehouses by the docks, my savvy, retro office gives me a great view of the gorgeous Chicago skyline without being in the heart of the city. Nearby is the hall with the accompanying grounds where I hold the parties.

      Rachel and Patrick are the kind of friends who help you and want you to succeed. It’s not their fault I was with the wrong man. It’s not their fault I was in love with that loser.

      Every time I think about what happened the answer of why it happened comes back to slap me. There’s no point in feeling sorry for yourself when you go through a bad break up with a man you knew you shouldn’t have been with.

      “What are you worried about most?” Jenna asks, breaking my thoughts.

      “I guess… feeling inadequate. He makes me feel bad about myself. I told you that his parting words were that I’d never find anyone better than him. As if he was the best thing that happened to me. He wasn’t, but he believes that.” I take a deep breath and exhale it slowly. “My career is a success but you know.” I shrug. “I don’t have a boyfriend. And I certainly don’t have a model to attend with.”

      “Then go and be fabulous. Ivy, you’ve been invited to a wedding. A time to celebrate the marriage of the couple getting hitched, but also you should use this opportunity to put them in their places once and for all.” She waggled her eyebrows, in a knowing fashion.

      “How am I going to do that?” My brow crinkled with interest. Obviously Jenna had ideas, I didn’t.

      A smile teased her lips. “The only way to put that jerk in his place is to go there with a date and show him he’s nothing to you.” She flicks her hair over her shoulder, before a lift of her groomed eye-brow sky high.

      “A date?” I gasp. Really? I roll my eyes with disbelief.

      “Yes, a date.” She taps the side of her nose knowingly.

      I frown, feeling the muscles in my neck clench with worry. “The wedding is next month. Next month. I won’t have a date because I’m not dating. I won’t have a plus one because I don’t have a plus one. And definitely not someone who I can take for a weekend.” I give her a false smile. “The only date I will score in such a short time is a paid one.” I fling at her, before pressing my lips together with skepticism.

      She gives me an incredulous glare. “Woman, what is wrong with you? Are you for real right now? Look at you, you’re beautiful. You just aren’t dating because you choose not to date.” She pauses, and gives me a look from beneath hooded eyelids. “We both know there’s one guy who I’m sure would love to go with you.”

      A feeling of disorientation overcomes me. God… she’s talking about Leo, my brother’s best friend. A man who is. . .off limits to me. That’s the best description I can give. I’m the older sister. I’m older by three years. Three years and we’re all just too close. I’m thirty-one and he’s twenty-eight. We grew up like family, after all, he’s my brother’s best friend.

      “Oh Jenna…” My hand comes up to cover my mouth. “I can’t go down that road today,” I say with a dry mouth.

      She crosses her arms and looks at me with defiance. “Ivy come on,” she says with a sharp tone. “It’s a good idea.”

      She does know me and she knows that I’ve always had this thing for Leo. Okay, it’s more than a thing.

      Leo and Corey have been friends since high school and I swear I’ve had feelings for Leo for that long too. That’s fifteen years. Fifteen!

      “I don’t know if I can go there, Jenna.” I blink rapidly. Go with Leo? To a wedding? My mind races, as a fluttering in my tummy makes me unable to focus.

      Glancing down at the shiny surface of the desk, I wonder for the billionth time if I could cross that line. It’s just a thought, like always.

      A thought I have every time I see Leo, which is every Sunday when we all gather at my family home for dinner.

      That’s how close we all are. He’s like a brother to me, but he isn’t. He’s a guy I’ve watched from afar, all the while trying to resist the attraction I feel when I’m with him.

      Attraction and chemistry roil within me and come to life whenever I’m near him. Then I remember I can’t have him. Besides, aside from the whole off-limits aspect, I’ve always had some reason in my mind that stopped me from pursuing anything with him.

      Leo is very successful. He comes from a wealthy family but he made a name for himself as a sports agent to the stars.

      I’m proud of both him and Cory, but part of me just doesn’t feel like I measure up. They both pursued their talents and I wasn’t able to do that the way they did. When I didn’t get my scholarship there was a notable change in me. To most people it looked like I was a cop out. For me it was a blow that knocked me. I went to Brown University and continued with my business degree but not getting my scholarship changed my path.

      Jenna reaches across the table and touches the back of my hand. The gesture interrupts my thoughts and I return my focus to my friend.

      “Ivy, sweetie I think you’d feel better able to cope with Ben if you had a date for this wedding, and I think you should ask Leo.” She rivets her gaze to me.

      “It’s a weekend event. We’d be there for the whole weekend, not one afternoon.” My head tilts to the side as I struggle to accept that he would attend with me. It’s not a local wedding, it’s an away wedding. . .where the guests stay overnight.

      “That’s all the more perfect,” Jenna says with supreme confidence.

      “Nooooooo.” My no trails out of my lips. “What if I spoil things, between us, by asking him?”

      She flicks her wrist in the air with a pfft. “I doubt that will happen.” She leans across my desk and looks at me with confidence. “Think about this, in the next five years do you want to regret not asking him, and always wonder what could have happened if you did?” She gives me a pointed stare. “If you don’t ask him, someone else will.”

      I think about things like that. . .a lot. It’s been my private fantasy to be with Leo.

      Jenna continues, her eye contact unwavering. “I’m going to be real with you, Ivy. I wouldn’t be a friend if I didn’t give you some hard truths you might need to hear. Leo isn’t always going to be there. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. I’ve seen the way you look at him. The worst kind of opportunity to miss out on is love. A chance at love. I think he likes you and I know you like him. A man like that isn’t just going to wait around forever though.”

      Leo and I are friends, but I don’t know if he likes me more than that. The thought of being rejected by Leo is more crushing than Ben walking out on me after five years. Leo is that important to me.

      I know Jenna’s right. I do. She’s more than right. But I don’t want to lose him by asking him on a date. What if he says no?

      “What if he says yes?” Jenna chimes in.

      “Stop reading my thoughts,” I chuckle.

      “Your face is an open book, babe.” She pauses. “I know that the thing you had for Leo didn’t diminish when you were with Ben.”

      I gasp with incredulity. “You’re wrong.”

      “You’re lying.” She points an accusatory finger at me. “Don’t lie to me or yourself.”

      My head bows with shame. Even when I was with Ben, I never stopped thinking about Leo. If I can admit that to myself then maybe I should consider asking him to be my date. I bite my lip in confusion.

      “I’ll. . .think about it,” I say slowly, still unable to believe I’ve just said that.

      Jenna’s eyes twinkle with delight, in reply. “Really?”

      “Yeah, really.” Oh my gosh. I’m not normally a nervous person, but when it comes to him I can’t help it. I’ll think about asking Leo to go to the wedding with me. I’ll see him Sunday and maybe when I see him I’ll know what to do.

      At least I hope so.
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      “Did you get the invite?” Rachel, the bride-to-be, bubbles with so much excitement her voice comes out staticky on the phone.

      “I did. Congratulations to you both,” I answer trying to balance the phone and carry my grocery bags at the same time. I’ve just arrived home, and Rachel caught at a time that was just not convenient.

      “Thanks Ivy. You know, I’m still surprised. You know when you want something so bad but you never think it will happen?” Rachel’s voice was filled with optimism and hope.

      “Yeah,” I reply, thinking about Leo, rather than her.

      She’s talking about Patrick and being in love. I don’t know what that kind of love feels like.

      Setting the bags down in the kitchen I plant myself on the chair behind the breakfast table so I can speak to her in comfort.

      It’s late and I rub my tired feet, after a busy day of running around trying to organize the activities planned for next week.

      “I thought I’d call just to see how you are and also let you know that Patrick and I are aware of the situation with Ben,” she says with a low voice. “We just want to make sure you’re okay with him being there. Him and um. . .Claudia.”

      Never the girl to lie, I decide I won’t start now. “Of course it’s okay.” I fill my voice with confidence so there’s no doubt in her mind that her special day won’t be impacted by me. “We broke up two years ago.” Which is the truth. “I’ve moved on.” I have, but I still carry a huge amount of resentment towards him, but Rachel doesn’t need to know that. “Besides, I wouldn’t spoil your wedding about our past. That’s between us.”

      A large sigh of relief fills my ear. “I’m glad to hear you say that because I thought you might not come.”

      “No, Rachel. It’s your wedding, it’s your day. I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I say with honesty. Because I wouldn’t want to hurt my friend, she and Patrick mean a lot to me.

      “Thank you so much. I’m sorry about Ben,” she says. “I never thought things would end up the way they did.”

      “Me neither. Anyway, he wasn’t like that when we first got together. I think the fame just went to his head.” As much as I like Rachel, I’m still wary of saying too much. Ben and Patrick are good friends.

      “I guess so. I thought it was completely unfair of him to talk about you that way in his interview. You guys have been broken up for two years.” She pauses as though thinking about what she’s about to say. “I think he did it because you’re doing so well with your business.”

      I nod, reflecting on her insights. Perhaps. “Maybe,” I say.

      “I didn’t tell you at the time but Patrick spoke with him about it. Neither of us were okay with him putting you down the way he did.”

      My eyes widen at her confession, unable to believe Patrick did that. “Thanks, I didn’t know.”

      “Well, the whole thing was so unpleasant we tried to avoid talking about it.”

      “I get it.” I rub my hand over my face with self-pity. Ben really was a loser, and I can’t believe I thought he was the man for me.

      “I can’t believe Ben not only mentioned your name, but your business too,” she says with contempt.

      By saying Ivy Marie Carson who runs the Little Adventurers, everyone knew exactly who Ben had been referring to, in his interview.

      The reminder makes me fume and my blood boil. I really wish I wasn’t going to see him again. “It’s okay. I’m not going to dwell on it.” I fill my voice with optimism. “I’m looking forward to celebrating with you and Patrick.”

      “Thank you so much. We’re looking forward to it too. Patrick asked his brothers to be his groomsmen and my sisters are going to be my bridesmaids. You’re going to love Paradise Hall, where we’re getting married. You should come early and join us from Friday evening.”

      “That sounds great, I’ll try.” I say. As much as I want to go early and be with my friends, the idea of seeing Ben more than I have to fills me with dread.

      “We haven’t seen you in weeks, so it would be great to catch up before the big day,” Rachel gushes.

      Last year they moved to Wisconsin into their new home which looks amazing. Prior to that they lived near me in Cicero so I used to see Rachel nearly every day and Patrick at least once a week.

      “I miss you guys.” I confess. They now live a few hours drive away from me, so it’s been ages since I’ve seen them.

      “We miss you too. We’ll have to do something nice soon. I miss our regular meetups. Talking on the phone isn’t the same as seeing each other.” She’s right. I miss her, and our catch ups. She was always finding interesting things to do. Pop up shops, secret bar locations, and hidden rooftop gardens.

      “I can’t see your face now when I confess that I’m secretly hoping you’ll be bringing a plus one,” she laughs and I roll my eyes. “Are you going to bring a date?”

      I chuckle hiding the stress of the decision of who to take. I still haven’t spoken to Leo.  “How about I let you know when I RSVP?”

      “Okay. I won’t prod. I’ll just take pleasure in the fact that you didn’t say no.”

      I laugh now too. I guess maybe I’m probably warming to the idea of asking Leo, but I won’t tell her that. Jenna was bad enough earlier. I don’t think I could deal with Rachel too.

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine and I can’t wait to celebrate your special day,” I assure her. I’m even assured with the confidence in my voice.

      “I like the sound of that. Anyway babe, I gotta go. Patrick’s whisking me off to Paris for a few days. Can you believe it? I’m so excited. I gotta go and pack.”

      “Oh lá lá…lucky girl. Have fun.” As happy as I am for my friend, I have to push away a worm of jealousy from eating into my belly. I feel like a bad friend, not being totally happy for her.

      “I will. Love you.” I can hear her voice filled with excitement. And why wouldn’t she? She’s about to marry the man of her dreams, and he’s whisking her away for a romantic holiday in Paris.

      “Love you too,” I say before disconnecting the phone. I place the cell phone on the bench and think about Leo.

      Asking someone to be a date at a wedding is a big deal, at least I think so. I think too there’s a little more weight in the sense that he has to at least stay the night. Wisconsin is just over four hours to get to on a good day. It can however take five or more hours to get to in bad traffic which there often is when crossing the Stateline.

      If the wedding is at three there’s no way anyone from Chicago would want to drive back home.

      I really want to ask Leo. What if he doesn’t want to go? He could say no. He could decline the invite and then I’d feel stupid.

      I know him though. He’d go with me even if he didn’t want to just because it’s me. Then I wouldn’t know what would make me feel worse. Dragging him along to something like that, or feeling like he took pity on me.

      I head to my room and as the automatic lights come on my gaze lands on a picture of me and Leo at Cory’s twenty first birthday. I have it in a frame, sitting on my dresser next to a family photo.

      It’s my favorite photo of the three of us. In most photos Cory and I look like twins, and then there’s Leo with his spiky dark hair and autumn colored eyes. If you look at him close enough there are specs of green blended in the warmth of the brown.

      In the picture, taken seven years ago, he’s skinnier and more youthful than he is now. But then he was twenty one, a young man. Now he’s developed into a man, that I can only describe as hot.

      I’m looking at the picture and I’m still that girl. I still feel the same with the planet sized crush I have on him.

      Seven years later and look at me, looking at a picture thinking about what could have been.

      Jenna asked me what I’d feel like in five years if I didn’t ask Leo to be my date. The answer to that is I don’t want to feel like I do now.
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      Sunday comes and I decide to dress up a little bit. Not too much though. Just a little in the sense that I wore a dress and not my usual comfy Sunday clothes.

      I choose a simple blue skater dress. It’s not too over the top to draw attention, but subtle enough to show some difference. I do it for Leo, in the hope he’ll agree to being my date for the wedding.

      I walk into the kitchen where my parents are preparing the food for the meal.

      Mom and Dad haven’t seen me yet because they’re mulling over the ingredients for the pie. They’re teasing each other, their smiles telling each other of their love.

      I’m about to announce my arrival when my gaze lands on Leo and Cory outside fixing the garden shed, and my mouth dries as though filled with sand. They are both shirtless. My gaze ignores my brother and zeroes in on Leo, with his muscles on show, highlighting his masterpiece body. I stare at him the same as any woman would who has eyes. Unlike the boy I grew up with, Leo now is a man. Like a walking ad for sexy.

      Sweat glistens on his forehead and runs down the side of his face. The afternoon sun beams radiantly on his tanned skin and I have to swallow hard to take in the vision of him.

      I’m not normally nervous, when it comes to him but I am now. And now when I look at him, his glorious torso on display for my greedy gaze, I see a man I want.

      And now I have my answer.

      I’m going to ask him to be my date for the wedding.
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      There she is…

      Ivy Marie Carson.

      She’s just arrived and is in the kitchen with her parents. Out the corner of my eye I can see her gazing outside. As usual, I’m never sure if she’s just looking out to see Cory, or if she could be watching me.

      Sometimes I think she’s watching me. That could be my imagination though, because I want her to be. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t want her to be watching me.

      Cory’s talking to me about the upcoming football season. Everything he’s saying is interesting and I’m listening well enough to nod my head and acknowledge what he’s saying with a yes, or a no. But, I’m not really paying attention.

      The same thing happens to me every time she’s nearby. It happens every time I’m here for dinner which is near enough every Sunday. Every Sunday for the last fifteen years.

      It’s laughable, especially for a guy like me. I’ve never lacked a woman on my arm and I’ve never had to try to get attention. I think I might be bold enough to declare that I could have any woman. Except that one. The one I most want.

      “I don’t think this shed is going to hold up for much longer,” Cory states.

      I return my attention to him as he points at the wood at the base of the shed. I’m inclined to agree with him. That whole section has rotted away and looks unstable. The support slabs we used to fix it last time are already weak and if that goes I can imagine the whole wall coming down.

      “Gawh, I hate to be the bringer of bad news,” Cory says through gritted teeth and runs a hand over his trimmed beard. “I think the time has come to say goodbye to this family heirloom.”

      “Your dad’s not going to want to get rid of it.” I shake my head.

      “It’s not safe anymore.” He cries out.

      I look over the shed, already knowing what Mr. C’s going to say. Getting him to part with a shed that’s like a child to him is going to be a task and a half. He’ll start with a walk down memory lane reminding us that his father made the shed from the oak wood of lakeside. Then he’ll start harping on about how that particular oak is solid and meant to last for time to come.

      He’ll remind us of all of that just like last time and the time before that, and the time before that too. It won’t matter that the poor shed has seen fifty years and is older than us.

      I would say that statement of time to come, has seen its time, and that time was at least two years ago. The poor shed is on borrowed time now.

      “Do you want me to break the news to him?” I ask with a raised brow. “He might be more open to listen if I tell him.”

      Cory’s face lights up like it usually does when I make these offers and I just laugh.

      “Yes, please. You know what he’s like. He’s just going to think I can’t be bothered even though we’ve been out here for the last two hours trying to fix the thing.” My friend wipes a hand across his forehead.

      I nod my understanding. “No worries. How about we just finish replacing that beam.” I point to the area we were working on where the nails have come free. “We can work on it until dinner, then I’ll speak to him.”

      Cory smiles and bumps fists with mine. “This is why you’re my best friend. You got my back.”

      Footsteps crunching against the gravel path behind us has me looking over my shoulder to see the lovely Ivy approaching us with that beautiful smile on her face. She’s carrying a tray with a jug of fresh lemonade and looks like she’s floating toward us.

      Today she’s wearing blue. It looks striking against her brown skin and her shiny black hair. I take a moment to admire the way the dress hugs her curves in all the right ways, and ends mid-thigh.

      Her large brown eyes twinkle when she gets up to us and her smile widens disarming me. I got it bad for Ivy, have for years. And I’m sure Cory would punch me from here to London, if he had any idea of how much I like her.

      “Hi guys,” she says looking from me to Cory.

      “Well hello Princess Ivy,” I answer, doing my best to sound like she’s not enticing the hell out of me in that dress. “Thank you for bringing sustenance. A man could perish in this heat.”

      She laughs when I run the back of my hand over my forehead and sigh. Her laugh is the best sound ever and I always find myself wanting to joke around just to hear it again.

      Cory rolls his eyes at me and gives Ivy his habitual kiss to her cheek.

      “Man up, Leo. This is not heat. It’s barely spring,” Cory states before downing the glass of lemonade.

      “Whatever,” I huff.

      “Mom said to make sure you drink the whole jug before dinner,” Ivy says. “It is too hot out here.”

      “Too hot and we’re not making headway.” Cory shakes his head with a kick to the shed.

      “No?” She presses her glossy pink lips together.

      “Not this time,” I answer. “But don’t worry I’ll brave the task of telling your dad.”

      “Will that be before or after dinner?” she looks at me and her eyes sparkle. Just for a few seconds our eyes lock and I allow myself to take a peek into the window of her soul.

      There’s something different about her today. I can’t quite place my finger on what though. To me, she’s beautiful but there’s something alluring about her, and it’s not just the dress. There’s something else.

      “After. I think that’s best.”

      “Jinks, me too,” she agrees and returns her focus to Cory. “Dad’s always more agreeable when he’s got pie in his belly.”

      “Just be ready for a major break down,” Cory says, his cheeks puffed out, before he shakes his head.

      “I’ll go get the mint chocolates out then.” Ivy says with a lift of her eyebrow. I love the way she does that. It’s so cute that she can lift an eyebrow.

      “Good idea.” Cory says. The two of them are so close, it’s like they can read each other’s thoughts.

      One last smile and she saunters away. While Cory crouches down to grab the hammer from the tool bag, as his attention is elsewhere, I gaze at Ivy as she makes her way back up the garden path.

      Before she goes through the door she glances back to me and a little smile inches across her lips.

      Yes, there is definitely something different about her today.

      Although I know not to hope it’s to do with me, I still hope.

      Through the whole evening, I covertly watch her as we eat dinner and before trying to talk her dad into getting rid of the shed.

      I do it as I leave the Carson family home and jump in my car to head back home.

      By the time I arrive home I ask myself how many more years I plan to live like this. I need to get over my infatuation with Ivy, move on.

      I’ve known since I met Cory when I was thirteen, and she was sixteen. Despite the age difference we became friends. I was immature and too young for her then, but as we’ve aged, the age difference seems less of a barrier between us.

      When I met Cory, I was the new kid who just blew into town from L.A.

      Dad had just taken over business at Haller Enterprises, the global property development company my family has run for the last seventy years. Grandfather had just gotten sick and Dad moved to Chicago to help him.

      Mom was still alive then, and I didn’t have guilt in my heart for all the things my father blames me for. Most notably my mother’s death.

      Jackson, my older brother by eight years, still does his best to play referee when Dad starts his blame fest.

      My refuge has always been the Carsons, even before Mom died. Dad was always blaming me for something because I was the kid they weren’t supposed to have. The fact that I even know that is bad. He blamed me for that too because he said that was the start of my mother’s heart problems. My birth. My old man took every chance to tell me that, and thought I was ungrateful because I always gave my mother cause to worry. So of course it was my fault when she had the heart attack that killed her.

      I climb into bed and push my family out of my mind. My Sunday ritual of going to the Carsons began when I was sixteen, just after Mom passed away. It was my escape. Cory’s family embraced me as their own, enveloping me in their family love. . .something I never got with my own family.

      As well as the love from Cory’s parents and family, I get to see Ivy. Ivy. Her name teases my lips.

      Only God knows how many times I imagine asking her out. Then I imagine all the ways she’d shoot me down.

      She’s off limits not just for the fact that she’s Cory’s sister, but he’s warned me off. Year ago, he suspected that I had a thing for her. He asked me not to go after her as he never wanted to choose between his best friend and his sister. “If things don’t work out between you two, I don’t want to choose.”

      It made sense. But what he didn’t know was that I really liked her. It wasn’t just a thing. And my feelings for her have only deepened to an extent that I barely date. I’m at a crossroads with Ivy. I haven’t yet decided what to do.
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      I look over the stack of papers on my desk and loosen my tie.

      I can already tell I’m going to be here until late tonight even though I put in a few extra hours a few weeks back to make sure this didn’t happen.

      With the new football season on the horizon this is the sort of thing that happens every year.

      The continuous request for PR events in the weeks leading up to training piles up and Mac, the owner of the company, doesn’t trust anybody to work on these requests besides me.

      I’m the type of agent who goes above board to please everybody. I’ll admit too that I love my job a little too much. I’ve been working with Virgo Sports Management for the last five years. I started right out of college and my career as a successful sports agent took off the summer I stepped through the doors to the firm.

      Cory and I have always centered our lives around football. I always knew he was going to be great, and because he treated me like a brother I made sure I took care of him when the time came. I represent the stars, the best players in the sports world so I ensured Corey had the best deal possible when he was drafted by the Hawks two years ago. That for him was when his career took off and I couldn’t be more proud.

      My phone beeps on the desk and I glance over at it to see who it is. It’s Janice, my secretary. She’s supposed to be taking all my calls.

      I answer it just in case it’s Mac trying to get through to me.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “Hi Leo,” Janice replies. “I know you’re busy but I have Ivy Carson here to see you.”

      Instantly my back goes ramrod straight. I can’t remember the last time Ivy came to see me at work. I only ever see her at her family’s house every Sunday. She came to my place a few times when I just moved in, but that was with the family to check the place out and for my housewarming party.

      “Are you still there?” Janice asks.

      “Yes,” I answer quickly, realizing I was just staring at the wall. “Send her in.”

      “Sure. She’ll be with you in a few seconds.”

      She hangs up and I run a hand through my hair to neaten it. All I have is seconds before the door knocks.

      “Come in,” I say and the door sways open revealing a nervous looking Ivy.

      She’s dressed in red today and I can’t quite decide which color I like on her more. Red or blue. Both enhance her beauty.

      Pathetic. I need to get myself together.

      “Hi,” she smiles, walking in.

      I push to my feet and walk over to greet her. “Well hello Princess Ivy.”

      The light scent of roses and honey tickles my nose when she gives me a quick hug.

      “Sorry to interrupt, I’ll try not to take up too much of your time.” She brings her hands together and gives me a little smile.

      “That’s okay, don’t worry about time. It’s good to see you.” I gesture my hand to the comfortable sofa against the wall. “Let’s sit.”

      We sit down and I face her. She nibbles her lip when she’s nervous about something, and I’m now wondering what’s going on.

      “I have a favor to ask.” She looks at me directly and I pathetically drown in her dark eyes.

      “A favor?” I incline my head to the side.

      “Yes. I’m actually taking you up on an old offer you made a while back.” There is hope in her voice, and I scratch my chin wondering what offer she’s talking about.

      “I don’t remember, sorry. Do you want to refresh my memory on that offer?” My elbows rest on my knees as I give her my full attention.

      “Yes. It was when I– ,” she pauses and blinks rapidly before continuing. “Um, when I didn’t get my scholarship.” Just like always when there is any reference to that lost opportunity the spark in her expression dulls. It’s been years but it seems that she’s still hung up on it. It bothers me since she’s successful in her business. Her missing out on the scholarship made her achieve more than she would’ve had she become ‘just an athlete’.

      “You said if there was anything you could do to help me I should just ask.” She continues and I can see there is caution in her eyes.

      I scratch my chin still trying to reconcile what she wants, from an offer made so many years ago. “Ivy that was more than a decade ago.” I laugh.

      “I know, but I really need your help. It’s a PR problem and. . .you’re the perfect guy to help me. Pretty please.” She flutters her lashes and I’m a goner. Who am I kidding? She only needs to look at me, and I’m gone. . .seriously.

      I’m not sure if she realizes she could have just started with asking me for help. Then again since I’m convinced something’s going on she might have skipped past that logic. She does things like that when she’s nervous.

      “I was thinking if you help me I could offer Porter a free place at my camp this year,” she adds.

      Porter is my six-year-old nephew. He would love to go to her summer camp.

      “Okay, I’m sold. What’s the PR problem?”  I lean towards her, and I see her back straighten.

      “The company I normally use isn’t able to handle my contract this year. They’re small but they usually do everything, and have done so since I’ve been up and running. The owner has a family emergency and has flown to Australia and is unavailable for the next month. I don’t feel anyone in her company has the skill set that we need. The owner suggested getting another company. I just don’t know if I should, or even if I do, where to start.” She threw her arms in the air. “I need help.

      Okay… this does sound like maybe she was just nervous to ask for my help. Am I a fool for being a little disappointed?

      “I can help,” I say too quickly, and then lean back to look less eager.

      “Thanks so much.” I can see relief sketched across her face.

      “Do you have any ideas so far on what you’d like, or the types of companies you’d like to work with?”

      Her eyes widen and she presses her lips together, as though she’s nervous and unsure of what to say. This is not like the confident woman I’m used to seeing each Sunday.

      “Actually, no. I was thinking that maybe we could meet tomorrow for coffee by the river. Of course, only if you’re free.”

      I stare back at her as suspicion spikes my nerves. Ivy is a woman who is as busy as I am. She’s not a let’s-grab-coffee kind of person.

      I search her eyes and see something more beneath her gaze. Something I won’t question because it entices me to hope that what I’m seeing is what I want to see.

      A spark of interest?

      I’m playing the game, whatever that may be. “What time?”

      “Whatever time is good for you.”

      I lift my cell phone and check my calendar. I’m busy all day but a meeting at ten can be moved. “Ten?” I suggest.

      “Perfect.” She smiles in return and I feel the nerve endings in my fingers tingle.

      “Well, I’ll see you then.” We both stand and walk to the door of my office.

      “See you tomorrow.” She gives me a quick hug and leaves.

      I stare at the back of her, before closing the door. What is going on? I don’t believe her story and hope she’s not in trouble.
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      Pathetic and ridiculous…

      Either of those are perfect descriptions for me.

      Pathetic for not being able to be straight up with a guy I’ve known for fifteen years and ask him to be my date for my friends’ wedding. Stupid, for using some stupid story just so I could lure him to a place I could feel comfortable to ask him the question.

      I should’ve just asked him yesterday at his office. But no, I came up with some ridiculous reason to get him here. I roll my eyes at my immaturity.

      I certainly give beating around the bush a new meaning.

      So here I am, sitting at one of the tables outside the coffeehouse gazing out to the river. I have my fingers crossed that nerves won’t take over today and I can just see Leo as Leo. A guy I should be super comfortable with.

      Not Leo, the guy I’ve been crushing on forever.

      I got here early so I could calm down and go over the printouts I have of the PR firms I want to show him. That part of my ruse was real.

      After dinner on Sunday I picked my brains for ideas on how I was going to ask Leo to go to the wedding with me. Then yesterday when Arabella, the lady who’s been doing my PR called the idea practically dropped in my lap.

      While she expressed her sorrow for pulling a contract on such short notice I was grinning from ear to ear as the idea formed in my head.

      The plan is to show Leo the potential PR companies then ease in the question of the wedding at the end.

      The logical and easiest thing to do would have been to ask him about the wedding yesterday when I saw him, but I couldn’t do it then.

      I wasn’t ready. This is a big thing for me and I just hope I can gear up to ask him today.

      I look over to the swans floating by on the river and draw in a breath. This coffeehouse sees me more than my home, especially lately.

      I take my break here and because they do the best toasted sandwiches, sometimes I end up having that for dinner.

      It’s a place I’ve come to associate as my comfort zone.

      A wolf whistle cuts into my thoughts and I turn to see Leo approaching me. I swear the man looks better and better every time I see him.

      Today he’s just wearing a white button down shirt with black slacks. With a five o’clock shadow gracing his chiseled jaw, he looks like he just stepped off the cover of a magazine. My heart lifts when I see him and I feel my breathing quicken.

      “Is this how you look at …” He glances down at his watch and the smile brightens on his face. “Nine, fifty-five in the morning?”

      I laugh and get up to hug him. He feels good, and I take a moment to appreciate the hard muscles under his work shirt.

      “I guess that means I look good,” I chuckle. Today. I have my hair down and I curled the ends this morning, making an effort to look and feel my best.

      “Ivy, I think we both know the answer to that,” he answers slowly.

      Reaching for a lock of my hair he allows the ends to curl about his finger and I imagine him always doing that.

      My throat clogs and I don’t know what to say in reply. To cover my nerves, I sit and gesture for him to join me.

      We sit opposite each other and the barista comes over to take our orders. I get a latte and he orders an espresso.

      “So, before we dive into business talk, how are you?” he asks. “I didn’t get a chance to speak to you on Sunday since our focus was on your dad.

      “Well, the mints helped but–”

      “Don’t tell me? Cory and I need to work on the shed this Sunday?”

      She shrugs. “Dad loves that shed, what can I say?”

      We chuckle, and I take a moment to check out his strong jaw line, and his killer cheekbones.

      “Anyway, business is really good. It’s just taken off in a big way I never imagined.” I pause and then share the details about the summer camp bookings.

      He leans in. “I’m proud of you. You took an idea and ran with it.”

      His complement makes my heart race with pride. “Yeah. I guess it’s a little different to what I thought my life would be like.” I never imagined a world where I didn’t start it on the tracks training for some event.

      “Sometimes different is good. In your case I think different was very good.” He says with a smile.

      “You think so?” I still, interested to know more.

      “I know so. You know so too.” His finger touches the tip of my nose. “You’re not only successful but inspiring kids is also a plus.”

      “Thanks Leo, you always know how to make me feel good.” A wave of giddiness floods me, as it always does when he compliments me.

      “Happy to help Princess Ivy.” He adds with a chuckle.

      The name should annoy me, but it doesn’t. I’ve always loved the nickname he gave me. The name stuck after a play I did back in high school for some extra credits.

      “It’s been years since I did that play.”

      “I’m not going to stop.” He gave me a wide grin that played havoc with my nerves.

      Our coffees arrived and I took time in stirring mine before taking a sip.

      “Right, hit me with these PR companies then.”

      I draw in a breath and pull out the documents I have ready, which isn’t many. There are four of them, and I’ve printed some general company information on each.

      He takes the papers from me and glances at them.

      “Carla’s is very good,” he states. He places down the last piece of paper and runs his finger over the words Carla’s PR Agency. “I haven’t worked with them personally, but they’ve done some work for my boss and he only chooses the best. You want a company that can cover a wide range of activities, use them.”

      “Oh,” I answer and panic sets in. I didn’t realize he was going to give me an answer so soon. I’ve only taken one sip of my coffee. “Really?”

      “Yeah. She does magazine coverage and will represent the company well. What I like too is that they cover marketing and advertising. If you have PR, marketing and advertising in one place your whole brand will be covered.” He looks pleased with himself as he smiles back at me.

      “Oh wow. I guess I’m going with Carla’s then.” I’m torn between joy and annoyance. Annoyance at myself for the delay tactics. Just ask him.

      “Problem solved before I even took my first sip of coffee.”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry. I thought it was going to take more time. I guess when you’re an expert you can spot the right thing straightaway.” That was my error. I never factored that in.

      “That’s okay. At least we got to hang out. We rarely get to do that.” His smile was genuine, and he sipped his coffee.

      Because we don’t do that.

      “Yeah” Nerves fill me again and I push them away. As I gaze at him I get that spark of strength I felt on Sunday when I decided to take the plunge to ask him to be my date.

      As strength fills me I decide to take the leap of faith. It’s now or never. If I wait any longer it’s going to look weird and I’ll look weirder than I already do. I’m pretty certain he can sense I’m nervous.

      “Leo, actually there was something else I wanted to ask you,” I say and curiosity flickers in his eyes.

      “What was that?” He lowers his glass and looks directly at me.

      “You remember my friends Rachel and Patrick?”

      “Of course I do. They’re such good friends of yours, I’m sure you miss them now that they no longer live in Chicago.”

      My heart melts in adoration, he knows me so well.

      “Yes, I do miss them. Well, the good news is that they’re getting married.” I start saying in my brightest, happiest voice.

      “That’s good news,” he says.

      “It is, I’m so happy for them. Anyway, I um, got the invitation and um, I was wondering, if ah, if you would go with me, as in, be my plus one?” Lord, save me. That was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.

      And Leo’s just looking back at me, staring with a slightly wide-eyed expression. My heart sinks. This was a bad idea. I feel mortified, and I find myself fiddling with the teaspoon.

      “If you don’t want to go I –”

      His stare intensifies, and I feel utterly foolish for even thinking he’d want to be my date.

      “No, I mean, I do want to go.”

      Relief fills my belly and I nibble my lip as our gazes remain locked. “Okay, thanks. Um.” I suddenly remember the most important details. “I’m sorry, but I forgot to tell you that it’s in Wisconsin, so it’s an away wedding, not a local one.”

      “It’s fine. Then we should allow plenty of time to drive there. You don’t want to miss your best friend’s wedding because of traffic.”

      I want to hug him. Gratitude fills me. “It’s at the end of May.”

      “That should be fine, just email me the details so I can reschedule any meetings I have on Friday.”

      “You’re the best, thanks Leo,” I gush, unable to help myself. I bite the inside of my lip to stop myself from acting pathetic, like a silly teenager mooing over her first boyfriend.

      It’s just a wedding date, that’s it. But as he stares back at me I get this feeling that I was right about him.

      There’s a flicker of interest that dances in his eyes that lures me in to seeing what could happen next.

      I guess I’ll find out soon enough.

    

  







            Chapter 5

          

          

      

    

    






Leo

        

      

    

    
      Jackson leans forward over the pool table to take his shot. He does and laughs out loud when four of his balls scatter across the table and drop down the holes. Unbelievable. I hate my brother sometimes.

      “Loser,” he teases with a smirk and pokes me with his cue. “Do you want to pay now or later?”

      “Piss off,” I huff. “The game isn’t over yet.”

      I talk like I have a chance against my brother. I know I don’t. I might be able to pull it off on another evening, not tonight though. My mind is elsewhere and that’s the reason for this impromptu meetup with Jackson at Mort’s Sports Bar.

      “Whatever. I’m just trying to make it easy on you.” He chuckles to himself.

      He’s probably right. I lean over and take my shot. The ball rolls into the pocket. It’s not bad, but it’s not that good either. He’s going to beat me and I’ll owe him five hundred dollars. Bastard.

      He laughs again, but instead of taking his shot he rests on his stick and looks at me with a smirk across his lips. “Are we seriously going to continue this game, watch me win, and take my prize? Or you want to spill what’s really going on?” He quirks a brow, and it reminds me of Ivy, how she can an arch a single eyebrow.

      “There’s nothing going on.” I lie with a straight face, before applying blue chalk to the tip of my cue in an effort to appear nonchalant.

      He laughs, but it’s mocking. There is no warmth in it. “This is me you’re talking to. I know you better than anyone, even your other brother Cory.”

      I pull in a ragged breath, grab my bottle of beer from the little table and take a swig, not wanting him to know he’s right.

      “You only summon me, like this,” he points to the pool table, “When there’s something going on and you can’t talk to Cory.”

      I shrug, before taking another swig of beer.

      “I’m grateful you told me about the placement for Porter, but still, you could’ve done that by phone, not brought me here to annihilate you at pool.”

      He’s right but I don’t know what to say. Tell him the truth or just let him speak. I decide to go for the later, for now.

      Jackson and I aren’t close. We get on, as brothers, but the age difference and the fact that he’s Dad’s favorite have meant that we’re not close.

      But Jackson always sides with me when Dad gets on my case, and that’s why I can trust him in moments like these. . .when I can’t talk to Cory.

      I take a deep breath, turn to look at Jackson and confess. “Ivy asked me to be her plus one at her friend’s wedding.”

      Unlike Cory, Jackson knows how I feel about Ivy. Years ago, after too many beers I told him the truth. He also knows that my feelings haven’t changed since.

      The smirk leaves his lips, and he is genuinely interested as his head cocks to the side. “That’s good. Tell me you said yes, and didn’t make a dick of yourself.”

      “I said yes, and didn’t make a dick of myself.” I walk to him, and punch his shoulder, hard.

      His eyes narrow. “And?”

      “And what?” I ask innocently.

      “Don’t be a dick, there’s more to this invitation.” He points a finger at my chest.

      “It’s in Wisconsin, and it’s a weekend away.” I tell him the truth, and some details about Rachel and Patrick.

      His eyes widen. “I wasn’t expecting this.” He runs his fingers through his hair. “So you’ll be away together. Don’t forget protection. Her dad, and Cory, will kill you if you knock her up.”

      “What the?” I mutter some expletives under my breath before I go back and punch his other shoulder.

      “Geez man, really?”

      “You got it so bad for her, it wouldn’t surprise me if you did something stupid like have unprotected sex.”

      I gulp. He’s right. But I don’t know if she wants me like that. “I think she’s inviting me as a friend.” I stress the word friend.

      “Seriously? No one invites a friend to a weekend away.” He straightens and gives me a grin. “Listen to me, a date like that is a big deal. I wouldn’t ask anyone to go with me to a wedding, especially one that was away, and with her good friends? Nope. I’d rather go by myself. She’s inviting you as her plus one, that means it’s special.

      “It’s time for you to make a move. You’ve had these feelings for her forever. Don’t you think you owe it to yourself to see what could happen, maybe use this wedding as a way to test the water?” He suggests, his hip against the pool table.

      I nod, agreeing. “I want to but I just don’t want to get things wrong. If she were someone else I wouldn’t be so worked up about it. But she’s Ivy Carson.”

      He smiles back at me. “She’s Ivy Carson, and I think Ivy Carson would be open to giving Leo Haller a chance. I’ve seen the way she looks at you, and I’ve seen it on more than one occasion.”

      So he keeps telling me.

      “Sometimes I see that look too, but I think I imagine it.” I confess, feeling like the thirteen-year-old me who had a crush on Ivy all those years ago.

      “Nah, I think you’re being so careful you’ve become too careful.”

      I roll my eyes. “Whatever.”

      “Just don’t mess it up.” He leans over, takes a shot and a green ball sails into the corner pocket.

      I blow out a long breath. He’s killing me at pool, as he always does.

      “And what about Cory? He’s so protective over her.”

      “Don’t get her pregnant, I told you.” Seeing me flustered over Ivy, he leans over and shoots another ball into a pocket. Bastard!

      “I don’t think we’ll be having sex,” I confess.

      “You’re an idiot. You’re going away to her best friend’s wedding. If you don’t have sex after that then you don’t deserve her.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “All women want sex after a wedding, what’s the matter with you.”

      “I don’t want to stuff it up.” I drain the last of my beer.

      “Then don’t stuff it up loser.” The final, black ball is pocketed and I’m out of pocket by five hundred dollars.

      “Cory may be your best friend and you made this pact with him years ago. But despite you being tight with his family you need to work out what you want. Them or Ivy?”

      He knows the answer. Ivy. It would always be her.

      The problem is, I don’t know how she feels about me.

      Is she worth the risk? Hell yeah.

      “You owe me a thousand,” he says, getting the balls ready for another game.

      “What? Because you’re going to beat me again?”

      “No, for the advice, you loser.”

      “Five hundred each time I beat you, and a grand for talking about Ivy.”

      I curse him and he laughs in reply. “Whatever.”

      “Time for me to beat you again.”

      He may be annoying but I’m glad to have him.

      Only three more weeks to the wedding. I can hardly wait.
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      “I never seen you this nervous.” Jenna giggles as she sits on the side of my bed.

      “It’s not funny,” I say, gritting my teeth.

      “The wedding is tomorrow and you’ve been scatterbrained all week. Now you just look like the jitters have taken set and you’re ready to implode.”

      Shaking my head I continue packing. “Okay, I won’t lie, I am nervous.”

      “Sweetie there’s nothing to be nervous of.” She sits up and pulls her knees to her chest. “It’s Leo, you know him and it’s going to be great to turn up to the wedding with a seriously hot guy. Can you imagine Ben’s face? Wish I could see it.”

      When laughter spills from her lips I can’t help but laugh too. It’s true. Leo is like Hollywood heart throb gorgeous.

      “That’s better. Now I have a present for you,” she lifts a paper bag from the floor and my jaw drops when I see the name of a famous lingerie company logo.

      “That had better not be for me,” I say, reluctant to take the present.

      “I just said it was for you.” She gives me a wink. “Open it.”

      I take out the paper and find buried under it, a negligee. I hold it up to the light and gasp. The pink lace and satin lingerie is breathtakingly beautiful. I’ve never owned such a sexy outfit.

      “Wear this for Leo,” she says with pride.

      “What?” My eyes widen and my voice trembles.

      “You heard me. This is what you need to wear for him.” She pauses. “You’re away for a weekend with the guy you’ve fantasized about for years. It’s time to do something about it.”

      I open my mouth but nothing comes out.

      “There’s also a pack of ribbed condoms, because, well, I like them ribbed.” She gives me a wink. “You’re welcome.”

      “This is the perfect opportunity to see how things go between you and Leo. You’re away for the weekend, have sex, and lots of it. Everyone else will be having sex, why shouldn’t you?”

      She’s right. Why shouldn’t I? Apart from my vibrator, I haven’t had sex since Ben. I’ve missed it. I enjoy sex. I’ve suppressed my feelings for so long, not dating, and focusing on my career that I realized that I haven’t had sex in years.

      I’m still holding the lingerie up, and the bodice is made of lace. My breasts will be showcased, and the idea of wearing this for Leo makes my nipples tingle with desire. This is what I’ve wanted for years. I’ve wanted him, craved him, wanted him to kiss me, and touch me.

      “There’s also some thong panties. I’ve already washed them, everything is ready to go.” She pauses. “And I’m loaning you my green dress. It’s my lucky dress. When I want to get lucky I wear it.” She waggles her eyebrows. “It has never let me down. Just so you know, you don’t wear a bra, just your thong. You’ll feel sexy and good about yourself. You and Leo deserve this.”

      I reach into the bag and pull out her green dress, and there’s also a tube of strawberry flavored lube.

      “You probably won’t need it, but it’s there in case,” she gives me a cheeky grin.

      Heat pools in my belly and I think about wearing these sexy outfits for Leo. By doing so, we’ll be crossing the friendship line, and there will be no coming back.

      I could lose him as a friend.

      “Don’t over analyze. Just do it. This is the perfect opportunity for you to see how he really feels about you,” she says, with a waggle of her forefinger.

      “You’re right,” I say slowly. It started out by me needing a date but now I need more than that. I want to take things further with Leo. For a moment I think about us in bed, me on top riding him as he massages my breasts and teases my nipples. It’s my favorite position, and I can’t help the blush that creeps on to my cheeks.

      “Thatagirl,” Jenna says. “Forget Ben, he’s an idiot. Go and have fun with Leo.”

      I put the panties, lucky dress, condoms and lube in my overnight bag, before blowing my best friend a kiss. “You’re right. I need to forget about Ben, and focus on Leo.” I pause. “You don’t think– ”

      “Stop it,” she lifts her hand, her palm facing me. “Leo will love this side of you. Enjoy the weekend, drink champagne, dance and then go back to your room and have the type of sex you’ve always wanted with him. I want to see you come back as a satisfied woman when you return from Wisconsin.”

      “Thanks for that. I’ve been overthinking about Leo. We’ve never spent any time together like this.”

      Jenna’s smile brightens, reaching her eyes. “I think you’ll be very surprised. It’s like getting the answer to a question you’ve wanted to ask for years. It’s time to do this.”

      I bring my hands together as anticipation fills me. This wedding date is exactly that. A test. At test to see what things are like between us, without Cory and my family there. And to see if we have a future together that is more than friendship.

      “Thank you.” I slide off the bed and finish my packing.

      “I’m so glad you asked him to go with you. He just seems like a great guy.”

      “Yeah he is.” I can’t help but smile when I think about him. I cast an eye at my still open bag and see the pink lingerie there. A shudder of desire zips through me.

      I don’t know how I am going to wear this, or seduce him. I’m not one of those overly confident sexy women. I’ve never had a one night stand, and the only sex I’ve had is in committed relationships.

      I don’t know how to seduce Leo, and the idea he might reject me worries me, even more than seeing Ben with his model girlfriend.

      I push aside any worries and focus on being me. Leo likes me. I know he does. Now I need to get him to like me, more than a friend.

      “You’ve told me that Leo has a wild streak, it’s how he’s so successful in his career. For him, at twenty-eight, to have such a high powered job means he lives life. He will come for you. All you have to do is wear my dress or the negligee,” Jenna said. “Trust me, I know men.”

      I go over and hug her hard. She’s right. This is the perfect opportunity to see how Leo and I are as a couple. Maybe it will work, maybe it won’t. But I won’t know if I don’t try. I’m thirty-one, it’s finally time to take the plunge and see what Leo thinks of me.
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      The following morning I’m waiting in anticipation for Leo. I’m anxious and have been awake since early morning. I’ve tried to relax, first with aromatherapy oils, then deep breathing, and then resorted to my trusty vibrator. Despite the orgasm, nothing has helped. I’m still a bundle of nerves.

      I’m wearing one of my favorite sundresses, it’s pretty, is made of a soft material that doesn’t crease and has an inbuilt bodice so no bra is needed. The material rubs against my braless breasts and I feel naughty, especially with the lacy thong I’m wearing. Do I seem any different to Leo? I hope he sees me as desirable and not just Cory’s sister.

      I grab my bag and savor the thrill that races through me. It’s time.

      It’s eight in the morning and we have a long drive ahead of us. I’ve anticipated that we’ll have enough time to arrive at the reception house, and have plenty of time to change and freshen up before the wedding.

      Between the ceremony and the reception, there is a lag of two hours. Whilst the couple and family are having professional photos taken, the guests can mingle or relax in their rooms. I’m using this time to change into Jenna’s dress. The green frock seems a tad inappropriate to wear to a garden wedding, but totally fine for the reception. And yes, I’m hoping that Leo will be interested and we’ll end up having sex.

      I really want this, more than I ever have.

      As I step out the door and head to the elevator I will my nerves away and by the time I walk outside with my bag and face my date I’m still nervous.

      He makes a show of taking off his sunglasses to look me over, and I feel my cheeks warm.

      “Wow. Princess Ivy, you look beautiful in that dress.”

      “You’re too kind,” I answer but inside I’m skipping for joy that he could pay me such a compliment.

      “I always tell the truth.” He nods giving me one of his trademark smiles.

      “Thank you very much. You look handsome.”

      “In this old thing.” he chuckles

      “Old? Leo, that’s an Armani suit isn’t it?” I challenge with a lift of my eyebrow.

      “It is, but it can still be old.” He walks up to me to take my bag.

      “Thank you.”

      “This is all you’re taking?” He lifts the bag into the trunk of his car.

      I find myself blushing thinking about the green dress and lingerie in it. “We’re away for a weekend, not a week.” I clear my throat. “There’s a beautiful woodland area on the grounds with a lake. I thought we could go exploring tomorrow.” That’s the backup plan if we’re not having sex, or perhaps we could have sex outside? Afterall, that’s a secret fantasy of mine.

      “That sounds great.”

      I blush as it seems he’s agreeing to my secret fantasy.

      He continues, not noticing my embarrassment. “It’s been awhile since I had the chance to get out of the city and walk around nature.”

      I’m about to open his car door to get in but he stops me.

      “I’ll get that,” he says.

      “Thanks.”

      He opens the door and I smile as I slide into the passenger seat.

      He jumps in the driver’s seat and moments later we’re on the road, heading into the weekend and the unknown that now feels exciting to me.

      Leo glances over at me and smiles. “I hope I make the mark as wedding date material,” he states.

      I burst out laughing. “Leo, are you kidding? Of course you do.”

      “Just checking. I at least combed my hair and tried to dress nice.” He jokes and I shake my head at him.

      I’ve never seen this guy look anything other than perfect, even when his hair is messy.

      “Thank you.” I just say that to humor him.

      “Well that was the only caution Cory gave me. That and not to embarrass you.” He gives me a wink, and my heart flip flops.

      There’s an edge to his voice I don’t miss. I told Cory about me asking Leo to go with me to the wedding. While he said that was okay and started saying stuff like it was good that I was taking someone I knew I could sense there was something amiss in his tone. Or maybe it was more like it was cautious. I wasn’t sure if he had a problem with us going, and I decided not to ask further.

      “Cory also said not to bore you with stories of work, or talk about work at all so I brought music for you.” He taps the dashboard and the car fills with NSYNC belting out the tune to ‘Bye, Bye, Bye’.

      I burst out laughing. I loved NSYNC when I was younger. I went to every concert and even had a pillow with them, on my bed.

      “You used to worship them,” he said with a chuckle.

      “I did not worship them,” I reply but he’s right. I did worship them all those years ago.

      “Ivy, how many concerts did you go to? I should know, as I was there alongside Cory when your friends decided not to follow you in your craziness.”

      “Oh my gosh.” I bring my hands up to my cheeks when I think back to how crazy I was for them. “I like different music now.”

      “What kind?” He glances over at me as we stop for a red light.

      “Softer music.”

      “Okay, let’s do this. Do you like jazz?”

      I nod. “My parents like jazz so I guess I listen when they do. It’s calming.”

      “I’m glad you think so. What do you think of this?” He taps a few buttons and when the dulcet tone of Billie Holiday’s melodious voice enter the car my heart melts. I recognize the song straightaway.

      “I love this song.” I hum along to Billie singing, The Very Thought of You.

      “My mom liked Billie Holiday. She’s my favorite from that time.”

      “Well, I guess we have this in common then.”

      “It looks that way.”

      He returns his focus to the road and drives when the lights change.

      As we sail down the road and talk I feel like we both opened the door to explore something more between us.

      The rest of the journey goes by so quickly and it only takes us a little under four hours to get here.

      The parking area at Paradise Hall is jam packed so I’m glad to see attendants directing us to an available space.

      We park and get out. What I’m not glad for is the dark cloud that fills me when I see Ben and Claudia walking toward us.

      Claudia’s arm is linked through Ben’s and she looks amazing, just stunning. In sky high heels, a designer dress that looks like it’s sprayed on, it’s so tight, and glorious long, straight blond hair, she looks like the model she is. In comparison, I feel short, unattractive and boring in my department store bought dress.

      He sees me, then turns his head so he can lean in close to her ear to whisper something. They both start to laugh and I feel ill, wondering if he said something about me.

      My ribs tighten and I can barely breath. All my insecurities come rushing back and my confidence seems to have remained in Chicago.

      I want to go home, eat ice-cream and watch a rom-com.

      But then I feel the warm press of Leo’s hand, and my heart melts like chocolate on a warm day.

      “Don’t worry about them. It’s your friends’ wedding, let’s go and have fun.”

      I look up at Leo, and give him a smile. “Thank you.” Before I go on tip-toes and give his cheek a kiss. He’s amazing.

      I give him a hopeful smile and push Ben out of my mind. I just hope I can keep it up. But with Leo by my side, I’m sure I can.

    

  







            Chapter 7

          

          

      

    

    






Ivy

        

      

    

    
      We have an hour to get ready before the ceremony starts and I’m applying light makeup. I used to be one of those women who never wore makeup but when I found a brand that catered to women with my darker skin tone, I was thankful. The sales attendant spent time showing me how to use their products to give me a fresh look that didn’t make me feel overly made up. I also use their hair products which reduced the frizz in my naturally curly dark hair.

      An hour later, I stepped out in a soft pink strapless dress, decorated with broderie anglaise. The outfit had been an impulse buy but it suited my athletic build making me look curvier than I was. The top cinched at the waist, then flowed to mid calf. I’d teemed the dress with heels that were comfortable to walk in. With a pink clutch, and a spray of my favorite perfume, I felt good.

      “You look amazing,” Leo said, as I stepped out of the bathroom.

      “You look pretty good yourself,” I replied, seeing him in his suit that he’d pressed, and a clean shirt.

      “I’m wearing a different dress tonight for the reception,” I say as I step towards him.

      “But you look lovely as you are.” He buttons his jacket.

      “Thank you but I thought something dressier would be better.”

      “Ivy, you don’t have to compete with Ben and Claudia. You are beautiful as you are.”

      I stare at him, as surprise hits me. He thinks I’m beautiful. “I-um, I– ”

      He links his arm through mine. “You look like a goldfish, let’s go and watch your friends marry.”

      

      The ceremony was beautiful, and I found myself dabbing my eyes with a tissue as Rachel and Patrick read their vows to each other.

      On a sunny afternoon, my friends declared their love before family and friends, and I was so happy for them.

      After the happy couple and close family left to have photos taken, I spent time catching up with friends. I loved being able to introduce my boyfriend, Leo, to friends, and I couldn’t stop smiling.

      “We need to go back to our room,” Leo said, making me blush as others assumed we were going back to make love, not change. I could see their raised eyebrows, and the smiles tugging at their lips.

      I went to clarify and decided not to. Let them think what they want. I didn’t care. I was with Leo, and life was amazing.

      Back in our room, I had exactly fifteen minutes to get ready.

      “You would’ve had more time now, if you hadn’t been chatting for so long,” he reminded me.

      “I haven’t seen some of my college friends for years,” I said.

      He playfully smacked my bottom. “Hurry up.”

      Back in the bathroom, I remove the pink dress and my underwear. I shimmied into the lacy emerald green thong and then into the dress. I stared at myself. Holy smokes. This was a dress that screamed “I’m having sex with my hot boyfriend”.

      I hadn’t brought a back-up dress so it was this or the pink dress. Taking a deep breath to restore my confidence, I slip on my silver heels, apply red lipstick, and put my cell phone, tissues, mints. . .and a condom in my silver clutch.

      I look like I’m about to get lucky, or rather that I have been.

      The dark skin tone of my cheeks can’t disguise the flush of my skin. And my nipples are standing to attention, begging for Leo’s touch. My body is on fire, and I want to ditch the reception, and jump on Leo. I long to taste him, feel his naked body pressed to mine.

      My breasts are heavy, and I’m feeling very desirable especially as I am braless and only wearing a sexy thong under Jenna’s dress.

      My heart rate quickens, and then there is a knock at the door. “Ivy, it’s time to go.”

      Taking a steadying breath I open the door slowly, and I watch his reaction.

      An expletive leaks from his lips. “Ivy, you look. . .you look incredible.” His eyes are wide and his gaze meets mine.

      My breathing is rapid and I just stare at him.

      “I don’t mean to sound inappropriate but you look hot, and I think I may have to cover you with my jacket, to dissuade every guy from undressing you with their eyes.”

      I don’t know whether he’s joking or not. I’m not hot, Claudia is hot. And I’m tongue-tied.

      “Ivy, you looked beautiful in that pink dress today and you took my breath away but tonight, I um, I. . .you look incredible.”

      “Thank you,” is all I can say. He thinks I’m hot? Whoa.

      He takes my hand in his. “I’m not letting you out of my sight tonight,” he says with a wink.

      

      At the hall, a few friends come up to me, and compliment me on my outfit. In a sea of black my emerald dress stands out.

      I feel Ben’s gaze on me but when I turn around, I don’t see him.

      Fortunately, we’re not seated at his table, and Ben and Claudia are far from us allowing me to relax and not worry about them.

      Leo never leaves my side, whether we’re talking with friends, eating or listening to the speeches, he’s close by. I catch him looking at me, and I can see desire in his eyes. It matched exactly how I feel about him, and I’m really hoping we can leave soon and go back to our bedroom.

      But we still have more speeches, the cutting of the cake, dancing and more socializing. Desire is throbbing at the junction of my legs, and I’ve never felt like this before. Never once, with Ben, had I ever wanted to leave a function to go and have sex. But all I can think about is finding a quiet place, pulling the bodice down, and having Leo’s mouth feast on me.

      I can’t focus, and I can’t think straight.

      My breathing grows rapid before I realize that Rachel’s father is making his speech. It’s beautiful, and he wishes the happy couple much happiness before he welcomes Patrick to the family. There is so much love in the air, it could be cut with a knife rather than the beautiful wedding cake.

      When Ben rises to his feet and casts a quick glance my way I feel my jaw clench. My fists curl into a ball, and the past feelings of resentment hit me as he makes his way to the podium.

      Patrick gives his friend an encouraging smile before handing him the microphone.

      It was difficult for everyone when Ben and I broke up. Me being Rachel’s friend and Ben being Patrick’s. I never wanted them to have to choose between us and I told them as such. A break up like ours did something to the group dynamic as a whole. I only think it works now because we all live so far away from each other. There’s no chance of clashing, except occasions like these.

      “To my dear friend, Patrick, and his beautiful bride, Rachel.” Ben begins his speech with words of love, and praises the couple on finding each other. As much as I hate to admit it, the speech is really nice, and soon everyone in the hall is toasting the bride and groom.

      “It’s been so good to see you blossom into the couple you are today,” he continues. “You have the kind of love that’s rare and beautiful. I congratulate you today on your wedding day and wish you years of love and magic. After many failures, I’m so lucky to have found my Claudia. I pray we’re blessed with the same love you have.”

      Wow. Numbness fills me. It reminds me that I had a lucky escape from him. What a loser. There was no need to insinuate anything about us. But our friends knew. Shame washes over me. I mutter some choice words about his parentage before I stand. “Just going to the ladies,” I whisper in Leo’s ear.

      People clap and I plaster a smile on my face, trying to look like I don’t care because I don’t.

      A few minutes later, I’m back seated next to Leo and dinner is served.

      Leo knows Ben’s speech made my uncomfortable but has kept the mood between us light. If I’d been on my own, I would’ve left the wedding early and driven back to Chicago. But I’m not. I’m here with Leo.

      Once Rachel and Patrick have their first dance the floor is open to the guests and the dancing begins.

      “Come dance with me.” He takes my hand and I stand, before he leads me to the dance floor.

      “You’ll regret this, I’m not a good dancer,” I confess.

      “I don’t care,” he says with a smile.

      I laugh as he drags me over to the dance floor where we join the mingle of guests dancing to Kool and the Gang’s ‘Celebrate’.

      I laugh even more when Leo starts dancing and I see he’s a worse dancer than I am. In fact I don’t think he can dance at all. It’s clear, though, he’s trying to cheer me up.

      As he does something with his arms that looks like it’s supposed to be a snake move, a few kids nearby start laughing and we laugh in reply. In fact, I laugh so much I start to forget about Ben and focus entirely on Leo.

      I stare back at him and I’m in awe. I’ve always seen him as this gorgeous guy who has his cool ways about him. Now he looks like he’s doing anything to make me laugh. And the kids too.

      “That’s how it’s done folks.”

      The kids clap and a few others who’d watched him. From across the room I can see Rachel and Patrick watching us with smiles on their faces.

      When I return my gaze back to Leo he gives me a satisfied smile.

      “You are so funny,” I say a grin.

      “As long as you think so, I’m cool with that. You probably guessed that I can’t really dance.” He chuckles, bringing me close to his hard body.

      “You get ten out of ten for trying.”

      “It was worth the effort to see you laugh,” he says before he reaches forward to brush his finger across my cheek.

      A spark of electricity flickers deep inside me and scatters over my body making heat flush my cheeks.

      The music changes to something slower I don’t recognize, but it’s soft and sensual. The kind that brings the couples to the floor.

      “I can dance better to this,” Leo says reaching for my hand. “Dance with me?”

      “Yes.”

      I set my free hand on his shoulder at the same time he slips his around my waist.

      As we move closer, I think if I were asked I’d say this was the moment we felt different and anything I ever wondered about him in regards to how he might feel about me was answered with the look in his eyes.

      It’s a look that sparks attraction and opens the door for desire to flow in.

      More than anything, it’s a look that tells me he’s looking at me, more than a friend.

      We dance to the song, swaying to the music but all I’m aware of is this newness between us, of feeling him so close to me and the hard press of his arms around me.

      Time passes and I’m having so much fun. We pause for enough time to have a drink, and watch the bride toss her bouquet.

      “Care for a walk?” Leo suggests. “I bet this place looks amazing at night.”

      “I’d love that.” Looking outside I can see it does look amazing with the trees decorated with twinkle lights, and romantic lighting around. I take my silver clutch with me as we make our way, away from the guests.

      We’re outside, under a dark sky scattered with thousands of stars. It’s beautiful. We’re holding hands and then Leo’s phone starts to ring.

      Leo swears and looks at the caller ID. “Dammit. My boss would only call me now if it’s an emergency. Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

      I move to a darkened corner, and take deep breaths, enjoying the scent of the flowers, and freshly mowed grass. The air is cool, crisp and clean. I feel relaxed and happy, and then Ben and Claudia are walking towards me.

      I bite my lip hoping they don’t see me, but they do. There’s no way I can walk away without looking insipid so I straighten my shoulders and stand ready to deal with them.

      “How nice that you paid your brother’s best friend to be your date tonight,” Ben says, as Claudia giggles.

      I’ve never been one for violence but I can actually feel the anger in me making my fist clench, and a desire to punch Ben’s jaw.

      “Yeah, cause he needs the money, you loser,” I mutter under my breath.

      Ben’s not used to me challenging him. But he’s the kind of person who loves conflict.

      “I’ve found someone better than you,” I say simply. Take that you tosser.

      I stare back at him and can’t believe I was with him for five years. Five years. How did I not see the awful side of him? I used to blame myself as to how it went so wrong, and what made me miss the signs of who he really was. I thought he’d changed overnight but he hadn’t. It was my fault in not seeing who he really was.

      “Just go away, you’re ruining the beauty out here,” I say.

      “Don’t act like a charmed princess. You’re a disaster, just like your business ideas and your inability to win a scholarship,” he says and Claudia giggles again, her gaze focused on him. She reminds me of a Barbie doll making me wonder if she has any thoughts of her own.

      “Excuse me?” Leo’s voice steals whatever words were going to come from my mouth, and stands next to me.

      Ben’s eyes widened, and I’m thrilled to see him look surprised.

      “You have no right to even speak to her,” Leo says in his deep voice.

      “Piss off and mind your own business,” Ben replies as Claudia giggles yet again. Her giggling annoys me and I have an uncanny urge to slap her. Which I don’t, of course.

      “She is my business,” Leo states in a determined voice. “You’re a fool to have let her go, but I’m thankful for your stupidity as it means she’s now mine.” He pauses. “Ivy is the most perfect woman and thank God she’s not wasting her time with the likes of you. Now leave her alone or you’ll have me to deal with.”

      All I can do is stare. His words seep into me and a bubble of triumph rises to my heart.

      Ben looks shocked. He seethes like he’s trying to think of some snarky come back but at least he’s wise enough to hold his tongue. Leo is all muscles and height, not a man to mess with. That warning to leave me alone was caution at its finest.

      He takes my hand and leads me away from Ben and Claudia, towards the lake.

      In the darkness, with only the moon giving us light, we are away from prying eyes, and away from the two people in the world I can’t stand.

      We stand opposite each other and I stare back at him. “Sorry, I know you’re quite capable of defending yourself, but he makes me sick. I just couldn’t stand by and allow him to be rude to you.”

      “I love that you stood up for me.” I’m still so taken with all the beautiful things he said about me I can’t think of the right words to say. Saying thanks doesn’t feel like it’s enough.

      “You’re important to me, of course I’d be there for you, Ivy.”

      I reach up and trail my fingers down his cheek, and he sucks in a sharp breath. It’s dark but he’s looking at me intently, and all I can think about is him touching me. . .all over. “Do you really think I’m the most perfect woman”

      “Yeah. I do.” His voice is raspy as though his throat is dry.

      I’ve never been given a higher compliment than that. Never. Those words were enough to eradicate every self-doubt I ever had about myself and heal every disappointment I ever felt.

      A surge of something passes through me that I can’t quite explain. It compels me to do the thing I’ve always wanted to do.

      By the time I step closer to him I know I’m acting on what I want to do most and there’s no turning back. Definitely not when he stays in place and lowers to meet me halfway as I stand on the tips of my toes to plant a kiss on his lips.

      It’s brief and his lips are as soft as I imagined.

      I want to kiss him again but the shock of what I just did has me backing away.

      “No,” he says and reaches for me before I can take my next step.

      He tugs me to him and his lips come crashing down on mine robbing me of my last thoughts and all I feel is him. It’s the first time that I think of him as Leo. Not Cory’s best friend.

      Just Leo Haller.

      He’s kissing me and I’m kissing him. I’m finally kissing him.

      The kiss courses through my veins and cascades all over my body from head to toe whispering secrets of longing and desire. He cups my face to deepen the kiss and I know as his tongue teases mine that tonight won’t end with just a kiss.

      I don’t want it to.

      “I want you,” I tell him with a sigh.

      “I want you too. Let’s go back to our room,” he suggests.

      “I’ve always wanted to make love in the open. I press my body against his. Will you help me fulfil that fantasy?”

      His hands reach down and cup my bottom. “Ivy, I’ll do anything you want.”

      He kisses me again and I melt into him, before tugging his shirt from his pants, and I run my hands across his torso feeling every ridge before tugging at his nipples.

      “Ivy, you’re killing me,” he says.

      Shrugging out of his jacket, he lays it on the grass as a blanket for me, and helps me lie down, before he joins me. He tugs down the bodice of my dress exposing my bare breasts to his greedy gaze and the cool night air. “Ivy, you’re magnificent.” His mouth zeroes on one of my nipples and he sucks hard till it becomes a pebble, then he feasts on the other. I watch in delight as he tongues and nibbles my full breasts with his mouth. I’m so turned on I can barely breath.

      His fingers trail along my thigh till he reaches the junction of my thighs. I am breathing heavily and desperate for his touch. He pushes up my skirt so my dress ends up as a large belt around my waist.

      “My God, that’s what you had on all night, under your dress.” He stares at me, and I lie back as his gaze feasts on my near naked body. “I can’t wait to taste every glorious inch.” His mouth zeroes in on my hot core and I cry out. In seconds he’s removed the thong and his mouth is pleasuring me so intimately. My fingers curl in his hair, as I breath heavily. “Oh yeah,” I cry out. And then his fingers join his tongue and I scream out his name, not caring who hears me. I love oral sex and Leo is a master at it. Within minutes, I’m sobbing his name begging for completion, and then he thrusts his tongue into me and I cry out as an orgasm washes over me.

      I lie back, my back pressed against his jacket, the stars and moon watching us come together for the first time. Wow. I’ve never enjoyed sex this much before.

      “That was amazing,” I sigh.

      “We’d better get dressed so we can return to our rooms. I don’t think you should walk around like that?”

      I tug him towards me and kiss him hard. I taste my scent on his lips. “I brought protection with me, it’s in my clutch.”

      A smile tugs at his lips. “Always prepared, huh?”

      “Always,” I say, before biting my lip.

      He reaches over, finds the condom, and within minutes, he’s sheathed himself and is lying on top of me. “I’ll pleasure you longer back in the room but now, I need you. I want you so bad.”

      “I want you too, Leo.” I urge him on. “Take me now.”

      I feel his penis tease me and then he takes me in one long stroke and my head falls back with pleasure. Joined intimately, he kisses me, before he withdraws and plunges in hard. I cry out. “More, more, more,” I plead. And then he’s quickened the pace and I’m loving how deep he thrusts into me. I clutch at his bottom, my legs scissors around his waist.

      Our ragged breathing fills the air. Yes, yes, yes. And soon, the pleasure becomes so great, I cry out his name. I tighten around him and then I see him bite his lip. He swears, “I’m gonna come,” he says as I feel his release.

      He collapses on me, and we remain intimately joined for minutes while our breathing slows.

      “That was incredible,” he says, kissing my neck. “We need to do that again.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I wake in Leo’s arms the next morning. Somehow we managed to clean up ourselves and make it back to our room last night without running into anyone.

      Jenna’s lucky dress was tossed to the floor as we made love on the floor, against the wall, on the couch and finally on the bed.

      Thank God for the condoms Jenna had gifted me.

      I ache all over from the incredible night we just shared. The bright sunlight spilling through the window makes me close my eyes and as I open them again reality and all that we did last night comes rushing to the forefront of my mind.

      Leo’s sleeping and I stare at the man beside me. He looks like a dream I could get lost in all over again but the longer I look the more I realize I’m not sure I can.

      Last night was amazing. More than amazing and I don’t regret a single moment of it. What I’m hit with now is what I feel.

      Before last night all I did was wonder what it would be like to be with him. Now I know what it’s like, the door to my heart has unlocked and I feel alive.

      I haven’t felt like that in a very long time and the fact that I feel like this now with him, a man I’ve always dreamed about, might not be such a good thing.

      What if he doesn’t feel the same way? We haven’t even dated yet and I’ve had sex in numerous position with him, and also had him fulfil a fantasy of mine. We’ve really crossed the friendship line.

      What if he thinks I’m needy? Or if last night was just a one night stand to him?

      I’ve never known Leo to have a long term relationship. Not even one. There wasn’t a woman in the lineup of women I’ve seen him with that he classed as serious.

      Do I want to be with a man who just wants to hook up and have fun?

      And, God…  what will Cory think?

      Leo is his best friend.

      I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t know if I can face Leo when he wakes up, and I don’t know what to say. We slept together.

      That changes everything and I don’t know how I’d feel if he woke up and just filed last night away in his list of one nighters.

      I’d be so hurt.

      Carefully I slip out from his arms, get dressed and leave.
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Leo

        

      

    

    
      Damn it…

      She’s gone. She’s not in the bathroom but then I realize her clothes are still here, so she’s somewhere around.

      Our suite has two bedrooms, and the bed in the other room is immaculate. She’s not there.

      I lower to sit on the edge of the bed and go over everything in my mind. I need to go and find her and talk.

      Talking is what we need to do before I jump to conclusions and land on the worry that she thinks last night was a mistake.

      It definitely wasn’t for me and now that last night happened I know what I want.

      I want her. But her absence speaks loud and clear that she could be thinking anything and she might not want me.

      I have a quick hot shower, my muscles sore after the incredible night we shared. I think back on the intimacy we shared. It was more than sex.

      You don’t make love like that, with just anyone.

      I drag on clean clothes, fix myself up, grab my cell, and keys before heading out to find her.

      I make my way down to the reception where I’m greeted by the same elderly lady with the purple beehive hairdo from yesterday.

      “Good morning,” she beams. “I hope you enjoyed your stay here.”

      “Yes, thanks so much. I can’t find my friend I came here with yesterday.” After last night it sounds so weird to refer to Ivy as my friend. “Did she come down here?”

      The receptionist should remember her, she told Ivy how beautiful she was.

      “Oh yes, she did dear. She said she was going for a walk.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      “Do you need me to do anything?”

      “No, thanks for letting me know.”

      I smile and walk outside and head to the lake.

      I know I probably shouldn’t be pissed but I am. I just wished Ivy had stayed and talked things through with me, not just left me.

      I feel like I waited my whole life for last night.

      When we kissed it felt like I should have always been kissing her. Didn’t it feel that way to her too?

      I thought it did. I get that we have a lot to think about and factor in, but last night felt special.

      My phone rings in my back pocket and I grab it thinking it’s her. It’s not, it’s Cory.

      I almost expected this call, and while I dread answering I know better than to ignore him. A few weeks back when I told him I’d be going with Ivy to the wedding, he didn’t look like he was too fond of the idea.

      I already guessed he wouldn’t be.

      Then we all joked around about it the Sunday after and he seemed cool but not.

      I answer and do my best to act like everything’s fine, and that I haven’t just spent the most incredible night with his sister.

      “Hey there,” I say.

      “Hey man. I was just checking in. I called Ivy but she’s not answering her phone.”

      “We’re just out for a walk, the phone reception is a bit ordinary here.” I lie. “We had a great time, at the wedding, last night.”

      “Good. How was she with Ben?” I can hear concern in his voice.

      My jaw tightens just at the sound of that loser’s name. “He was rude to her, yet again. I still reckon he’s jealous of her business, and success. She’s an entrepreneur with an innovative idea. She’s her own boss and everything he’s not. She’s better off without him.”

      “I can’t stand that guy,” my friend says.

      “Don’t worry. I put him in his place, but even if I hadn’t, Ivy would’ve. You would’ve been so proud of her.” My heart warms just saying her name. Yep I got it bad with Ivy.

      “Thanks for doing that,” he replies.

      “All good. I can’t hear you very well, bad reception.” I lie. “I’ll call you back later,” I disconnect the phone and put it in my pocket.

      Cory has been my best friend for fifteen years, he’ll know I’m lying so best to end the call.

      I might be the world’s biggest fool but I’ve never been one to assume.

      My success is based on that one concept. Never assume. It will make you miss out on opportunities and Ivy is the one opportunity I don’t want to miss.

      I have to know what she’s thinking.

      The thought moves me as I go and search her out.

      Ten minutes later I find her. My heart stills as I watch her just sitting there on the bench gazing ahead of her at the lake. She’s sitting with her legs tucked under her, her chin resting on her hands, and she looks pensive.

      I pull in a deep breath and take my stride toward her, refusing to go against my one rule in life and assume that worried look should fend me away.

      She looks at me when I approach, those beautiful brown eyes wide with surprise. Her brown skin glistens in the sunlight and her lips part when I make my way in front of her and crouch down.

      “Leo.” Her dark eye lashes flutter.

      I hope like hell she’s not going to tell me I shouldn’t have come.

      “You left my bed,” I say simply.

      She brings her hands together and looks more worried than I’ve ever seen her.  “I’m sorry.”

      “Is that sorrow for last night too? You’re sorry it happened?” I just have to know that part.

      She rivets her gaze to mine and presses her lips together. The moments that pass feel stretched and it pains me to wait. It feels like I’ve been waiting so long to see what it would be like to be with her that it pains me to wait longer for her answer.

      “No,” she replies and my damn heart lifts. I swear it stopped beating and started up again in that second.

      If she doesn’t regret last night then it means I was right. She wanted to be with me as much as I wanted her.

      “Talk to me Ivy. We need to talk. Why did you leave?”

      “Leo, I… there’s a lot.”

      “Give me one reason. Let’s start with one reason.”

      She looks like she’s thinking about the most important. “I’m not sure how you feel about me. We haven’t dated and I don’t…. I wouldn’t normally do something like that. I mean…God, what we did last night.” She pauses. “It was very special and also intimate. I’ve never had a one night stand, and um. . .I’m not needy but um– .” She bites her lip.

      “I don’t think you’re needy.”

      “I didn’t want you to think that because of Ben, and because I had to ask you to be my date for the wedding.” The words keep tumbling from her lips.

      “I promise you I don’t.” It’s time for me to come clean. “Ivy… I don’t think anything besides good when it comes to you. Everything I said to Ben was stuff I’ve felt for a long time. Even when you were with him.”

      “What?” There’s a look of surprise on her face.

      “Last night didn’t just happen because of what I said to Ben. It happened because of how I feel about you. That’s why it happened. I can’t remember a time in the years I’ve known you when I didn’t feel that way.” I confess all, I feel this is the right thing to do. . .especially after the incredible night we’ve spent together.

      Now she looks genuinely surprised.

      “Leo…”

      I sigh. I think that’s the biggest secret I’ve ever had. The biggest thing I’ve ever held on to.

      “Leo, why didn’t you say something to me?”

      “Maybe the same reasons you left,” I answer with a small smile. “Now you know how I feel about you and I couldn’t have been happier when you asked me to go to the wedding with you.”

      Her face brightens and hope sparks my heart.

      “I… can’t remember a time in the years I’ve known you when I didn’t feel the way I do about you.”

      I smile at that. “And what way is that Princess Ivy?”

      “I wanted to be with you.”

      “So since I want to be with you too we should do something about that shouldn’t we Ivy Carson?”

      She nods slowly. “You want to?”

      “I want to.”

      “It doesn’t bother you that I’m older?”

      “That never even crossed my mind.” I straighten up pushing to stand. “Have dinner with me tomorrow night.”

      “On a date?” She arches her eyebrow.

      “Yeah. A real date. We can do something fun. Just the two of us. There’s no wedding, none of that business of us trying to be friends when it’s clear we want more.” I put my hand out for her to take. When she does and stands too I see clearly what I want for us. “Will you go with me?”

      “Yes.”

      I raise her hand, bring it to my lips and kiss the soft satin skin.

      “Then it’s a date. I’ll pick you up at eight.”
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      “I won fair and square.” I squeal.

      “You do realize that when you bowl the pins have to all fall down to consider that a win right?” Leo counters and I pretend to scowl at him.

      “Yes, but my one pin that fell over gave me one over on you.” I shake my bottom and do a happy dance.

      He gave me an exasperated sigh. “Okay Ivy. I’ll allow you to have the win.”

      “How about we both win?” I lift my hand for a high five.

      He gives me the high five hand slap, but says, “It’s fine. I’m man enough to accept defeat.”

      We both laugh as he opens the door for me to step out of the bowling alley.

      We had so much fun bowling. It was eighties night at the alley so they were playing all the songs we love. We got so lost in the game and the music that we lost track of the score.

      Now it’s over and we’re heading to the Dumpling House, close to the alley, to finish the evening with a delicious feast of dim sum.

      When we walk in, the waitress seats us over in the corner so we can gaze out at the river. The Chicago River at night against the skyline is so beautiful. It’s one of my favorite night time city views to look at. A close second is San Francisco.

      Tonight Leo and I have done some of our favorite things. We both love bowling and we both adore dim sum. We’ve been here before but with Cory.

      I’m still thinking about what I should say to him.

      Tonight was great and I hope we go out again. A second date would mean we’d like a third and fourth. I’d have to say something.

      “Should we go for the Full Course of Heaven?” Leo asks.

      “Yes. That would be amazing.” The Full Course of Heaven is literally like a taste of heaven. You get all the dishes brought out in little baskets at intervals. The food here is so delicious and I love that you get to taste a bit of everything.

      “Perfect.” I grin at him.

      The waitress comes over and takes our orders. When she saunters away Leo rests on his elbows and gazes at me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “I had a really good time tonight.”

      “Me too,” I answer.

      I still can’t believe we’re on a date. Two nights ago we spent the night exploring each other’s bodies, and having incredible sex.

      “I’m glad to hear it. I thought we’d both enjoy something fun. Besides we were due a trip here and some bowling. The next few weeks are going to probably be busy for the both of us.”

      “You can say that again.” I nod.

      He’ll be away in the weeks leading up to football season. There’s a lot of PR that happens during that time and as an agent representing the stars he has to be present for all the action.

      He’ll be busy with that and I’ll have my camp.

      “You looking forward to your camp?”

      “Yes. I am. Every year things change with my company. This year was really good. I’m looking forward to seeing what will happen after the camp. We have a boys’ school that registered thirty boys for the program.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing. I’m not surprised though. You came up with a pretty damn good idea.” I can see the honesty in his eyes. He not only likes me, but is proud of my career accomplishments. I know I shouldn’t compare him to Ben but I can’t help it. Leo is a million times better than Ben.

      “Thank you, and thanks for always supporting me. It means a lot.”

      “You’re more than welcome.” He gives me a smile, and my skin warms in reply.

      The waitress starts bringing out the food and it smells divine.

      The second she sets it down on the table we dive in and start talking about everything. It feels like we’re talking about everything we’ve ever wanted to talk about.

      Our conversation is interrupted when I hear Ben’s voice. I look to my left and see the little TV over in the corner. He seems like he’s live and talking about the new season.

      I look at him and remember Saturday night. I’m surprised when I don’t feel anything. Not a damn thing at all one way or the other. I return my focus to Leo and find him already looking at me.

      “You okay?” he asks. “We can leave if you want.”

      I chuckle. “No. We will do no such thing and waste this gorgeous food. I’m okay.”

      “Sorry he was so mean to you. What a loser.”

      “Thanks. Seeing him the other night made me realize he was always that way but I just never saw it until it was too late.” I confess, unsure whether I should be talking about my ex to my Leo.

      “Yeah. I think you’re right. Sometimes we don’t see what’s in front of us and we only see what we want to see. It’s not a bad thing, but we get a surprise when it knocks us for six and you’re left wondering how come you never saw it coming.”

      “That’s how I feel. I’m not going to let him affect me anymore. I don’t know why he insists on bothering me the way he does.”

      Leo laughs a little. “Jealousy.”

      “Really?” I would never have thought so.

      “Absolutely. I think too he’s just not happy you proved him wrong.”

      “I’m so glad we broke up.”

      “Me too. His loss looks like my gain.” He reaches over the table and touches my hand.

      Memories of the other night flow into my mind and I can’t resist the smile that tugs at the corners of my lips.

      The twinkle in his eyes suggests he’s thinking that too.

      “Yes, it looks that way.”
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      We just arrived at my apartment and we’re standing outside my door, kissing. I still can’t believe this is us.

      His kisses ignite a lust filled passion inside me I’ve never felt before. It makes me crave him all over again. When he cups the back of my head the kiss turns greedy and I find myself clutching on to his shirt. My fingers brush over the bare skin of the tight, taut skin of his abs and he surprises me by pulling away.

      He releases me and steps back, breathing heavily.

      “What? Why did you stop?” I ask, confused. I want more, much more.

      “I didn’t want to stop, but if I go any further I won’t want to leave.” He tells me.

      I bite my lip. “Is that such a bad thing? I mean we’ve already…”

      “I know, but I want tonight to be about our first date. I want you to see that I’m interested in you, not just your sexy body. I want us to date, properly.”

      I smile wider at him. “Date number two.”

      He nods slowly. “Date number two. There’s an open-air cinema in the park. I checked and they’ll be showing Casablanca on Wednesday.”

      My hands press against my heart. “I love that film.”

      “I know. So, do you want to go see it with me?”

      “Yes, of course I do.”

      “Then it’s a date.”

      “It’s a date.”

      I look at him and warmth fills my heart. Happiness and excitement lifts my soul, and I can’t wait to see what will happen next with Leo Haller.

      I get the feeling I’m in for a very interesting time.
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      I stifle a groan and press the phone to my ear trying my best to listen to my father. He’s taken that flat monotone with me which means he’s sober and in business mode.

      I listen to him and stare out the floor to ceiling windows of my office, hoping this call will be over and done with soon. I always get antsy when he calls me. I never know which way the conversation will go.

      This is a business call but my father can change like the wind and pick problems from thin air to throw at me.

      “I need you at that meeting. That one is important because it requires all the shareholders to be present,” he explains.

      Shareholders as in him, Jackson and me. When Grandfather died he left the business to the three of us, much to my father’s dismay. He wanted everything, or at least for him and Jackson to have control because they work there. I don’t.

      My father took the matter to court and the judge threw out his plans. My grandfather twisted everything in such a way that my father couldn’t take my name off the company books without me doing it myself.

      To make matters worse Grandfather left the three of us his personal property and assets too. The property in question today is a hotel in Antigua my father wants to sell to a tycoon who wants to expand his chain.

      “I’ll be there,” I tell him. I know it’s not up for discussion. Nothing ever is, not even when I disagree with something. Like I do now.

      I don’t want to sell the property but I wouldn’t dare defy him like that. When we meet to discuss anything business related he expects both Jackson and me to accept what we’re being told.

      “Good. I need you and Jackson at the office early enough so we can go over the contracts.”

      “That’s fine. I can make it. Can I ask how much we’re selling for?” I know even that might be a stretch, but I think I should know.

      “Why?”

      Here we go.

      “I just want to know. That’s all.”

      “Two million. We’ll split it three ways as usual.”

      “Two million? That property is worth at least six.” I can’t hide my annoyance. It’s not like we’re talking a deficit of hundreds or thousands. It’s millions.

      “Jackson and I have already discussed this and we’re in agreement with the offer. Two million is fine. The buyer will have to do a lot of renovations so I’ll let him have it for the offer he’s making. I see no reason you would have a problem with it if we’ve agreed.”

      I know Jackson wouldn’t have spoken to him the way he’s making it sound, but I’m pissed that I had to ask to get all the information and he’s already met with Jackson.

      I’m more pissed that as usual I have to go along with whatever is happening to keep the damn peace.

      “Okay, Dad,” I answer stiffly.

      “Good see you on Wednesday. Don’t be late.”

      As if I’m ever late. He hangs up before I can say another word.

      I set my phone down on the desk and continue gazing out the window. It’s lunch time and I can feel the start of a headache prickle my neck.

      I’m seeing Ivy tomorrow night and I wish I’d arranged something for tonight instead, or as well as tomorrow.

      It was amazing to spend time with her last night. God knows I would have loved to take her over and over again the way I did the night of the wedding but it was important to me that she knew I was interested in more than sex.

      I’ve never had a long-term relationship before and I don’t want to screw this up. I’m playing things by ear and taking it slowly so she sees I’m serious.

      I’m more serious than I’ve ever been because she’s the long term girl. Nothing like the string of endless short-lived relationships I’ve had in the past.

      A knock sounds on my door and I straighten up. I’m not expecting anybody today, and anybody who hasn’t come to see me before would have come through Janice.

      “Come in,” I call out.

      When the door opens and Cory steps in my stomach clenches.

      The same way I knew my friend was apprehensive about me being his sister’s date at her friend’s wedding, the same way I know he’s not happy about something.

      The look on his face suggests it might be the same thing.

      “Hey man,” Cory begins.

      “Hi,” I answer and try to keep my cool.

      I’d decided to tell him I wanted to start dating Ivy, but that I wouldn’t do it until I spoke to her first and we both could talk to him separately. I felt I’d do it maybe next week some time. At least waiting until Ivy and I had gone on the second date. A second date tends to suggest we intend to keep seeing each other and I definitely want to see her again.

      He comes closer and stops paces away from me.

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      He sighs and runs a hand over his head. “No not really. This conversation is going to be hard for me.”

      “What’s going on?” Best to act like I can’t read this guy like an open book.

      His eyes hold me in place. “Leo, you’re like a brother to me. We’ve been friends for a very long time and I will always have your back. You took good care of me when I started out playing pro-ball. You made sure I got a good deal with the Hawks and I owe you my career.”

      I keep my gaze trained on him. He’s never said things like that to me before.

      “You sound like you have something big to tell me.” I gesture for him to sit but he stands, his hands resting on my desk.

      “Leo… I was out with the guys last night and I saw you in the Dumpling House with Ivy. You guys looked like you were on a date. Were you?”

      I blow out a ragged breath. I’ve lied to my best mate recently, I won’t do it again. “Yes.” As the word falls from my lip his jaw clenches and his eyes darken.

      “Will there be more dates?” His voice is clipped.

      “I want more dates, yes.” He looks noticeably infuriated now. “I was going to talk to you about it but I was waiting to see how things flair out first.”

      He continues to stare at me like he’s trying to work out what to say. Anxiety twists my stomach into tighter knots with each passing second. I don’t want him to be against me seeing Ivy. I really don’t. I don’t want him to have a problem with me at all. But it’s clear now that he does. There’s no need for me to play the guessing game anymore and try to figure anything out.

      “I’m guessing you have a problem with me dating her.” I fill in the silence. Better if I say it rather than continue this silent standoff.

      “Yes. Yes Leo I do. I’m not some overprotective freak but I love my sister, and I don’t think you’re the right guy for her. Especially after Ben hurt her, she deserves better.”

      That stings, and my jaw clenches with disappointment. I’d never treat Ivy the way Ben treated her. “What makes you think I’m going to treat her the same way?”

      His shoulders slump, and he falls into the chair opposite me. “Leo, man, that’s not even a question. You may not treat her the exact same way but I know what you’re like when it comes to women. You’re a millionaire, agent to the stars. You have women who fall at your feet on a daily basis and I’ve seen you. I know what kind of guy you are when it comes to relationships.”

      He was right, I hadn’t had a long-term relationship but that was because I’d been hung up on Ivy for so long. “I won’t hurt her.”

      He blows out an exasperated breath and runs his fingers through his dark hair. “Bro, I don’t think you intend to, you’re a good guy, but in the end, you will.”

      “Then trust me. Just trust me.” I plead with him.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think it’s as simple as that. Leo… come on man, have you even thought this through? We’re all friends and you’re close to my family. I’m sure it can’t be easy for Ivy to associate with Rachel and Patrick knowing they’re still friends with Ben. It’s a mess, and we’d be more of a mess than they are if things go wrong for you because I’m her brother. This is a line you shouldn’t cross.”

      I do my best to tamp down my frustrations. I don’t like being told what to do and I hate that he’s telling me I can’t see his sister. “This is unfair. You can’t just compare me to that situation. I wouldn’t hurt her, like that loser.”

      “Okay, I’ll spell it out.”

      I grit my teeth. “Go on.”

      “I don’t want you dating Ivy because she can do better. You’re just looking for a good time, and she needs someone who will commit. I don’t see that guy being you. You need to back off.”

      Shock tightens my throat. I can’t believe he’d go that far but he’s serious. I can see it in his eyes.

      He stands and stalks out of my office without another word.

      I mutter some expletives, and then stand, walk to my office door and slam it shut.

      He’s given me an ultimatum, and if I continue to see Ivy I know that it will put a strain on our friendship, and also with his family. He didn’t have to spell it out, I knew what he was saying.

      I can’t do it. I want Ivy in my life, and I want her as more than just a friend. But it’s not as simple as that. Ivy won’t be happy that we’re seeing each other if her brother doesn’t support us dating.

      The complexities will strain our relationship, and we’ve only just started dating. I know she won’t want to go against her brother, and her family.

      I swear, before resting my head in my hands. What to do?
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      “I just love this scene,” Ivy says and smiles. “It gets me every time I watch this film.” She’s talking about when Lazlow gets everyone singing the Marseillaise, in defiance of the Nazis. I love it too.

      It’s the day after my encounter with Cory, and I’m half expecting him to show up and tell me off for defying him.

      We gaze at the large wide screen in front of us, and watch movie magic. No words are said, but the actors’ expressions say it all.

      The movie isn’t too romantic for me, it’s brilliant and I don’t care that I’ve already seen it. I’m here with Ivy, and that’s all that matters.

      We’re snuggled next to each other, with a blanket over us, propped up with pillows, watching the black and white movie.

      I have my arm around her, and her head is resting on my shoulder. It feels good, and so right.

      I watch her and love how she feels in my arms. I love how I feel when I’m with her and I love that when I look to the future I can picture her in it.

      I know I’m crazy and I might be moving faster than a speeding train but having an ultimatum placed on you by your best friend tends to do that to a person.

      It pushes you along faster than you were moving so you can put things in perspective and think about what you want most.

      That’s what it does.

      What I want is her. I know we have more to talk about than what I wanted to tonight.

      I just wanted to enjoy tonight with her like the other night, but I’m going to have to say something about Cory at some point. It won’t feel right if I don’t.

      The evening wears on and we get ice cream after the film. Twice as we walked by the river I wanted to talk to her about Cory but she just looked so happy to be with me that I couldn’t yet.

      Now I’m at her doorstep. Once again I’m here, right at the place I was the other night. The only difference is I want her a hundred times more than I did back then.

      She rests against the door and gazes up at me. The soft amber light plays on her pretty face and her brown eyes twinkle with seduction.

      “I had a really good time tonight,” she says.

      “Me too.” I rest my hand on the wall above her head and she presses her hand to my chest.

      Heat seeps into me and I already know I won’t have the strength I displayed nights ago when I told her the night was about the date.

      “I want you to come inside tonight,” she says, running her finger over my chest.

      “Just so you know, I don’t think I’d have the strength to resist you tonight.”

      “Then come here.”

      She smoothes her hands up my chest, stands on her toes and presses a kiss to my chin. Another kiss graces my cheek and she works her way over to my mouth. That’s where I take over.

      I slip my hand behind her head and take advantage of the little gasp that escapes her lips to explore the recesses of her hot, sexy mouth. Our tongues tease and tangle in pure delight and I know I’m seconds away from losing control.

      She backs away from my lips to open the door.

      “I don’t want to give my neighbors something to talk about.” She giggles.

      “No, or a heart attack.”

      She pulls me inside the apartment and the second the door closes we return to each other’s lips. As we kiss I push Cory out of my mind.

      I don’t want anything to distract me from her. Not even for a damn second and not when she’s kissing me the way she is. Like all she wants is me.

      I catch her doll-like face, taking control so I can kiss her harder. When she tugs at my shirt I pick her up and carry her up the stairs to her bedroom.

      I set her down on the bed where I strip her down and I start my indulgence of her beautiful body from head to toe, and back again, making sure I give her all the pleasure she deserves.

      I don’t want her to think about anything besides me either and when she thinks of me I just want her to think of how I make her feel.

      Her moans and groans of ecstasy fill me with that raw satisfaction. I taste her until I know I’ve reached my limit. And that’s when I claim her all over again and make her mine.
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      I’ve been awake for awhile now. I woke with the sun and couldn’t go back to sleep.

      I made my way over to the baywindow to watch the city wake up and get a better look at the beautiful woman lying on the bed before me.

      The sun spills over her perfect frame. That mass of jet-black hair is sprawled out against the pillow.

      We wore each other out last night, having sex in different positions, and in different rooms of her apartment.

      I love her on top riding me hard as I pinch her nipples, before fingering her clit as she comes. And that we both love oral sex, God, I can’t get enough of her cries as I make her come with my tongue. My cock hardens at the thought of her wrapping her lips around it, while I pleasure her with my lips and fingers.

      Enough, she needs to rest.

      I want to stay in this bubble of fantasy but I know I can’t let today pass without me telling her I want to keep seeing her, and telling her Cory will have a problem with it.

      The woman I’m looking at is not one you keep a secret.

      She’s the kind of woman you show off to the world so they know she belongs to you.

      It’s an insult to her for me to even contemplate seeing her in secret but if we do anything other than that I know that would ruin everything as we know it and she won’t be comfortable with that. No one would.

      I think she’d feel bad to ruin the friendship I have with her brother.

      Cory and I have always balanced each other. I came from an extremely wealthy family, born with the proverbial silver spoon in my mouth. I just wasn’t given the love and attention most kids get.

      My mom tried, but she was always sick and it didn’t help that when she was at her lowest Dad would blame me. He’d start drinking heavily, get wasted and curse my existence.

      I got myself into all sorts of trouble growing up and the person that was there for me was Cory. Always Cory, and with him came the family I didn’t really have. I can’t quite blame Jackson for anything. Our father is a very difficult man to get along with and that alone made life hard.

      It was even harder when Mom died. That was when true hardship hit and no amount of money in the world can heal you when you come from a father that doesn’t want you in his world.

      Cory was there for me through all those times.

      So, going against the one thing he’s ever specifically asked me not to do is the hardest thing I’ve ever done.

      Ivy stirs and rolls on to her side. “Morning,” she beams.

      “Morning. Come here,” I say crooking my finger, beckoning her to come to me.

      She pulls the sheet over herself, wrapping her gorgeous body in it before gliding over to me.

      I pull her into my lap and we kiss. Like all the kisses we’ve shared this one entices to continue with its whispers of memories from last night.

      Just one more time and I’ll tell her. But I see an image of Cory scowling, and I know that I have to stop and talk. I mutter an expletive and I pull away.

      “What’s wrong?” She has genuine concern etched on her face.

      “Princess, I need to tell you something,” I start to say, and my heart sinks as worry makes her eyes widen.

      I kiss her forehead. “Us.” I say gently.

      The worry deepens and she blinks. I brush over her cheek so she knows she doesn’t have to worry but it does nothing.

      “What about us?”

      “I want to keep seeing you Ivy. I want to keep dating you.”

      The light comes back to her eyes. “I want to keep seeing you too. You look so worried though. Like something’s wrong.”

      “Something is wrong.”

      “What? What could be wrong?”

      “Cory. He’s got a problem with us.”

      “What?” She shakes her head and narrows her eyes. “How does he know? But he knows you, you’re like brothers and that you’ll take care of me.”

      “No. He doesn’t. He saw us at the Dumpling House. He’s told me that he’s not okay with us dating.”

      Shock suffuses her face. “He has no right to do that.”

      “Maybe not, but the fact that he’s not okay with me seeing you is a big deal. Us dating will impact your relationship with Corey and the rest of your family.” I stroke the side of her face with my fingertips. “I don’t want to come between you all, you’re too important to me. Both you,” I brush my lips against hers. “And your family.” I continue. “Cory thinks you can do better than me, and is worried I’ll hurt you, that I’m only interested in having fun with you.”

      She looks uneasy, and there is no longer a sparkle in her dark eyes. “Is he saying that because you’ve never had a long-term relationship?”

      “I guess that’s one reason.” I say slowly.

      “Why haven’t you?” The wariness in her eyes suggests the question was on her mind.

      I take a deep breath and decide that I should confess and tell her. After the night of worshipping her body and making her come in multiple ways, I want her to know that she’s more important than just sex. “They weren’t you.” The answer is simple. “None of them were you. I haven’t had a long-term relationship because I hadn’t found the right woman. Now I have. The thing about it though was I knew where she was the whole time. I didn’t have to go looking for her. You were there all this time and now I have you. I want it all.”

      “Leo…” she breathes. “I never knew you felt that way about me. If I had I would never have been with anybody else.”

      I lower to plant a kiss on her forehead. “I think it’s becoming clear that we would have chosen each other a long time ago if we knew how we felt.  Now we know.”

      “No one should come between us Leo. I love my brother, and I appreciate him looking out for me but I don’t think this is up to him. I should talk to him.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. He told me to stay away from you.” I confess, worried about damaging the close relationship she has with Cory.

      “What?”

      “I know. Ivy, it’s me who should speak to him. I just don’t think he’s going to take it well right now.” And isn’t that an understatement!

      “I’m not going to stop seeing you just because my brother has a problem with us.” I can see defiance stretched across her face.

      “I want to keep seeing you too, but this is more than just us, it will impact your family, us being together.”

      A silence weighs heavily between us.

      “What if we don’t tell him just yet, then?” she says. “I mean we don’t have to tell him.”

      “I’m gonna have to talk to him at some point, though.” I brush hair from her face.

      “But not yet. Why does it have to be now? If we’ve waited so long to be together why spoil it with this problem when we don’t have a problem with each other. I just want to be with you.”

      “I want to be with you too, Ivy.”

      I’m agreeing and I’m glad to have her. I’m glad she wants to be with me but this problem with Cory feels like a wound that’s been left open.

      I’ll have to address it.

      It’s just a matter of time.
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      I’ve just sent all the final contracts and paperwork to my accountant.

      I shut down my computer and rest back against my chair.

      I had the most amazing summer. The best so far in my adult life. Not only have I been dating the most perfect man I’ve ever met for the last two months but

      my summer camp brought in a hundred kids, and I made more money than I ever hoped to make.

      Yesterday was the last day of the camp and I have the school booking in again and the other kids’ parents requesting information for next year. Little Adventurers has been a huge success.

      Jenna comes in with a broad smile on her face.

      It’s time to close up for the day but we’ve both been smiling and talking as long as the day was.

      I have to leave for my date with Leo in fifteen minutes but she’ll be here for another hour to finish up her work.

      “Ivy, you just got a call from the Chicago Chronicle. They want to interview you,” she cries out.

      I sit up in my chair. “What?”

      “Yes. That was their business rep. She called to see if you’d be interested. Girl, I knew you would be in here jumping up and down for joy but I styled it out and told her we’d call tomorrow to make arrangements.”

      “Oh my God,” I beam and rush over to her so we can both do the jumping up and down together. “You are the best and oh my gosh. That’s amazing news.”

      “It is. They loved the work you did with the inner-city children. You’re about to get even more publicity.”

      Wow. This is amazing. I can’t wait to tell Leo. “I’m so happy. This is fantastic.”

      She gives my shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Sure is. This is your vision Ivy and congratulations for seeing it through.”

      “Thanks so much. I couldn’t have done this without you. It’s congratulations to both of us.”

      She laughs. “Thank you. I appreciate that. Anyway, I won’t keep you. Where is that man of yours taking you tonight?”

      “We’re going to a basketball game.” I grin.

      “You guys are so great together. I love this. This is serious, isn’t it?”

      I nod. Leo and I are moving very fast. I think it was because the feelings were always there and now we’re getting the chance to embrace them. Fifteen years of emotion rolled into one is something massive just bursting to come out. Not only is the sex fantastic, but we really like each other, and I love being with him.

      The problem is we’re seeing each other in secret. It’s not easy to hide this from my family, especially when we see each other on Sunday nights. If Leo stopped attending, my family would suspect something.

      Us pretending we’re just friends each week, is an act we do to keep up the pretenses. Although too often we end up having sex in the car, after leaving. I can’t stop the way I feel about him. I’ve never been so connected with anyone before, not even Ben.

      I told Jenna about Leo and I dating. The intimate details are just for Leo and I. She’s the only person who knows. I had to tell someone. I also told Leo that she knew so he was aware of it. He told his brother. So the total number of people who know we’ve been in the relationship is two.

      “We’re getting serious and that means there’s going to be a time when we have to tell others.” She knows about our problem with Cory too.

      “Hey, be strong. You’ve been through too much to worry about other people’s opinions.”

      I dip my head agreeing. “Yeah I know. I think so, but it’s going to be awkward. I get the feeling more was said from Cory but Leo held off telling me. I’m not stupid. I know Cory will be mad at him when he finds out.”

      My phone buzzes with a message on the table. I glance at it and see it’s Leo. He’s outside.

      “Go on your date and have fun. Worry about everything else another day. You have plenty to celebrate.” Jenna hugs me hard.

      I smile and think of my success. “Thanks. I’m gonna do just that.”

      There’s a bounce in my step as I grab my purse and leave. The bounce becomes a skip when I see Leo leaning against his car waiting for me. I skip into his arms and when he kisses me I get lost in him the way I do every time we’re together.

      It’s getting harder to pretend I’m not, and to act like I don’t fall a little more with every day that passes.
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      It’s Sunday night, and we’re at my family’s home and pretending we’re not dating, and we won’t be going back to his place to make love.

      For no reason at all, tonight seems harder than the past two months.

      Dad starts talking about his upcoming fishing trip and that gets everyone talking.

      Every now and again though Leo casts a secret glance my way. Secret, oh so secret because every week we’ve come here Cory has been watching us like a hawk.

      There’s tension between him and Leo. Still tension. They talk and I can see them trying to be civil but something has changed between them. Me. I’ve come between them and it pains me. Cory and Leo are like brothers, and I don’t want their relationship to fall out because of me.

      Dinner finishes and I’m stacking the dishes in the dishwasher when Mom comes in.

      “Hey sweet girl, you okay?” she asks, coming up to the counter.

      “Yeah. I’m good. I’m nearly done.” I smile. “Dinner was really good, as usual.”

      “Thanks baby-girl. Everyone is watching TV so I thought I’d take the chance to talk to you.”

      “Oh.” My heart sinks. “Is everything okay? Are you and Dad okay?”

      She chuckles. “We’re fine but do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask doing my best to look nonchalant. My mother however, is very perceptive and intuitive. She’s no fool and she can’t be fooled.

      The corners of her lips turn down and she narrows her eyes. “Ivy, do you think I was born yesterday?”

      “No, you do look super young though. I’ve never been offended when people think we’re sisters.”

      She laughs and the ends of her razor sharp bob bounces. “Butter me up all you want.” She pauses. “I know what’s going on. I was hoping you’d tell me, and since you haven’t I want you to know that I’m here for you.”

      “Mom?”

      She catches a lock of my hair and smiles. “Leo has been looking at you the same way for the last fifteen years.”

      I stare back at her, completely surprised. “You know?”

      “Of course. But these things take time. You’re seeing each other, aren’t you?”

      I can’t lie to my mom. “Yeah. We are.”

      “That’s wonderful news. Sweetie, why isn’t this something we’re celebrating?” She looks genuinely happy and I’m so glad, and relieved, that she is. I hate to burst her bubble though.

      “Cory doesn’t want us to be together,” I answer and the smile falls from her face.

      “What? Sweetie no. He wouldn’t be that way.”

      I nod my head. “It’s true Mom. He doesn’t want us seeing each other, he told Leo. That’s why we’re dating in secret, just for now, till we can tell him.” I pause. “I don’t know what to do.”

      She reaches out and cups my face. “My baby-girl, in situations like these you sometimes have to think of yourself. No one has the right to prevent you from being with someone you love. If your relationship is love then it doesn’t matter what anyone thinks, or who you hurt.”

      She hugs me hard, and I melt into her warm embrace.

      I love Leo.

      I always have, always will.
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      I raise my glass and smile at the beautiful woman, whose smile makes me so happy, sitting across from me. “To your success. I hope you will have it all. All your hopes and dreams, everything.”

      “Thank you so much. Thanks for believing in me.” She blows me a kiss and I think that I actually love her more than I did yesterday. . .if that’s possible.

      We’re at my house, sitting by the poolside, enjoying a fine bottle of champagne toasting her interview that she had with the Chronicle today.

      We clink our glasses, and each take a sip.

      “So what’s it like to be Ivy Carson? Chicago’s most well sought after woman.” I tease.

      She snorts and then apologizes. “I’m not, I’m just me.”

      “You did such a good job today. I’m sure that soon, the only way I’ll be able to contact my girl, is through her agent.”

      She chuckles and swats at my shoulder. “You are so funny. That will never happen. I will always be contactable to you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes. I promise.” She gazes up at the stars then back to me and we stare at each other. “Look at us, Leo. Two and a half months and we’re so happy.”

      “I know.” I also know that the deeper we fall for each other the greater the tension that has been brewing with Cory.

      I set my glass down and take her hand. My heart rate quickens, and I feel my throat clog with emotion.

      “You’ve got a funny look on your face, what are you thinking?” she asks.

      “You. Me. Us together.” I had a crazy idea the day after our second date. It was crazy when I first thought about it but now, it doesn’t seem crazy now.  I run my finger over her knuckles and flick my gaze back up to her eyes.

      “I love you,” I tell her and her lips part. “I love you and I want to marry you.” That was my crazy idea. Two dates into a relationship and I want her to be my forever.

      Now she sucks in a sharp breath and her mouth falls open. “What did you say?”

      “I said, I love you and I want to marry you.”

      Her mouth forms an ‘O’ but nothing comes out. I’ve either shocked her or lost her.

      Her eyelashes flutter. “Marriage? You want to marry me?”

      “Yeah. I know how I feel about you. I don’t need time to tell me anything more. I know it’s crazy, but that’s what I want. I want you. I want you to be my wife and –”

      Before I can get the next word out she jumps in my arms and kisses me.

      “Yes,” she says between kisses. “Yes. I want to. I love you Leo Haller.”

      “You do?”

      “I truly do.”

      “I didn’t mean to blurt it out. I wanted to write you a poem or some words of love, give you a ring and do it properly.”

      “Oh Leo. I’m so excited. I can’t wait to tell everyone.” She releases me and brings her hands together, then up to her cheeks.

      I feel like a jerk to say this to her and put a damper on her excitement but I have to.

      “Babe, I also want to speak to your family first. It may be old fashioned but your family is my family. I want to do it right, not just by you, but them too.” I pause. “Can you give me time before we tell people?”

      I shouldn’t be surprised by the disappointed look in her eyes that she tries to cover.

      “Yes, of course. I understand. Of course.”

      “You okay?” I cup her face.

      “Yes. I get it.” There is a tinge of disillusionment in her voice.

      “And I should talk to Cory first.”

      “When will you?”

      The muscles in my belly knot with the angst. “Soon, I’ll talk to him soon.”

      “Soon? Oh…how soon?” Her head tilts to the side.

      It’s going to be difficult to put a time on that. “The first chance I get.” I know that doesn’t really give her an answer because there could still be some time to wait.

      “Okay…”

      I pull her in for a kiss and promise myself I will talk to Cory.
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      I’m not sure if today counts as a chance if I didn’t plan to see him. It’s been a week since I told Ivy I want to marry her, and I still haven’t found the time to speak to my best friend.

      I find Cory in my office, unexpectedly.

      I’m on the phone, and wave him in before I finish my call.

      I shake his hand and gesture to the couch.

      “Hey, man” he says with a smile.

      The smile is good. It means he’s not mad. It means he’s himself.

      “What’s up?”

      We sit opposite each other. While he slouches on the sofa, I’m seated ramrod straight.

      “I was in the area and wanted to see you before things get hectic.”

      We have a month before the new football season starts. Hectic is a mild version of what will happen.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. I wanted to apologize and thank you at the same time.” He nods. “I know we’ve been cool over the last few months and acted like I didn’t have that difficult conversation with you, but I didn’t want to pretend it didn’t happen. Thank you for respecting my wishes and our friendship. I’m sorry I had to be so blunt with you.”

      Now what do I say here?

      Waiting this long to tell the truth has done this to me. It’s clearly made things worse than they already were.

      Damn it.

      I don’t actually know what to tell him.

      The answer to come clean hits me in my gut but I can’t do it. Somehow I think it would be worse if I said anything right now. The fact that he’s here and I haven’t been the one to go to him and talk about it is one thing. Add the fact that I’m not just dating his sister but I’m sleeping with her and we’re engaged and that’s a whole conundrum of disaster.

      “I hope we can move past it,” he says looking like he’s taken my silence and hesitation to mean I’m still not happy about his warning.

      “Yeah,” I answer.

      “Well. That’s all. I know you’re busy. See you Sunday?”

      “Always.” I give him a forced smile.

      He stands and leaves. As the door clicks shut I shake my head at myself. This is not good. I’m gonna have to talk to him properly and tell him the truth.

      It’s just a matter of when. When am I going to do it?

      I really think I’m gonna lose him.

      Losing a friend who feels like family to me will cut me deep.

      I know it will hurt Ivy too. Cory told me he’d be finished with me if I pursued Ivy. There was no room for discussion. So I can’t see any other ending to this debacle than losing my best friend.
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      It’s been weeks since Leo and I got engaged.

      Soon Cory will be flying out to LA to start the new football season.

      Leo’s so busy worrying about upsetting Cory that he’s not thinking of me. It’s upsetting to be engaged to a man and I have to keep it a secret from those I love. People I know who would celebrate with me.

      It’s bad enough that I don’t have a ring but being a secret wasn’t what I wanted.

      It’s Sunday again and everything is as it always is. We all sit down to dinner at my family’s house like nothing has happened.

      There was a moment toward the end when Leo went out to the garden with Cory and I thought maybe he’d talk to him then. But they both came back in smiling talking about the wood for the garden shed.

      I was so furious I couldn’t hide my annoyance and Leo noticed. He noticed but didn’t ask me anything about it.

      We continued going through the motions of the day like everything was fine.

      I stayed up all night upset about the whole thing and the feeling stayed with me through the day. I couldn’t even shake it when he made a surprise visit to the office to see me.

      He doesn’t usually come by unless we’re meeting up for dinner. So I know today’s appearance is because he could see how yesterday affected me.

      He walks into my office with a tentative expression on his handsome face. I hate being mad at him. This is the first time he’s given me cause and it’s a new feeling for me.

      “You’re upset with me aren’t you?” he asks, cutting past any pleasantries.

      “What do you think Leo?”

      “I’m sorry.” He raises his shoulders into a shrug. “It’s difficult to talk to him. Difficult to find the right time.”

      “Leo we’ve been seeing each other secretly for over three months and now we’re engaged and no one knows. How much longer do you think we can go on like this? This isn’t how I want to live my life.”

      “I know, and I don’t mean for things to be this way. I don’t. I promise you I don’t.”

      “This is supposed to be about you and me.”

      “I know but it isn’t just about us. Cory matters to me too Ivy and I went behind his back and did the one thing he asked me not to do.”

      I blow out a ragged breath and shake my head. He’s more worried about his friendship with Cory than me.

      “I understand you don’t want to hurt him, but this isn’t okay. I’m not okay with being a secret. I know you don’t want to hurt me, but it’s me who’s hurt. I was already with a guy who treated me like I was nothing. Ben did everything to make me feel like I was second best. How do you think this is making me feel?”

      I can’t hold back the emotions. I’ve kept everything bottled up for weeks. First being excited that he asked me to marry him then being disappointed I couldn’t share the news.

      “Ivy I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. That’s not how I want you to feel. Cory thinks I’m not worthy of you, and honestly I guess I’ve found it hard to talk to him because I don’t feel like I’m worthy of you myself. I just want him to see that I’m not a complete loss.”

      “The only person who you should be focused on is me. Cory isn’t part of our relationship. No one else is.”

      I understand exactly what the problem is but it’s been going on for too long and if I don’t say something, or continue to act like it’s okay this saga will continue.

      “Yeah… I hear you.”

      I fold my arms and stare back at him.

      “Are we still going out later?” he asks.

      “I think I should pass on tonight.” I need a little break. We’ve been seeing each other nearly every night, taking turns to spend time at each other’s homes. I need some time to cool off.

      “Can I call you?”

      “Okay.”

      He comes closer and plants a kiss on my forehead. One last look and he leaves.

      I head home a little while later and soak in the bath for a few hours. There are two missed calls from him when I get out.

      I don’t return either of them, but I speak to him briefly much later when he calls again to say goodnight.

      I spend the night wondering if we’re doing the right thing and I can’t believe I’m even thinking those thoughts. I love Leo. That’s the answer that comes to me. I love him and I do want to be with him. I can’t think past that part.

      The next morning comes and he sends me a message to meet him at his place tonight.

      We stroll to the poolside and there is a feast laid out waiting for us.

      “This is sensational,” I say, unable to get over the beauty of the table with the exquisite silverware and crockery, and scented pink garden roses in a crystal vase. It’s perfect.

      He kisses me. “It’s a dinner of forgiveness, and something else.”

      “What’s the something else?”

      He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a little navy velvet box. When I see it my heart stills.

      I look from him to the box but as he flicks it open, revealing a beautiful princess cut diamond I bring my hand to my chest.

      “Leo,” I whisper his name, as he goes down on one knee.

      “I spoke to your parents. Your father and mother both gave me their blessing.”

      I suck in a sharp breath. “Oh my gosh. You did that? You spoke to my parents?”

      “Yes. My first mistake with you was that I didn’t do this part properly. So… I spoke to them then I bought your ring. I’m sorry I kept us a secret. I haven’t spoken to Cory yet but I will. That doesn’t stop us from doing what we need to do right now.”

      Joy bubbles within me when he lowers to one knee and reaches for my hand.

      “Ivy Marie Carson, I’ve loved you for so long that I don’t remember a time that I didn’t. I would be honored if you’d agree to be my wife. With this ring I ask you to be forever mine.”

      A tear slides down my cheek. I smile down at him loving him even more than I already do.

      “Yes,” I answer. “Yes. I would love to marry you.”

      The brightest smile touches his face and he takes out the ring to slip it on my finger.

      As the cool platinum slides over my skin it feels like it should have always been there. Like I’ve always worn it. Like I was always his.

      “Thank you so much.” I lean down to kiss his lips.

      “What the hell?”

      We turn around to see where the angry voice is coming from. But I already know whose voice it is.

      Cory’s.

      Leo stands up but he doesn’t let go of my hand. My hand that Cory is looking at, through narrowed eyes, as he takes in the diamond ring on my finger.

      “Are you for real?” He glares at Leo.
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      God… I had no idea he’d be coming here tonight.  None whatsoever. I wanted to meet up tomorrow and talk. I didn’t want to do all that today and spoil the vibe I got when I spoke to Ivy’s parents. That was why I messaged him after I saw them. I simply asked if we could meet up in the week to talk about something important.

      It’s been ages since he’s just turned up at my house, and I never expected him to do so after the warning he gave me to leave his sister alone. Weeks ago he might have come to apologize but things were not okay between us. Not by a long shot.

      That’s why I definitely never expected Cory to come here at this hour and ruin everything I had planned for Ivy.

      Damn it.

      “This is absolutely unbelievable.” Cory shakes his head and his nostrils flare.

      “Cory please,” Ivy attempts but he holds up a hand to stop her from continuing.

      “Don’t,” he balks. “This isn’t about you.”

      “Of course it’s about me,” she argues, giving him an incredulous glare.

      He ignores her and focuses on me as he should. He’s right. His anger isn’t directed at her. It’s me. This is about me.

      “You.” He points at me. “You call yourself my friend. You aren’t. A friend would not do something like this to another. I asked you not to cross the line and now I see you’ve gone way over it. Engaged.”

      “Cory, let’s talk about this,” I reply stepping forward.

      “Talk? I think the days of talking are over. When you messaged earlier I never expected this. I thought I’d drop by and see what was up. Thank God I did that. Better to get the sting of betrayal sooner rather than later. Damn you Leo.”

      “Cory, if you just let me explain what happened.”

      “What are you really going to explain? How you completely disregarded the warning to stay away from my sister? Or, how you disrespected me by sneaking around with her behind my back.”

      His presence has thrown me off guard. Seeing him now though has highlighted how much I’ve been worried about losing our friendship.

      “It wasn’t like that,” Ivy attempts to cut in. “Cory you’re acting like I’m a child who needs constant supervision. I chose him. Can’t you just accept that?”

      “No. You don’t know what he’s like,” Cory answers, raising his palms. “You don’t know but I do.”

      “I told you I wouldn’t hurt her,” I remind him but his frown just deepens.

      “Not saying anything is the same as living a lie. You made me believe you respected my wishes to stay away from Ivy. And now you’ve asked Ivy to marry you, so clearly if you’re at that stage you’ve been sneaking around behind my back. That’s what liars do.”

      I don’t have a leg to stand on. He’s right. Sneaking around behind his back is exactly what a liar would do.

      “I only did that because we wanted to be together and I didn’t want to hurt you. That was about not hurting you, it wasn’t about my feelings for Ivy. I’m sorry for the lie, but I do love her.”

      “Oh please, you expect me to believe that?”

      “Cory stop it.” Ivy yells at him.

      “And you, you never came to me.” He looks back to Ivy. “Leo is supposed to be my friend. If you’d come to talk to me about what was happening you’d know I’d never agree.”

      “My choice is not for you to decide. I just want to be happy.”

      “The same kind of happy you thought you’d be with Ben?”

      “That’s not fair,” she replies. “How can you be like this?”

      “You have a habit of picking the worst guys.

      “Cory, let’s talk properly,” I say but he shakes his head at me. From the look of him I can tell we won’t sway him tonight, or possibly any other night.

      “No. I’m done with you. I warned you that I wouldn’t be okay with any of it and you didn’t listen.”

      He shakes his head again and walks away. I know not to follow. It would be fruitless and probably end up in a fight.

      Ivy and I both watch Cory leave and we continue to stare at the empty trail he left behind well after he’s gone.

      I turn to her and slip my arm around her shoulders. The gesture makes her look up at me. Her eyes glistening with tears.

      This isn’t fair on her. None of it is. She does deserve to be happy.

      “I’m sorry,” she mutters. “I never really thought he was going to act like that.”

      “I know. It’s my fault. I should have just come clean from the start. Right from the beginning when we started dating. Leaving it for so long just made things worse.”

      “I could have said something too. What do we do now? I don’t know what to do. Cory’s been mad at me before but we’ve never had a disagreement like this.”

      “I know. But I think this is for me to fix. I’ll at least try. Our engagement is something I want my best friend to be happy about. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      She reaches up and touches my face. “You too Leo. You too and I love you for it.”

      She holds up her hand with her ring and runs a finger over the beautiful diamond.

      “This is so perfect. Thank you so much. I wanted Cory to be happy for me too.”

      I pull her into my arms and hold her.

      I don’t know how to begin to fix this situation, especially when I’m in the wrong but I will try. It’s just a matter of knowing what to do.

      That’s where I’m stuck.
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      “Can I get you anything before I go?” Jenna walks into my office.

      I shake my head. “No. I’m okay. I’ve got a ton of work to keep me busy.” I tap the stack of paperwork on my desk. All contracts for more work. Things I should be excited about, but I can’t be. My heart feels heavy, still thinking about Cory, and Leo.

      “Would you like me to get you dinner? I could stay.”

      I smile and straighten up in my chair. “Nice as that sounds I think I’m gonna pass. You should go home.”

      “Alright, well I’ll call you tomorrow to check in and see how you are.”

      “Thanks.” Tomorrow is Saturday but I have to work, I have so much to do. Plus, Leo is going to be busy for most of the day and I don’t really want to be alone with my thoughts and worries over Cory. He’s not talking to anybody. Not me, not our parents and definitely not Leo.

      “Please don’t focus on Cory, it breaks my heart to see you this way. This should be a very exciting time for you and you’re not getting that chance to enjoy it.” She looks sad for me.

      “I know. it’s just the way it is though. I should have said something to Cory. I can say Leo is my choice all I want but he’s Cory’s friend and their friendship was one thing I never wanted to damage. That was one of the main things that made him off limits to me. I should have taken more care with that.” I confess to her.

      I see that now. The same way Cory always took care of me, I could have paid the same respect with something he valued.

      “I hear you and yes, that is true, but Ivy… I think there comes a time when you just have to push aside other people’s opinions and do what works for you. That’s what you did and you weren’t wrong for doing that.”

      “Thank you.” I needed to hear that. It helps. . .a little.

      Jenna comes around to give me a quick hug then leaves.

      I work for another two hours and get the contracts all signed and ready to be sent back to my clients first thing Monday morning. It’s a little after eight when I finish.

      It’s late but Cory is on my mind.

      I tried to go and see him over the last few days but he either wasn’t in his apartment, or was there and wouldn’t let me in. I wasn’t sure which it could be. It’s really upsetting thinking that he’s at home and purposely ignoring me.

      When I near the route that would take me home I branch off and drive to Cory’s apartment again.

      One more time.

      One last time for the week. At this rate I doubt he’ll be at dinner on Sunday because when he gets like this he avoids everyone. I can imagine him doing it more so because he wants to focus on being in the right headspace for the new season.

      I pull up on the drive of his apartment complex, half an hour later, and exit my car.

      As the linebacker for the Hawks, my brother lives in a stylish complex fitting to the star he is and being him, he lives in the penthouse apartment.

      The doorman opens the door for me and I take the elevator up to the top floor.

      This is the fourth time I’ve been here this week. And just like the past three visits, I make my way over to his door and ring the bell.

      A few minutes pass of nothingness and I wonder which it could be again. Is he there and avoiding me?

      I ring the bell again and I’m surprised when the door clicks open seconds later. Cory leans against the door, staring at me.

      “Hi,” I say brightly. “Can I come in?”

      He doesn’t answer but he steps aside to allow me passage. I take that as a yes.

      I walk in and he closes the door behind me.

      He hasn’t invited me to sit so we stand in the corridor, instead of hanging out in the living room like we usually do.

      “We’ve been trying to reach you,” I tell him. “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “I took off for a few days. I needed a break. . .from both of you.”

      I mentally sigh with relief that he wasn’t home and leaving me outside to knock.

      “Cory. I’m here to apologize for not telling you about Leo. It’s something I should have done. I snuck around too.”

      He rests against the wall and sighs. “Ivy, I can get past that. That’s not what rubs me the wrong way. What makes me mad is Leo. I asked him to leave you alone, but he ignored me and went behind my back.”

      “I understand, but Cory… tell me what is so wrong with me being with Leo? It’s Leo. He wouldn’t hurt me.”

      He gives me a laugh without humor. “You really don’t know that guy like I do. He’s not the right guy for you. And now, you’re engaged? I’ve barely had time to process the part about you being together and you’re talking about marriage.”

      “I know. It happened fast but can’t you accept that maybe it happened that way because of how we always felt about each other?” I lift my hands in the air, why can’t he see that Leo and I are in love.

      “I saw you fall apart when Ben hurt you. I wanted to do something then to protect you from the hurt that comes from being heartbroken. He not only tried to ruin you as a person but also the business you worked so hard to create.” He straightens up. “I also know you never got over not getting the scholarship to college. You were with Ben for five years and look how he treated you. How do we know Leo won’t do the same thing?” He pauses. “I love Leo, he’s my brother, but he’s never been in a relationship, it’s all new for him. I don’t want him trying this out for the first time with you.”

      The logical thing to tell him is we don’t know, because we don’t.

      But there is one thing I do know and it’s the same thing that’s kept me going.

      “I don’t believe Leo will do the wrong thing because he loves me.”

      “You said Ben loved you. . .I mean you were together for years,” he says categorically.

      I open my mouth to deny it, but I can’t. Because, for a time, there was love between Ben and I.

      Cory is right, and my tummy twists with angst.

      I do believe Leo loves me, and I know he’d never intentionally hurt me, but would he unintentionally?

      The answer is I don’t know. Because I don’t.

      Cory gazes at me, as he watches me process my thoughts. The hardness in his expression has softened.

      I open my mouth to say something but I don’t know what to say.

      I move over to him, kiss his cheek, and then go.
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      Cory still isn’t answering his phone. I’ve been trying to both call and see him for the last few days to no avail. There’s no point calling again and now I’m wondering if I should intrude on his family on Sunday.

      And it seems Ivy is distant with me too.

      Over the past few days I thought a lot about Cory, and his animosity towards me. I’ve also reflected on what Ivy’s family thinks of me. They know what my father is like and the kind of home I came from. I guess too, that like Cory, they know my past with women.

      I saw the way they welcomed Ben into their homes and their hearts when Ivy first got together with him. He was deemed suitable and worthy of her, until he wasn’t. Would that happen with me?

      I went from being the rebel that used to get myself in all manner of trouble, to being the guy I am today. I fixed myself up, went to college, got my degree and took success by the reins in a career I loved.

      On reflection, I think I wanted the accomplishment and success of being a sports agent, so I could be good enough for Ivy. That the only way to be the man for her was to change, to be the man that Ivy deserved.

      Maybe I hoped that if I ever got a chance, Cory would be happy I was with his sister because he’d know I’d take care of her.

      It’s late again. I didn’t get to see Ivy at all today because I had some work Mac wanted me to finish up.

      There’s a car parked up on my drive. It’s Jackson’s car.

      I make my way into the living room and see him sitting on the sofa, legs stretched out, with a large bowl of popcorn on his lap watching Die Hard.

      He turns and looks at me when I walk in and pauses Bruce Willis just as he’s about to fire his gun.

      “Hey brat, answer your phone,” he says, not even apologizing for making himself comfortable in my home.

      “Whatever.” I sit next to him and take a handful of popcorn to munch on. “I’ve been busy.”

      “For three days?” He gives me a hard stare.

      I ignore it. I wasn’t in the mood to talk to him or anyone else.

      “Well, if you’d answered your phone you’d know the Antigua deal fell through.”

      My shoulders stiffen. “What do you mean? What happened?”

      “I overruled Dad when I found out what he’s been up to. I pulled out and I figured you’d pull out too. The deal can’t go through anyway without all our signatures on the contract.” He takes a swig of beer as Bruce Willis is running across the screen shooting at the bad guys.

      “What?”

      “Dad lost a ton of money in a high stakes poker game.  And when I say a ton I mean millions. He’s been trying to make it back by selling off assets. That was the reason for the lower price on the hotel in Antigua. When he told me it needed substantial renovations and we were getting a good deal, I didn’t believe him. So I went and checked, and discovered that he was lying.” He shook his head. “Idiot.”

      My God… I was more than shocked to hear this. Dad can do some outlandish things when he drinks but he’s never involved the company. He doesn’t usually touch company money.

      I swear a few choice words. “I can’t believe he did that.”

      “Me neither. I’m angry with him. He can’t take our money to pay off his gambling debts.” Jackson drains the last of the beer.

      “Thanks for checking up on him, I owe you one. So, we don’t have to sell the hotel anymore?”

      “No, we’re not selling as I think it’s actually a good investment. And, we need to pay more attention to property. That lack of attention could have been our downfall.”

      I nod agreeing. “I’m glad you did due diligence.

      “Yeah well, I do work at the company so I should have been more vigilant.”

      “I appreciate you for doing that.” My voice falters.

      Setting the bowl down on the coffee table he leans forward and eyes me with seriousness. “Cory still not talking to you?”

      “Nope. I don’t think he will, I don’t think this is fixable. And now, I’m not sure if I should go to his parents’ house tomorrow. Feels a bit inappropriate.” I lean back against the leather couch and close my eyes.

      “I understand why you’re apprehensive. But if his parents don’t have a problem, then you shouldn’t either.”

      “I’d feel weird, Jackson. It’s his parents place and he’ll be there tomorrow. This week he’ll be flying out to LA and it’s not fair to make this dinner uncomfortable. It’s his last family dinner before the season.”

      “And that’s why you should be there.”

      “I don’t know Jackson. I think I should accept that I can’t change his mind. He thinks I’m not worthy of his sister and I don’t know what to do to convince him otherwise.” I pause. “Maybe he is right.”

      Jackson sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “Leo… I’m gonna give you a piece of golden advice and it’s up to you if you want to take it or not.”

      “What golden advice can you give me?”

      “Cory is your best friend and you should know how to speak with him. If you don’t know what to say to him then nobody else will know. So if you try and still fail, leave it alone. Your friendship with him has no bearing on your relationship with his sister. That’s it.”

      I look at my brother and agree that advice was golden, because I think I just got my answer.

      I think I know what to do.

      “Thanks man.”

      “Don’t be a dick and mess it up,” he says. “Now get us a couple of beers and let’s finish this movie.” He punches my arm, hard.
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      Everyone’s here.

      The cars are all outside parked on the Carson’s driveway, including Cory’s.

      I’m the last to arrive. The main door is open like it always is on a Sunday. The last person to arrive is the one who closes it. That would be me. A warm feeling floods my belly, it’s nice to see that the door was still left open for me.

      I make my way into the kitchen where I find the four of them preparing dinner.

      Ivy is the first to see me. She’s standing next to her mom who’s busy rolling out the dough for the pie.

      Cory is by the counter on the other side of the room. His father is standing by the oven with his gloves on. It’s his turn to cook today and the food smells amazing.

      They see me next. They were talking but Cory stops mid-speech and glares at me, his lips pressed together.

      “Hi everybody,” I say, trying to reduce some of the tension.

      Ivy’s mom comes over to me in her usual motherly way and gives me a hug. “Hello sweetie. I’m making apple flan.”

      “Thanks Mrs. C, it’s my favorite.”

      She taps the side of my cheek. “You say that with everything I bake.”

      I don’t want to make things awkward, it’s not my home, so I walk straight over to Cory.

      “I won’t stay if it makes you uncomfortable. But I have something to say to you,” I begin and look at him directly. “I apologize again for what I did. It was wrong. You and I have been friends for a very long time and I owe you more than what I did. I know you’re worried about your sister. I would be too if I had a sister I loved the way you love her. So I’m going to tell you you’re right.”

      “I’m right?” He raises a brow. “Cut the crap Leo, what are you playing at?”

      “No bull, no games, just me being honest. You think I’m not worthy of Ivy, and perhaps you’re right. But,” I stress the word but. “I feel honored to be with her and I feel honored to have a chance to love her. That’s what makes me different, I know how lucky I am to be with her. And I’m willing to pledge to you and your family I won’t hurt her.”

      Jackson was right. Only I would know what to say to truly get Cory to listen. I can see he’s listening to me now.

      In fact, they all are.

      “I want you on board, and to be a part of my life, our lives. But if you can’t be then as much as it pains me to lose you, and it will, I will accept your decision. Because I’m never going to leave Ivy. I want to marry her, and spend the rest of my life loving, caring and being with her. All I’m asking is for a chance. Can you do that Cory? Because our lives, all of our lives will be so much happier if we had your blessing.”

      He’s kept his gaze trained on me the whole time. Never blinking, not even once.

      When he nods my whole body sighs with relief. Then he reaches out and hugs me before slapping my back.

      “You have my blessing to marry Ivy. I don’t think I could ask for anyone better than you.”

      When we pull apart I meet the proud eyes of his parents then the loving eyes of my girl.

      As she skips into my arms I feel complete. I feel like I can finally love her the way I want and make her mine forever.
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Ivy

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One year later…

      

      

      

      It’s our wedding day, and I’m wearing a simple strapless dress, with a fitted bodice, while the skirt is made of soft material which flows to the floor. With my hair swept up in a do, and a simple tiara, I’m feeling very princess like.

      The ceremony and reception are at the same place, and I totally love where we chose. The loft space is perfect with exposed brick work, timber ceilings and the large skylight which bathes the space in an abundance of natural light!

      “Have I told you how beautiful you look?” Leo, my husband, comes up to me, pressing a soft kiss to my neck.

      “You may have,” I smile back at him.

      “You look exquisite in that dress,” he says, his greedy gaze taking in the way it hugs my figure. “I can’t wait to remove it from you later tonight and kiss every glorious inch of you.

      My breasts grow heavy against the tight bodice, and I long for his hands to cup and massage them. We’ve been together for over a year, and I never tire of him, in and out of bed. Our sex life is still incredible. But we’ve become a couple, a real couple. Leo has scaled back his work so we have more time together, especially on the weekends. There are times when he has to work long hours but where he can, we spend the weekends together, going on long drives, checking out different neighborhoods in Chicago, and of course making love. I just can’t get enough of him.

      I’m also going to be scaling back my career for a while. I’m newly pregnant, and we’re beside ourselves with excitement.

      I went off the contraceptive pill, anticipating we had plenty of time to get pregnant, but the first time we got lucky.

      I’m feeling fabulous, and am so happy I could burst.

      “Time to cut the cake, and then I get to hold you in my arms, and dance with you,” he says.

      “I’m glad we took lessons, I really didn’t want to make a fool of myself in front of everyone,” I confess.

      “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I love you, will always love, and plan on loving you for the rest of my life.” He pauses. “And our child too,” he whispers in my ear.

      I can feel my smile stretched across my lips. “Thank you for the most incredible wedding day, it’s all so beautiful.”

      “I should be thanking you. You’re incredible and I’m so glad you’re my wife.”

      I stand on tip toes and press my lips against his. “I love you Mr. Haller.”

      “I love you more Mrs. Haller.”
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        Roll with It

        If you can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen.

      

      

      

      Taryn is a newly-single mother of three who faces the whirlwind lifestyle change of being happily married to a prominent member of their community to living on her sister’s sofa and trying to figure out where their next meal is going to come from.

      

      James is a single father who manages the local hotspot restaurant. He’s tired of giving his heart away only to have it come back to him. He’s given up on happily ever after and has decided to focus solely on doing his job and being a good father to his pre-teen daughter.

      

      When Taryn’s sister decides to help and applies her for a management job at a local restaurant, Taryn has to learn how to survive the heat while fighting to find her place in the kitchen all while falling for her new boss. Can Taryn stand the heat, or is it time to get out of the kitchen?
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            Taryn

          

        

      

    

    
      Taryn Woodward, we regret to inform you that you were not selected to move forward in the interview process. Good luck in your search.

      Great. My stack of bills has turned into a leaning tower of past-due and cut-off notices at this point. It seems to grow with every rejection that hits my inbox. I huff and throw myself against the wooden back of my chair, which causes a few of my dark brown tendrils to flutter and tickle my nose. Achoo! I grab my hair and wrestle it back into a top knot piled gloriously on top of my head. Oh well. At least the application for state insurance finally came in the mail. The nice-but-seriously-overworked lady from Family Services had told me that it would be here two weeks ago. I scribble my information on the application as I scroll through page-after-page of want-ads. Income? None. Health insurance? None. The least Ed could have done would have been to let the kids stay on his insurance plan, but of course that was a big nope. I sigh and cringe at myself for wishing he had done anything for us. I don’t need his help, and my kids sure as hell don’t need it either. It’s better this way. The fewer ties to Ed we’re forced to keep—the better. I rest my head against my sister’s pale blue wall and fight the tears stinging the corners of my eyes. I really want to be optimistic about the new life I’m building here. I’m back in my hometown and have all three of my children with me; but life is still throwing one punch and then another. Maybe it would have been easier to stay. No. Eff. That. Very. Much.

      I take a deep breath and close my eyes—water surrounds me. I can’t swim. I always meant to learn how, but never did. Where are my kids? My chest tightens and a rising tide crashes over me. I feel every bit of my fear and anxiety washing over the top of me as I bob up and down in the dark murky water. A burning sensation takes over my lungs as I finally succumb to the waves. I can’t breathe. I remember what Ally taught me back in college. I slowly let out the breath I’ve been holding. It’s just enough to relax my body and allows me to feel the air escaping from my lungs. I watch myself pop out of the water to take that first deep, satisfying breath. My hand crosses over my chest. I’m still breathing. I’m alive.

      “You okay?” a familiar voice calls out and brings me back to reality where I apparently still have my papers and laptop strewn across my sister’s dining room table. Well, this is embarrassing. Ally is standing in front of the massive stack of papers with her head cocked to the side. She slides her rose gold sunglasses back to keep her dark auburn curls out of her face and raises an eyebrow at me.

      “I was just trying some of those visualizations you taught me back in college.” I roll my eyes and wave my hand over the papers stacked on the corner of the desk.  “Getting a little stressed here.”

      “It’s okay, Sis.” Ally plops three orange and white boxes on the table. “Dinner is served.”

      I grab the boxes and cringe at the grease stains already left on the application form. “Oh well, at least Family Services will be able to tell that I’m feeding them.” Silver linings are always there if I just look hard enough.

      “Don’t worry.” Ally nudges me on the shoulder. “You and your kids are going to be just fine.” She cups her hands around her mouth and yells loud enough that she might be heard over the video game they are playing upstairs. “Pizza’s here.”

      Screams and giggles come from the second floor as my three tiny rebels run out of the spare bedroom and down the stairs. It’s always a race to see who can get the first plate—and by default—the best slice of pizza.

      Ally lifts an orange lid and steam wafts from the box. “Aiden, you always make it to the front of the line,” she snickers.

      "That one!" Aiden’s dark brown eyes widen as he points to the biggest slice.

      I slide the extra cheesy slice onto Aiden’s paper plate. “You didn’t trip your sister this time, right?” I ask as I tuck a napkin under the plate and hand it to him.

      “No!” His cheeks turn red. “I mean—”

      Yep. He did.

      “Mom!” Peyton yells from the staircase.

      And there it is.

      “He did it again.” She stomps up beside him.

      “No tripping your sister!” I used my best Mom-tone, but for some reason my little rebels are never all that convinced. "No more video games tonight."

      Aiden grabs his plate and stalks into my sister’s meticulously furnished and decorated living room, grumbling the whole way. “Thanks a lot, Peyton,” he says through gritted teeth.

      I shake my head and give him a ‘you know better’ smile.

      “But, mom.” He stomps his foot, but the slight grin peeking from the corners of his mouth betrays him. “I’m the oldest and she always beats me.”

      He is the oldest by one-year-and-two-months, and he never lets Peyton forget it either.

      “No ‘buts’.” I rustle his hair. “I love you. Go eat.” I gestured toward the coffee table where Ally has her beautiful ivory pillows scattered on the floor for the kids to sit on. “Al, are you sure you’re okay with us eating in here? You do realize that pizza sauce stains, right?”

      “My house isn’t really set up for a family of five.” Ally shrugs. “I’m sorry.”

      Oh well. I guess we’ll just have to be really careful. “I’m just grateful you took us in. I know we’re a bit of a handful.” I stifle a giggle as I look at the makeshift dining area. “Who doesn't love dinner at the coffee table?” I grab another unlucky, beautiful white pillow and toss it on the floor between Peyton and Aiden. I plop down on top of it and scooch up to the makeshift dining table. “I’ll do my best to not leave pizza sauce behind.” I giggle and take the biggest bite of pizza that I possibly can.

      “Whatever.” Ally throws her hands up and laughs as she props herself up against the couch. “They’ll wash—or dry clean. I don’t really know. Don’t worry about it. Just let yourself feel at home and don’t worry about the kids. You guys mean more than any stupid pillows.”

      “Thanks, Al. It’s pretty refreshing really.” That wasn’t a lie. Ed had been a good person; I still believe that—but living by his rules had become more difficult toward the end of our marriage. He needed structure and perfect order, and that has never been my jam. No matter how hard I tried to fit into his world, perfection and order will never be my reality. That usually ended up with us in a huge fight and me apologizing for… for just being me. Being a mom is about embracing chaos and learning to love spontaneity. I love our controlled chaos more than anything, but Ed never could accept it. Moving back home to Broken Arrow had been a difficult decision, I couldn’t help but worry about the ‘what-ifs,’ but sitting here watching my kids laughing and teasing each other while enjoying their pizza, my heart feels full for the first time in years. They needed this change as much as I did. It was the right decision even if it was the most difficult leap of faith I’ve ever made. “I really need to find a job quickly, Al.” Especially if I’m going to have any chance at retaining the best custody attorney in the state. Ed promised not to come for them, but his words never meant that much. I can’t take that chance.

      Ally wraps her arm around my shoulders and gives them a slight squeeze. “You’re welcome for as long as you want to be here.”

      “Thanks, Sis.” I chuckle and keep my eyes focused on an imaginary spot on the floor. “It might be longer than I expected. I got another rejection back from those job applications I sent out.” I can feel myself making that stupid duck face thing that I do when I’m embarrassed.

      “Oh, no.” Ally’s face distorted in a frown. We’ve always been a little awkward. “We’ll figure something out.”

      “I’m not sure that’s as comforting as you think it is,” I laugh, for real this time. Maybe Ally is right, though. Everything doesn’t have to make sense for it to work out in the end.

      Aiden and Peyton stack their plates on the counter and scramble back up the stairs with Lee zigzagging between their legs.

      “I win,” Lee giggles from the top of the stairs.

      “The perks of being a toddler, you don’t have to play by the same rules.” Ally laughs as Lee celebrates with a victory dance.

      “He’s going to keep them on their toes. That’s for sure.” I slide my freshly washed pale blue dish into the prongs of the dishrack. “Ally. I feel like a freeloader.”

      “You’re not a freeloader.” she rolls her eyes and shoves the crumpled empty pizza boxes into a lavender scented trash bag.

      “I am!” I try to swallow the lump forming in her throat and choke on my own spit. I’m so damn awkward. “I don’t need much but being able to pay my sister back for everything she’s done for us would be a nice place to start.”

      “You don’t owe me anything and you know that.” Ally shakes out the fresh liner and tucks it inside the trash bin. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself.”

      “How’d you know that’s what I was thinking?”

      “I’ve known you your whole life. I’m not going to let you do that. Fresh start, remember?”

      “I know. And it’s not that. I just—” I wipe my nose on my sleeve. I haven’t told anyone about my life with Ed, other than the pieces he approved of course. Everything had to go through him first. It was exhausting. “I just wish I hadn’t let myself get so wrapped up in his life that I forgot how to live my own. It’s terrifying, Al.”

      “Hindsight, you know?” She holds her hand up. “Pause. Breathe.” She hands me a cold soda from the refrigerator and a tissue. “How’s your list of references looking? Do you think his parents are giving you a good report?”

      “Ha!” I shake my head in disbelief at my sister. “Like I would put them on my reference list in the first place.” Shit. She doesn’t know why I left and why I won’t use his parents as references. Ed’s parents own every major medical supply facility in the tri-state area. Oddly enough, that’s exactly what my experience for the last ten years shows but it’s all completely unusable since I can’t even mention their name in an interview if I have any hope of starting over.

      “Oh.” Ally cringes. I can tell by the way she’s studying me right now that she knows I’m hiding something, but thankfully she does the good sister thing and lets it go. I’m sure she thinks I’ll just tell her when I’m ready, but I’m not sure I can ever tell her the truth. I hate this feeling.

      “Then it looks like you’ve been out of work for what… ten years?” she asks.

      “Something like that.” I shrug. “I probably should have thought of that before agreeing to manage his parents medical supply business.”

      “Probably… Maybe one day you’ll tell me why you don’t want to use them as references.” Ally makes a gasp face that could rival any horror movie actress. Okay, maybe just a B-movie but still… She could let up a little.

      “I want to see what I can get on my own, without his family name.” I flick the metal tab on the soda can. “Fresh start, right?”

      “That kind of gap in your job history can be tricky to get around in an interview.” Ally chews on the inside of her cheek. “I’m going to need to think about how to work around that.” She elbows me away from the sink faucet to wash her hands.

      “You’re as bad as the kids.” I laugh and pass her the hand towel. “So, I have ten years of improving their sales and managing their employees. For what? No experience. If only I could…” What if I don’t have to get around it? It’s a brilliant idea. Most of my brilliant ideas eventually get us into trouble, but they work. For a while.

      “I know that look.” Ally cocks her head and grabs the last piece of cheese bread then tosses the box in the trash. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Well, I do have the experience.” I scrub the dish a little too hard and dishwater splashes me right in the face. Pfft. Gross.

      Ally laughs and tosses me the entire roll of paper towels from the table. I’ll probably need every single one of them too.

      “As I was saying…” I swipe one of the towels across my face and spit out the little fuzzies it leaves behind. “I have the experience. I just can’t put down any of my references; but I could put my sister’s name and number down. Since our names don’t match anymore, they’ll never know.” I flash my best cheesy fake smile and dab at the water spots scattered across my heather gray sweatshirt.

      “I’m not married yet.” Ally frowns and snaps me on the arm with the hand towel. “I’m still a Woodward.” Her dark eyes flash with a look of mischief that I know all too well.

      “They don’t have to know that.” I smile wider hoping that she’ll take me up on the offer instead of whatever plan she’s devising.

      Ally rolls her eyes and shakes her head. “I don’t know the first thing—”

      “I know.” I don’t give her the chance to finish that sentence. “I’ll give you my list of qualifications and all the keywords to use.” I clasp my hands together and drop to my knees in a praying gesture. “Please.”

      Ally scowls as she tilts her head to the side. “Fine,” she sighs and finally gives in. “I won’t be the one to get nailed for lying on my resume. What do I have to lose?” She sticks her tongue out at me.

      “Thank you!” I jump up clapping and squealing. I need this. “It’s not lying, it’s just omitting unnecessary details.” I wrap my sister in a bear hug and lift her off her feet. “I promise, I’ll pay you back.” Somehow.

      “You don’t have to pay me back.” Ally looks like she did in fifth grade when I told her that our dog had really eaten her homework, which was due that day. “Don’t do this for me. Do it for you and the kids.”

      “I know.” I nod and know that my sister is absolutely right. As much as I want to pay her back for everything, this has to be about my kids and giving them a strong foundation for our fresh start together. Ally never asks for anything in return, no matter how many times she steps up to help, but that won’t keep me from trying to pay her back. “But you know me, and you know that I will.” This is going to work. Hope. That’s something I haven’t felt in a long time.

      “Fine. Let’s get to work.” Ally sinks into the cushions on the couch with her laptop while I sink the last dish into dishwater.

      “What are you doing?” I try to crane my neck for a peek at the screen. No luck.

      “Sprucing up your resume.” Ally’s fingers click away at the keyboard.

      “What?” I lean further away from the sink. “How’d you know the password to my Cloud?” Am I really that predictable?

      She wrinkles her nose at me. “You’ve had the same password since high school; and yes, I knew it then too.” Her fingers go back to flying across the keyboard.

      “Oh.” I guess I am that predictable.

      “Don’t stress. Predictability is a great thing, especially on a job application.” Ally’s eyes sparkle as her smile widens. “I think I’m almost done.”

      “I don’t trust you right now.” I dry off my hands and snatch the laptop from my sister. She gasps as I scan the qualifications listed under my name.

      “You might want to check the spacing now. I think you just made me hit the clear formatting button,” she says as she reaches for her cup.

      “It’s fine.” I don’t know why I didn’t trust her to begin with. “You’re right. My resume looks so much better, with ‘manager of multi-unit teams’ on it. Ally!”

      “I know.” She takes a sip of her soda. “You can thank me later.”

      “I would totally hire me if I saw this come across my desk.” I scowl. “But none of this is even remotely close to accurate. Aren’t you the one that said something about getting in trouble for lying on my resume?” I let my eyes widen in feigned shock. “Quality control?” What the actual hell?

      “Check and check.” Ally snorts from trying to hold back a laugh. “You are a bit of a control freak sometimes.”

      “I…” Ugh. The stack of color-coded and organized papers on the table is mocking me as I speak. “I totally am. Thanks, Ally.” I stick out my tongue and scrunch up my nose. “But I haven’t done quality control for a business and I’m not sure that lying about my qualifications is exactly the same as just avoiding references who might rather see me in the welfare line.”

      “Are you sure?” She stifles another laugh, with more success this time. “What’s next? Time management?”

      “That might be a stretch.” Ugh. Ugh. Ugh. “It’ll be fine, right?”

      “Sure. We all have to pad our qualifications a bit at some point.”

      “Right.”

      “Kind of like a first date.” Ally grins. “Now that’s something we need to really talk about. You can’t sit here pining away forever.”

      “I have no intentions of pining away at all,” I sigh. What the hell have I gotten myself into? I’ve unleashed Ally—The Fixer—and I’m not sure I’m prepared for the sheer force of Ally on one of her missions. The last time she decided to fix someone up, they wound up married and are expecting their first child in the spring. I’m definitely not ready for that much of a fresh start. If Ally only knew the truth about why I left Ed, maybe she’d ease up a bit. I’ll tell her one day, but that day is not today. “But I have to find a job first.”

      Ally’s face scrunches up in disapproval. “Are you sure you have to do that—first?” she drags out the last word for emphasis.

      “No job means no dating. First things first.” I stick out my chin in defiance. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t lonely. The decision to leave Ed wasn’t easy and, when he found out what my plans were, it became even more difficult. I still can’t believe he stepped aside and let me pass through the door with our kids that night. It makes my stomach flip every time I think about it. I’m not sure why. Something just doesn’t feel right about it. I still want the fairy tale, even if fairy tales aren’t meant for small-town single moms. It doesn’t matter in the long run. I’ll dig in and find a job and give my kids the best life I possibly can, even if that means doing it on my own.

      Ally lets out a super dramatic sigh. “Fine. There has to be at least one job that you qualify for. Tulsa is a pretty big city, and it’s close enough that the drive won’t be an issue.”

      “Okay, there are jobs.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” She looks genuinely confused.

      “Nothing that will pay enough for me to take care of the kids.” My nose burns as I fight back tears. They’re already stinging the corners of her eyes, again. “Plus, I really need to stay in Broken Arrow so I can be close to the kids.”

      “Aw…” Ally slides from the couch onto the floor beside me and wraps her arms around me. “You know my job is helping people find their career match.” Her chin rests on top of my head.

      “You’re a school guidance counselor.” I wonder if she can hear the scowl in my voice as my face is buried in her shoulder. “And I did not end up on the bestseller’s list like you predicted when I let you do my career assessment for your school project.”

      “True.” She pats me on top of my head and pushes me up so she can grab the laptop. She scrolls through the want-ads pulled up in the browser’s second tab. “But you need some guidance right now.”

      Ow. I think I just rolled my eyes so hard it made my brain hurt. “I’m not a kid.”

      “Nope.” She shakes her head. “But you’re acting a little bit like one.”

      “Thanks for the tough love, Sis.” I wipe my eyes on Ally’s bright white sleeve. Not even sorry. She is right though. I need to focus on the mission and not the past or the ‘what-ifs’. “Sorry about the eyeliner.” I wipe my hand across the black smudges on my sister’s sleeve.

      “No worries, sis.” Ally winks and sticks out her tongue. “It’s okay, you don’t have to say it. I know I’m right, too.”

      If Ed really is up to something, then I need a job sooner rather than later. I don’t really have time to play moral dilemma games right now. “I’m looking for something in management, so I can hopefully get a salary.”

      Ally nods. “That’s a good place to start looking.”

      “I don’t want to have to wonder how many hours I’ll have each week or wonder what my check is going to be. I need to be able to count on it, so I can save up enough for a down payment, and…” Starting over sucks. “Furniture. Food. Toys for the kids.” This is not the time to start doubting myself.

      “Whoa, one step at a time. Let’s just see what’s out there first.” Ally scrolls through the ‘Management’ section, while I dump a bag of popcorn into a bowl.

      “What do we have first?”

      “Management. That’s a plus.”

      “Where?”

      “It doesn’t say.” Ally’s eyes bounce back and forth as she scans the ad. “Fast paced. You’ve got three kids; you can handle fast-paced.”

      “That’s definitely true.” I had become relatively accustomed to the fast-paced lifestyle with Ed. It was only one of the things I truly hated about being married to him… and his family. There was always a responsibility that I never asked for, but that never mattered. Another function to attend, or another problem to be held liable for if I couldn’t fix it fast enough.

      “Uh, do you want to work at Arrow Medical?” Ally asks with one eye closed like she’s bracing herself for the pillow I want to throw at her head right now.

      “Next.” I turn my nose up and shove an entire handful of popcorn in my mouth. I’d rather move than work for his family again.

      “Did you have to marry someone whose family owns half of Tulsa?” Ally grumbles as she scans the next page, or three.

      “It seemed like a good idea at the time. It’s funny how much can change between high school prom and three kids.”

      Ad after ad scrolls across Ally’s screen. “Oh!” Ally jumps up and down in her seat.

      I lean over her shoulder to see what was so exciting. “Did you find something?”

      “Maybe.” Her smile widens. “Looks promising. It’s management, again.” She nods like she’s commending herself on a job-well-done as she scans the page. “The required skills are organization, team leadership, and problem-solving. You’ve got those covered.”

      “That sounds perfect.” I can feel my eyebrows pulling together. “What’s the catch?”

      “It says it’s 80-percent travel.” Ally grits her teeth.

      “Nope.” Damn it.

      Ally puts her hand up and pushes me away from the screen. “Just trust me. I can’t work with you breathing over my shoulder.”

      “I do, but I can’t be away from the kids 80-percent of the time.” My tone is harsher than I intended. “Sorry. I’m just getting frustrated.”

      “I know. I get it.” She shakes her head and flips through the rest of the ads. “I see what you were saying about there not being anything. I never knew it was this hard to find a decent job in this town.”

      “This hard?” I laugh and offer her the bowl of popcorn. “You’ve only been at it ten-minutes.”

      Ally shoves a handful of the extra butter popcorn in her mouth. “Well, it’s brutal.” She wrings her hands together, her signature brainstorming move.

      “Your wheels are turning, aren’t they?” I’m not convinced that whatever she has in mind is in my best interests.

      “Absolutely.” She smirks and fluffs the pillows beside her. “Enough of this.” She closes the laptop and places it on the coffee table. “Let’s watch a movie.”

      “Tell me.” This is going to be bad.

      “Nope.” Ally clamps her mouth shut and mimes throwing away the key.

      Damn it. “Fine.” I know when I’m beaten. “Give me the popcorn.” I click over to Netflix. “Let’s try again tomorrow, after we get home from taking Grandpa to brunch.”

      “He’s been doing better since the police brought him home Sunday.” Ally cringes. “Keeping him busy during the days seems to be helping.”

      I chew on the inside of her cheek. “He has been doing better.” Getting a phone call that he was found wandering down a major highway at midnight—not cool. This is an example of a paragraph that does not have justified text. Please don’t do this. While the formatter can usually manage this with coding, it’s easier if what we send to him/her provides a clear example of how we expect the final copy to look. Now, if you look at the end row of this paragraph here >> you will notice that it’s not a clean line like the paragraphs above and below.
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      “Grandpa, no.” I tried to whisper hoping the other Cherry Street Grill guests couldn't hear me, but apparently Grandpa couldn’t hear me either.

      “Why can't I get a beer in this rat hole?” His fist slams against the tabletop making the silverware rattle like an earthquake just hit.

      I actually jumped in my seat. There may have been a squeal. I can’t confirm or deny that.  “Probably because it’s only ten a.m., Grandpa.” I can’t help it; I try to fight back a laugh and snort instead. Great. The Woodward curse strikes again. At least the couple in the next booth have the decency to pretend they aren't staring at our little sideshow over here. “Besides Grandpa, they can’t serve liquor on Sunday.”

      “They could just ask someone to run next door to the gas station. I’m sure they have a beer sitting ice cold in the fridge over there. Don't you have any manners anymore, Taryn?” He wags his finger at me.

      “Sorry, Grandpa.” I can’t help but wonder which version of me he’s seeing right now. Am I “me” or am I a kid again and one that he thinks is sassing him out in public? I guess since he is currently scolding me like a toddler that’s probably exactly how I look to him right now. “I didn't know there was a code of manners required in a rat hole.” I decide to just roll with it. What the hell, right?

      “Ahem.” A tall-dark-and-handsome clears his throat while standing at the end of the table.

      Great. We must have gotten a complaint for being too loud.

      “I mean…” He smirks and glances around the dining area. “Our restaurant isn't in the middle of the Blue Dome District, but I don't know if I'd call it a rat hole.”

      My face burns and I think I can feel the blush creeping across my skin. My face must be just as red as tall-dark-and-handsome’s necktie. “I'm sorry. I was just trying to—”

      “Hey, don't worry about it.” His smile softens. “I'm James, let me know if you need anything.” He nods toward Peyton and Aiden, who are doing an excellent job of distracting Grandpa with their latest coloring creations. “Those are some amazing pieces of artwork.”

      “You know, he's right.” Grandpa's voice cracks and I think he might be coming back to the present time with us. “I can't wait to hang these up on my wall at home.” When he smiles like that it almost feels like the grandpa I grew up knowing is back. It makes my heart happy.

      Peyton’s face beams with pride. “Thank you.” She scribbles something on a napkin and hands it to tall-dark-and-handsome. “Here.”

      “Oh!” His eyebrows pinch together. “This is amazing.”

      He’s trying so hard to figure it out, maybe I should throw the guy a bone. “Peyton, did you sign the unicorn before you gave it to him?”

      She gasps and shakes her head as she grabs for the picture. “I almost forgot!”

      “Every artist needs to autograph their work, but especially on such a beautiful unicorn.” He mouths ‘Thank you’ to me as he slides the napkin back across the table to Peyton.

      Her smile widens as she carefully writes each letter in her name. P-E-Y-T-O-N

      “I'm not sure that's a unicorn.” Aiden giggles.

      The purple crayon thumps against the wooden table as Peyton throws herself back in the seat. “It is too!”

      And here we go. Round two.

      “Careful,” James snickers. “I have a sister and I think I see steam coming from your sister’s ears. Brother to brother, that’s not a good sign. How about I give you all free ice cream?”

      “Can I get a beer instead?” Grandpa wraps his hand around the poor guy's arm. “When I was in the Navy…”

      James’s espresso colored eyes glimmer with amusement as Grandpa tells him about life on a submarine. He’s handling it pretty well, most people would have been thoroughly annoyed by now.

      “Grandpa, I'm sure he's very busy. I'll stop on the way home and we can pick up whatever you need from the store.”

      “Fine.” Grandpa rolls his eyes. “If you'll excuse me...” The legs of his chair screech across the floor as he stands up on unsteady legs. “I'll meet you in the car.” Peyton and Aiden each grab on to one of his arms to help balance him.

      I offer tall-dark-and-handsome a sheepish smile. How could I have already forgotten his name? “I hope we aren't banned from Cherry Street permanently after calling it a rathole.” I cringe. Why would I even bring that up again? I’m so freaking awkward it’s ridiculous.

      “Of course not.” He smiles at the kids who are currently fighting back a fit over the ice-cream celebration that Grandpa just interrupted. “Don’t worry. I’ll put the ice cream scoops in a cup and you can take them with you.”

      Aiden and Peyton cheer in unison.

      “As long as your mom says it’s okay, of course,” he adds with a quick smile. Gah. Why can’t I remember his name?

      “You don’t have to do that,” I fumble over my words. I’m not used to men being so kind, especially to my kids. Ed would have had a fit right there in the middle of the restaurant for the commotion and then they would have spent the entire car ride home being yelled at for embarrassing him. His reactions to moments like these were exactly why I decided to file for divorce.

      “I want to.” His smile widens. “As long as you don’t mind.”

      A smile and half-hearted nod is all I can muster up.

      He disappears behind the swinging doors and returns with the check, which thankfully has his name scribbled across the bottom. James. That was it. “Two scoops of vanilla ice cream, and three vanilla milkshakes. I figured it might be hard to drive and eat a scoop of ice cream. I hope this is okay, instead.” He hands me the Styrofoam cups, including one small enough Lee can hold it all on his own.

      “You really didn’t have to—” Cute and thoughtful? Stop it. Stop it right now. I need to focus on getting a job and getting Grandpa home in one piece, not on tall-dark-and-handsome.

      “It’s really fine. I wanted to do it. It looks like you’ve had a rough morning.” James’s hand brushes against mine as he hands me the bill. I jump and pull my hand back like the spark of electricity that just passed between us could be lethal.

      This is the day that just keeps on giving, isn’t it? “Ice cream makes everything better.” What the hell did I just say? Ice cream… Ugh.

      Lee kicks his feet and sucks on his milkshake while I shift him on my hip in a futile attempt to keep the vanilla milkshake from dripping down my black knit top. Too late.

      “Oh, I made his milkshake a little thinner than the others. I figured it would be easier to get through the straw and all.” James cringes. “Maybe I made it a little too thin. Sorry about that.”

      I can’t help but laugh. I’m a walking disaster today and he’s apologizing to me. What a sweetheart he must be. Stop. It. If having three kids has taught me anything it has been that the universal rule for all moms is that our clothes are magnets for every single crumb and spill that can and absolutely will happen during the day. Every. Single. Day. “That was really thoughtful of you. Most people would have just brought out a cone, if anything at all, and not even give it a second thought.”

      “Well...” His eyes brighten. “I have a little girl at home. She’s not so little anymore, actually; but she used to be little. I remember the struggle.”

      “Ah.” I shrug one shoulder and smirk. “The hardest job in the world, but the only one that really matters.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I hope we didn't disturb everyone.” I recoil as I remember the couple in the next booth.

      “No harm done.” He fumbles with the papers falling out of his small brown leather portfolio. “How was your meal?”

      “It was excellent, thank you.” Finally.  I managed to put together a completely normal sentence. What’s he doing with that portfolio? Right. He has already given me the bill. He’s probably waiting on me to pay instead of standing here. I completely forgot about that.

      “You mean excellent for a rat hole, or in general?” He covers his mouth and probably thought I didn't notice the laugh. I noticed.

      I really want to just crawl under the table and hide. “In general.” This is so embarrassing. I dig through my wallet with Lee still cooing over his milkshake. I can never find my card when I really need it. “Listen, I'm really sorry about the commotion.” Crap. I have to use cash. “Thirty-seven-dollars and fifty-eight cents.” My last penny. Literally. “This is so embarrassing; I don't have enough—”

      He holds up one hand. “Don't worry about it. It happens to the best of us.” He stuffs the money inside his flipbook and tucks it behind him. “You all have a good afternoon.” He waves goodbye to my kids as he turns and disappears behind the swinging double doors.

      Why me? I ask myself that question all the way back to the SUV where Peyton and Aiden are already arguing over who can sit in the middle section next to Lee’s car seat. Some things never change. I really hope they never do.
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      Styrofoam take-home containers squeak in my arms as I wrestle with the jammed lock on our apartment door. “Come on,” I growl under my breath. The lock finally clicks, and the door swings open with my daughter, Casey, standing behind it. She’s laughing at me without offering to help as I’m still fumbling with the food containers and this overloaded keychain.

      “Thank you, Case.” I pass her the food containers as I shut the door behind us. “I need to call the landlord. The property manager was supposed to have that fixed two weeks ago.”

      “Uh-uh.” She lifts the containers to her nose. “This doesn’t smell like the grilled chicken and cheesy mash I asked for.” Her thumb flips one of the lids open. “Oh, come on. Dad, you know I don’t like cheeseburgers.”

      “I’m sorry.” I shrug. “It’s all that was left after the dinner rush.” I toss my jacket over the back of the dining chair closest to the door. “I forgot to put in the order and we ran out pretty early.”

      Casey Roberts is ten-years-old and looks just like her mother. Long brown hair that she prefers to twist into a top-knot than have draped over her face, and bright green eyes that make emeralds look dull. “It’s fine.” She smiles and grabs forks from the top drawer in the kitchen. “I’m hungry, enough. I’ll eat it.” She places the forks on napkins in front of the only two chairs at the table. “You might need this for the…” She makes a gagging noise. “Potato salad.”

      “I’m sorry.” I can’t help but laugh. “I know you hate it. We can go grab takeout tomorrow.”

      “You’re off tomorrow?” Casey asks as she shoves a french fry in her mouth.

      I shake my head as I chow down on this double cheeseburger. “No, but I should be able to get out of there fairly early tomorrow.”

      “That would be great. I need to go to the store and get cookie stuff.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Cookie stuff?” I can actually feel my eyebrows pointing straight down to the floor. “You need snacks? Movie night?”

      “No, dork.” She laughs. “Miss Grayson is making us all bake something for the sale this year.”

      I nod slowly like I know exactly what she’s talking about. “Oh, right.” How could I have forgotten? I have to make a guess. “The fundraiser?”

      “Right,” she says between french fries. “The one I told you about in July.”

      Ugh. “I’ll stop and pick up the ingredients on the way home tomorrow and we can get started.” I don’t know the first thing about baking. “When do we have to have it all turned in?”

      “A week from today,” she snorts. “Don’t worry, Dad. I already called Grandma and I have it all figured out. If I can’t make them then we’ll just call Jerry.”

      Great. “No. We are not going to cheat.”

      “It’s not cheating.” She picks at the potato salad in her takeaway container. “They’re all just going to make fun of me anyway. I might as well just go to the bakery and ask Jerry for some cookies. He might even do it as a donation, so we don’t have to come up with the extra money.”

      That just broke my heart, but I can’t let her see it. I hold my arms out and gasp in feigned shock. “Honestly, you don’t think I can pull this off?”

      “Not really, no.” She shakes her head and shrugs. “You’ve never really been the baking type.”

      “I have worked in a kitchen for my entire career, thank you very much.” It might not be baking, but I know my way around a kitchen.

      “Oh, I know,” she giggles. “But none of that has ended very well when flour and sugar are involved.”

      I lean back in my chair and cross my arms over my chest. I think I’m actually offended now.

      “Okay, fine,” Casey sighs. “But if it doesn’t work then we’re calling Jerry.”

      “Deal,” I say the word knowing I’m going to regret it. “Now let’s finish dinner and get to work on the dishes. I need to watch some YouTube—”

      “Baking tutorials?” She snickers.

      “Maybe.” I can’t let her down. She’s been through too much already. “I can do this, Case.”

      She gives a half-hearted smile as she grabs the containers and tosses them in the trash bin by the sink. “I know.”

      I grab a rag from the middle drawer and dunk it in warm soapy water. “Case…” I swipe the rag across the counters. “Why did you say that the kids will just make fun of you anyway?”

      She swallows hard enough I hear it from where I’m wiping down the dining table.

      “Why are they teasing you, Case?” I cringe internally as I wait for the answer I already know is coming.

      “I’m the only one that doesn’t have a mom to help with this stuff.” She puts another dish in its rightful place in the cupboard. “It’s just kids being stupid,” she scoffs.

      My chin drops to my chest as all the possibilities of things they could be saying to her everyday run through my mind. “I’m sorry, Case.”

      “It’s nothing.” She smiles and drains the sink of the dishwater. “I know you’re doing your best. It’s not your fault that she ran off.”

      Poor kid. She shouldn’t have to be this strong, but I’m so damn proud of her. “It’s not your fault either, you know that. They have no right to make you feel bad because that happened.”

      “Not a big deal, Dad.” She unzips her backpack and plops her homework on the table.

      “Do you need a hand with that?” I really hope it’s not science.

      She giggles. “It’s science. I think I’ll handle this one.”

      I nod. It’s probably best that she does handle that one on her own. Science was never my strong suit, and every time I try to help her with it we end up having to sit down with the teacher and get him to agree to allow Casey to redo the assignment without my help. “That’s probably a good call.” The screen on my phone lights up as it buzzes across the tabletop.

      I need a favor. Call me.

      

      “Great.” I grit my teeth. Whenever Jack ends a message with “call me” it’s never good for me.

      “Huh?” Casey asks looking up from her homework.

      “Oh,” I stutter. “Nothing. It’s just Jack.”

      She shrugs and goes back to her small stack of papers.

      I flop down on the cracked leather sofa and tap my friend’s face on the screen. It only rings twice before Jack picks up.

      “James! You forgot about me, again didn’t you?” Jack’s voice always sounds a little rougher than necessary, but I hear the smile in his words.

      Okay, now I’m concerned. “Maybe,” I admit. I saw the note that he had called while I was helping that sweet, and slightly chaotic, family this afternoon. I never got a chance to call him back until it was almost time to leave and by then I was tired and just didn’t.

      “Whatever,” Jack mumbles. “I need your help so that Ally doesn’t dump me right before our wedding.”

      “What’d you do now, Jack?”

      “Nothing!” Jack had a reputation of being the town’s playboy, but that was before he met Ally. Truth be told, he never was anything like what the townspeople had billed him as. One bad breakup in high school and he never could live it down. “It’s actually about her sister.”

      “Nope.” I shake my head in defiance. It doesn’t matter that we aren’t on video chat. I’m sure Jack can see it anyway. He’s seen me refuse to be set up enough times that he knows the drill by now.

      Jack laughs. “Relax. I’m not asking you to date her. She needs a job.”

      “Oh,” I can hear my tone lighten. “That I can maybe help with. I have a hostess that I really need to fire, but it’s so hard to find help.”

      “I’m not sure a hostess position will be what she needs.” Jack’s voice tightened with each word.

      Damn it. “Oh, so now we’re going to be picky about the job I give your friend?” I damn near cackle in his ear. Yes, I said cackle.

      “It’s not that. She’s got three kids. Starting over. No references—” Jack clears his throat. “None that she can use anyway.”

      I roll my eyes so hard that I’m certain Jack hears them through the phone. “No references?” I snort. “Sounds like a perfect candidate for management.”

      “Ah! That’s perfect.” Jack trills. “I’ll let Ally know.”

      “Wait.”

      “Thank you.”

      “That’s not what I meant—”

      “You’re a lifesaver.”

      “You know damn well that isn’t what I was saying.”

      “I’m going to email you her contact info and what I know about her references. Just remember that you can’t actually call them, or mention them to her.”

      “Wait.” I shake my head and try to make sense of what just happened. “What?”

      Silence. I pull the phone away from my ear and look at the screen. Call ended. “Well, this will be fun.” I toss the phone beside me; it lands on the couch. “Wait. Phone, tell the TV to show me baking tutorials.” Might as well get started.
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      “Hey, man.” Jack’s voice comes through the earbud dangling from my left ear.

      I rub my hands across my eyes trying to clear the fog. I must have dozed off somewhere between when the baker made the royal icing and started decorating the cookies. The television screen had switched to random funny pet videos. “What? Who is this?”

      “Did I scare you, princess?” Jack chuckles on the other side of the phone. “I’m sorry. That’s actually really selling princesses short. I’m certain they are much tougher than you are.”

      “Thanks, bro.” Did I really have to wake up for this shit? “I just didn’t realize that the phone even rang. I think I dozed off a little bit.”

      “Didn’t I just talk to you?” Jack asks.

      “Yes.” I nod to no one and deny the video chat request. Video chats are just too much of a personal intrusion. Phone calls are bad enough. “Yes, you did. I was looking up recipes to help Casey with the bake sale and the overly formal wannabe baker was just too much. It put me over the top.”

      “And… How is the recipe hunting going?”

      “I am totally out of my depth here,” I admit.

      Jack’s laugh sounds much closer to the phone that time. “You know, I think Ally’s sister is pretty good at that stuff. Maybe she could help.”

      “Stop trying to set me up with her sister.” My finger hovers over the End Call button.

      “Okay, okay.” Jack snorts. “I’m actually just calling to thank you for hiring Taryn.”

      I feel my eyebrows pull together in confusion. “I don’t think I ever actually agreed to hire her. You just kind of hung up in the middle of the conversation.”

      “You implied it.” Jack is thumping his fingers nervously against the steering wheel. The echo was enough to make my brain hurt. “I already told Ally on the way home from the movie. You got me out of some seriously dangerous territory there, man. Thank you.”

      “No problem.” I scroll through my watch history. How could I have lost the recipe that fast to a sea of puppy and kitten videos? “What’s up, Jack? You never call me randomly and I know you’d rather send a text than call to say thanks, especially when I just talked to you.”

      Jack clears his throat.

      Busted. Damn it.

      “Ally and I were going over the wedding details tonight and she noted my obvious lack of a best man,” he stutters over the last two words. Jack has been a good friend, but we are nowhere even close to ‘best man’ territory.

      “Oh…” I draw a complete blank on what to say to that. I don’t want to let Jack down and I know how difficult it is for Jack to ask for help, and here he is needing to ask for help twice in one night. I really want to tell him no effing way. I immediately feel guilty and start calling myself names my mother would have washed my mouth out with soap over if she ever heard them come out of me. The guilt wins. “Sure, man.” I smile trying to convince myself it won’t be that bad. “I’ll help however I can.”

      “Oh…” Jack stammers. “You thought I was asking you to be my best man?” He laughs. “This is awkward.”

      “Well, if you don’t need one then I’d rather stay home in my flannel pj’s if I’m being honest.” I feel my face warm from the bright red color my cheeks must be turning right now.

      “I’m kidding. I’m kidding. Thank you.” Jack sounds relieved, even if awkward. “The wedding is on Christmas Eve and we’re hoping for only about five-hundred guests.”

      “Only… five-hundred?” I choke on my drink as I process having to stand up in a suit and tie. Wait, a tux. Not a tux. Anything but a tux. “Do I have to wear a tux?”

      “Yes.”

      “Deal’s off.”

      “And guess who the maid-of-honor is.”

      “Okay, we’re done. I’m hanging up now.” I can’t help but laugh as I tap the button to end the call. We’re closer to brothers than friends even though we could go weeks without talking. It’s a mutual understanding we’ve had since high school. “This isn’t helpful. I need to know how to bake before they can just expect me to make the Gingerbread Palace Royale.” I swipe the phone screen to close the app and a notification pops up.

      Message received from Ashleigh Lang.

      The time stamp is from about two hours ago. My stomach twists. This is too much for one night. Ashleigh Lang is our CEO and has a reputation of having been born in a boardroom. She’s perfectly at ease making difficult business decisions and not feeling bad about it. Not even for a second. Messages from her are never good.

      Profits are down across the board, but Cherry Street seems to have taken the hardest hit.

      I read the message at least a half-dozen times before it finally sinks in.

      I know. It’s been a tough quarter, especially after losing Candace. We’ve struggled to keep up with the demands. We’ve got a handle on it now though.

      

      You’ve had a 30% decline over the last 6 months. It’s too much. That does not indicate that you have a handle on anything at Cherry Street, James.

      She is serious. Jesus. Christ. Is nothing simple? No time for games.

      I know. I hear you. I just agreed to hire this amazing new talent from Chicago. She has experience in Michelin star restaurants.

      I cringe at my own words as I read them back. Lying is something my pastor father drilled into my brain as being as close to an unforgivable sin as one could get. It might not be a total lie. I don’t really know. Jack hasn’t sent me her references, yet. I can’t help rolling my eyes at myself. I will most definitely regret this.

      . . .

      Then why is she coming to Cherry Street Grill? Family dining is a far cry from luxury dining.

      “Great,” I mumble under my breath.

      Honestly, we’re lucky she’s even considering us. From what I gathered, she’s here for family and sentiment. Otherwise, we wouldn’t stand a chance.

      That was not a total fabrication either. From the stories I’ve heard Jack and Ally tell about her sister, she would have already gone and conquered the world by now. Something had to be holding her back, and if not family then what? If she has half of the fire and the passion that they believe she has, then I’ve really got nothing to worry about.

      Regardless James, I can’t continue justifying to the board why we haven’t shut your store down. If you and Ms. Michelin Star can’t get the numbers up by the first of the year, then we’re going to be forced to close Cherry Street… Permanently.

      This is not good.

      Understood. Happy Holidays.
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      Leah Woodward’s face flashed on the screen. It was Taryn’s favorite picture of Leah. It had been taken at the hospital right after Lee was born. Lee was scrunchy-faced and no doubt fussing at everyone, but Leah, Aiden, and Peyton were all smiling and welcoming him into the world while Taryn got stitched back up. Unplanned c-sections were not fun, but it had saved both of their lives.

      “Hi, Mom,” Taryn said as the video chat popped on screen. She rubbed her nose with her sleeve and left a swipe of white powder going right across the bottom half of her face. “Oh, that’s awesome.” Taryn chuckled and rolled her eyes at herself.

      “Hey, sweetie.” Leah Woodward paused on the other end of the line. “What’s wrong with Lee—and is that flour?”

      “Probably,” Taryn sighed. “I was making those cookies the kids love when Lee decided the mouse had sassed him for the last time.”

      “What are you talking about?” Leah shook her head and laughed.

      “He’s mad at the television and I can’t seem to find anything to distract him.” She wiped the back of her hand across her forehead.

      “Oh.” Leah’s smile widened. “Maybe we should grab some more toys from home this weekend.”

      Silence.

      Leah’s smile faded as she gasped. “I’m sorry, Sweetie. That was a dumb idea.”

      “It’s okay, Mom.” She was right. The kids had a left a lot of things behind for the move. It might be time to ask if they could go back and get some of their favorite toys and whatever else that was left behind. “It’s really fine, I should have grabbed more of our things. I just left in such a hurry and couldn’t fit everything into the back of the truck, and—”

      “It makes perfect sense.” Leah’s voice broke on the last word. “I wish there was something your dad and I could do to help.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” She couldn’t let the emotions overwhelm her, but she definitely needed a sobfest. That would have to wait until the kids weren’t around and watching. She had to stay strong. She swallowed the lump forming and decided to suck it up and move forward. “It’s just not a great idea to go back ho—” the word caught in her throat. “Back to his house, right now. I’m not sure when it will be, to be honest.”

      “I have an idea,” Leah said with her smile returning. “Let’s take the kids out this weekend and your dad and I will buy them each a new toy or two—or three.”

      “You don’t have to do that; I’ll figure it out.” Eventually. “Ally has been helping me apply to a bunch of job openings around town. I’m sure something will come up.”

      “I know that it will. I have complete confidence in you; but I got my bonus and I want to do this.” Her tone let Taryn know she was completely serious and when Leah Woodward made up her mind there was no changing it.

      Taryn took three deep breaths. Don’t be a control freak, she told herself. “I appreciate it, Mom. Thank you.”

      “Yay! I’m excited. It’ll be fun,” she cheered. “Before I forget, I’m getting out of work early today and wanted to stop by and see the kids.”

      “Sure. We’ll be here pretty much all day. Brunch yesterday was about all the excitement I can handle for a couple of days.”

      “How did that go?” Leah asked.

      “A total fiasco,” Taryn sighed. “I embarrassed myself—as per usual. Grandpa remembered my name this time though, so I think that means it was a good day.”

      “That’s great!” Leah sighed as a buzzer sounded off in the background. “My break is over. I’ll be over in a bit.”

      “Okay, see you then.” Taryn went back to bouncy balls and musical trains. For some reason the offensive cartoon mouse dared to show his face back on the screen at that exact moment. Did kids really like that show anyway? The phone rang again. She must’ve forgot something, Taryn thought. She tapped the mic button without even looking at the screen.  “Let’s avoid all toy mice when we go out this weekend. Sound good, Ma?”

      A deep voice chuckled on the other end.

      Crap.

      He cleared his throat. “Is this Taryn Woodward?” The voice was familiar.

      Great. Just my luck. “I’m sorry, I just got off the phone with someone else and—” She bounced the tyrannical toddler on her hip and tried to convince him not to scream into the phone. “Shh,” she whispered to Lee.

      “This is James Roberts at Cherry Street Grill.”

      “Cherry Street?” Oh, no. “I’m so sorry.” She must’ve shorted Tall-dark-and-handsome on the bill the day before. What was his name? “I’ll come by today and take care of it.”

      “No, I think there’s a misunderstanding.” He sounded like he was stifling a laugh. “I called because I received your resumé last night.”

      “My… My resumé?” So embarrassing. “I’m sorry, I must’ve heard you wrong the first time. Who is this?”

      “James, from Cherry Street Grill.”

      James—that was Tall-Dark-and-Handsome’s name and he was most definitely laughing. Crap.

      “When can you come in and talk to me about the job?” he asked. “I can explain while you’re here.”

      “Uh…” Which job? She didn’t remember sending out a resumé to Cherry Street. “How’s this afternoon?” She must’ve hit the apply button my mistake when she was scrolling through ads. Lee cooed into the phone and tried to grab it out of her hand. “No, stop,” she whispered. She was certain she would look like an idiot with absolutely no restaurant experience.

      “I’ll put you down for two-o’clock,” he said. “You remember where we’re at, right?”

      “Yes, I’ve been there a time or two.” Stupid. ‘...a time or two?’

      “Perfect. See you then.”

      Click.

      The line went dead.

      She scrolled through her contact information until she saw her mom’s face.

      I got a job interview. Can you come watch the kids a bit early?

       

       Sure, when?

       

       Like… Now.

       

       I’ll let my boss know I need to leave. Be there in an hour.
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      Cherry Street was a beautiful part of town any time of year, but there was something almost magical about how the trees lined the roads in autumn. The changing leaves made a canopy over the street, a protection from the still way-too-hot Oklahoma sun and a reminder that seasons—like life—change. Enjoy every moment while you have it. Taryn remembered being a little girl and walking the sidewalk with her parents when a bright red leaf had drifted down from the tree and landed on the sidewalk right in front of her. Her mom had said, “Go ahead and pick it up. It’s a beautiful reminder to enjoy the moment while you have it.”

      The radio blared a song she heard a thousand times before; she couldn’t help but sing along with it this time. The guy in the BMW convertible next to her made a face and rolled up his windows. She didn’t care. She was in too good of a mood and neither cranky BMW guy or anyone else was going to bring her down. Her phone vibrated in the center console as she pulled into the parking lot at Cherry Street Grill. Two o’clock. At least, she wasn’t late. Ally would have called her out on that and said something about being late since she wasn’t yet inside; but that’s where Taryn and Ally were totally different.

      The Cherry Street dining room was perfectly staged. Taryn had been known to get a random surge on a lazy Saturday and rearrange the pantry to make sure every label faced out, but that was just because she hated digging in the dark cabinets to find what she needed for dinner. This was set like someone cared enough about the guests to want it to look—perfect. Perfect was intimidating. Perfect was a reminder of what Ed always expected her to be and she never measured up. No one is perfect. A tall woman in a white uniform coat was at the end of a row of tables talking to another employee who looked incredibly nervous. She didn’t blame her for being nervous. It was terrifying.

      “Hello, how many?” A young woman stood at the host station with a beaming smile.

      “Oh, no.” Taryn shook her head and hoped the hostess didn’t notice how nervous she was. “I’m here to meet with James Roberts.”

      “I’m so sorry. Follow me.” She motioned and took off down the corridor behind the host station. “He told me to expect you, Miss Woodward.”

      “Taryn.” She extended her hand but was left feeling silly when the handshake wasn’t returned. She was walking so fast Taryn doubted the girl had even seen the gesture.

      “I’m Hayley.” She looked back and offered a smile but kept walking at warp speed. “I work Tuesdays, Thursdays, and weekends. I can’t work Mondays or Wednesdays and I can’t work Sundays before noon.”

      “Uh, okay.” Why was she giving out her schedule?

      She finally stopped and knocked on a door at the back of the building. “James, she’s here.”

      “Thank you, Hayley. C’mon in.” The same deep voice from the phone echoed into the hall where Hayley was already halfway back to her station. Taryn was shifting on her feet trying to decide if she should bolt then or later.

      This wasn’t going to go well. “Hello,” her voice cracked. Had he noticed?

      “Miss Woodward.” He smiled and paused as he reached across the desk to shake her hand. “It’s you.” His smile stayed plastered to his face as he must have been replaying the fiasco from brunch the other day. “Please, have a seat while I find the offer.” He fumbled with a stack of paperwork that nearly fell off his desk.

      He couldn’t have been the one who staged the dining room. “I’m sorry, I really don’t mean to be dense here, but what offer?” Taryn felt more out of her depth now than ever.

      “For the job.” James paused in mid-shuffle of the loose papers. “I should’ve been more direct on the phone. Jack called me this morning and told me to pull your resumé and application.”

      Ally! The kids needed her to get the job. She could finally get off Ally’s couch. “Jack has been a great friend. How do you know him?” That was nosy. She should have been asking about the job, not how he knew Jack.

      “Ah, well, that’s a long story.” He chuckled. “He helped me out of a bind more than once and I owe him a few favors. Anyone who has Jack’s stamp of approval has mine as well. Here it is.” He pulled out a packet with the Cherry Street Grill logo on it and slid it across the desk to her.

      I had no idea what I was going to do. “Can I ask about the terms?”

      “Ha.” James grabbed a binder from underneath the desk. “Of course, you can; but I can’t answer them,” he laughed. “The terms are all in the packet there. H.R. sent it over this morning after I talked to you, but I haven’t even had time to review it.” He looked apologetic. “It’s been a madhouse here today.”

      “You’d never know it. The dining room was spotless.”

      “Thank you.” James’s face twisted into a smirk. “Honestly, I try to keep the front-of-house as inviting as possible, but it’s been difficult lately pulling these 80-hour weeks. It’ll be nice to have help around here.”

      “That’s a lot of hours.” She wouldn’t have any time with her kids. “Is that the kind of schedule I can expect?”

      “No.” James’s laugh filled the room. “I’ve been covering both positions since Candace walked out.”

      “Candace?” She was only twenty-minutes into this thing and already felt more overwhelmed than she expected.

      “Sorry. Candace was the dayshift manager; she didn’t even leave a notice. The team all— well, most of them, stepped up to keep things running until we filled her position.”

      “That’s the kind of team every manager needs,” she cringed at her own ineptitude.

      “You’re right about that. Jack said that’s the type of person you are, so I didn’t hesitate to bring you in.” His eyes twinkled as he smiled.

      “I appreciate it.” She was in way over her head. Taryn scrawled her signature on the papers marked with an X and highlighted in yellow. “Guess I’ll have to read this later to find out what I’m agreeing to.” Dang it, Ally.

      “Do you have any questions so far?”

      “Uh…” All the questions. “Can you tell me about the job? My schedule?”

      “Sure. Follow me.” He hopped up and bolted out the door faster than she could scoop the welcome packet into her bag. “Okay, so you’ll alternate shifts with me.”

      “You people move so fast around here.” She scrambled to catch up while fighting with her bag, which was insistent on sliding down her arm. “Alternate shifts. Okay.”

      “Your first week’s schedule should be in the packet, but you’ll need to set up your access to the scheduler online.”

      “How do I do that?” She fidgeted with the bag’s shoulder strap.

      “Username and temporary password is assigned by H.R.”

      “How do I get it from them?”

      “It’s in the packet. You can change the password after you login the first time.”

      “In the packet. Got it.” She was sure she was going to hurt Ally for getting her into the mess in the first place.

      “So, let’s start at the beginning.” James nodded to the host podium. “You’ve already met Hayley.”

      Hayley’s bright smile had already faded. She leaned against the partition while scrolling on her phone. “James, I need to leave at six.”

      “I already told you last week, no more last-minute changes.” He frowned and his eyebrows pinched together. “See me in my office in twenty minutes.”

      Twenty minutes? That was not enough time for him to finish telling her how to do the job.

      “Forget it.” Hayley waved her hand. “Never mind.”

      “Twenty minutes, Hayley.” James scoffed and motioned for Taryn to follow. “Sorry about that. I gave her two verbal warnings already. I’m going to write her up tonight if she leaves early. You’ll probably have to deal with that tomorrow, so have your game face ready. She can be a firecracker sometimes.”

      “Tomorrow?” Taryn gaped as her mind scrambled to keep up.

      “Yes. You’ll start at 8 a.m., tomorrow. I’m sorry, I should’ve probably mentioned that earlier.”

      “I have three kids, so I’ll need to arrange a sitter.”

      “I understand. We’ll finish up here and then you can start making your calls.” He smiled.

      “Of course.” She reminded herself that Jack put his name on the line to get her the job. She could not screw this up.

      “I have a kid at home too, I understand. That’s also why I’m excited to have some help around here. It’ll be nice to spend time with her when she gets home from school.” James pushed the black swinging doors open and made a sweeping gesture with his hand. “This is our kitchen. Chris is our chef. She’s been here for about eight years.” He nodded to the terrifying woman who had been in the dining room when Taryn arrived. She was standing in the center of the kitchen apparently addressing the rest of the kitchen staff who formed a half-circle in front of her.

      “You all are the best cooks this city has to offer,” she said. “I have full confidence in you. It’s Friday, so this is what we’ll knock them out with tonight.” She scribbled something under Dinner Special on the dry-erase board hanging over the food prep area.

      Was she supposed to be able to read that? Was it even English?

      “Get to work. Prep your stations,” Chef ordered.

      “Yes, Chef.” The unified response echoed in the kitchen as the staff scattered like ants invading a picnic. They pulled food and things Taryn guessed was supposed to be food, but she had never seen before, from the pantries surrounding the kitchen. They all seemed to know exactly what to do.

      Taryn was completely lost.

      “Chef, come here and meet our new manager.” James nodded in Taryn’s direction. “Her name is…” He cringed. “What’s your name, again?”

      “Taryn.” Be grateful. Jack got you this job. She forced a smile that made her cheeks hurt. She wasn’t sure why, but she was more sad than annoyed that the man who had hired her couldn’t remember her name.

      “Hi, Taryn.” Chef What’s-her-name folded her arms and looked down her nose at Taryn.  Literally.

      Taryn hated being short. It never failed; she was always the shortest one in the room.

      Chef stuck her hand out. “We’ll get along fine as long as you keep your nose out of the kitchen.”

      “I will keep my nose to myself and whatever is best for the restaurant,” Taryn fired back. Where had that come from?

      “Chris, don’t terrify our new manager.” James chuckled and rested his hand on her shoulder. “You already ran one off.”

      “If they can’t stand the heat…” Chris shrugged. “You know how that ends.” She looked right at Taryn. “I don’t have a good feeling about this one.”

      “I’m not afraid of the heat.” She needed to engage her filter, but it just didn’t seem to want to work. “I don’t want to step on your toes, Chef. I just want to do my part to help the restaurant succeed.” Ten years of playing nice with angry doctors might have paid off after all. If she could navigate around their egos, then a moody chef should be no problem.

      “We’ll see.” Chef Chris ducked into what Taryn assumed must be her office and slammed the door causing the pans to rattle from a steel shelf on the same wall.

      “Lovely,” Taryn said before she could stop herself.

      “It’s a tough business, but I don’t need to tell you that. With everything you’ve seen, I’m sure you’re well aware of how to handle a proud Chef.” James smiled and Taryn wondered how he could be so confident when she felt like a fish out of water.

      “All I’ve—” Surely, she heard him wrong. “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t be modest, Jack told me all about your time in Chicago.”

      “Uh…” When I went to the conference for medical supply vendors? What’s that have to do with a restaurant?

      “It takes a special kind of training to navigate the Chicago food industry especially at McNellie’s.”

      “McNell…” Taryn sighed and pulled her racing thoughts back into line. “Jack told you I worked for them, did he?” She choked on the last word.

      “He did.” James held up his hands. “Don’t worry, I didn’t call. He told me about the… Well, I won’t talk about your personal business; but I didn’t call them.”

      Taryn swallowed so hard she wondered if Chef Chris heard it from wherever she was sulking. Personal business? “What else did he tell you?” her eyes narrowed.

      “Nothing other than you’re well versed on the protocols and expectations of the restaurant business. You’ve got the experience to help us get the exposure we need to turn Cherry Street Grill from a local hotspot to a travel destination.” His smile broadened. “That’s why I’m really excited to have you here with us.”

      She forced her jaw to unclench. “Thank you, I’m definitely interested in seeing where this goes.” Was that the right thing to say? She didn’t even know anymore.

      “Me too.” He clasped his hands together. “That reminds me. I need to contact the Urban Scene and let them know we’ve got some new talent on board. They might just want to come out and do a feature.”

      “Excellent idea.” Crap. Crap. Crap.

      “I’m sure you know your way around the kitchen. If you need any help you can ask me, or Chef Chr—” He gritted his teeth. “Actually, just ask me. I don’t think Chris has adjusted to the idea of having someone else here yet.” He walked through the swinging doors and motioned for Taryn to follow. “That’s really all I can show you for today. I’ve got to go deal with Hayley before dinner rush.”

      “No problem. I’ll start making my calls and see you tomorrow morning.”

      “8 a.m.” James waved and started toward the corridor leading to his office.

      “Got it. I’ll see you then.” She waved and let the door to the restaurant close behind her with a thud. What had Ally gotten her into now?
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      Casey was carefully measuring flour and dumping it into a glass mixing bowl when James walked through the front door of their small apartment.

      “Hi, Dad,” she said over the sound of a whirring mixer.

      “Hey.” He scanned the ingredients laid out across the counter. Chocolate chips. Flour. Sugar. A few other things that he would have to spin the containers around to know exactly what they were. “Getting a head start?”

      She nodded and flicked the blender to the next setting. Little bits of unmixed cookie dough hurled into the air.

      “Let’s turn that down a bit, huh?” James reached over and flicked the switch down from 4 to 1. The blender slowed to a gentle hum and the projectile cookie dough ceased its attack on the white kitchen walls and cabinets.

      “Oh,” Casey started. “Jack called a couple of hours ago. I meant to text you and tell you, but…”

      “Cookie dough called instead?”

      “Basically.” She shrugged. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it. He probably just wants to give me more details.” James dunked a spoon in the dough.

      “Ew. You’re not supposed to eat raw cookie dough, Dad.” Casey made a gagging noise.

      “I did it every single time my grandma baked cookies.” James licked the spoon clean and tossed it into the sink. “I’m still alive.”

      “Whatever. You’re gross.” Casey laughed and grabbed an ice cream scoop from the rack. “This should work.” She scooped the dough out and onto the buttered cookie sheet. “So what details was Jack calling to give you? He hardly ever calls.”

      “I know.” James scowled at the thought of having to wear the penguin suit—and the five-hundred guests. “He wants me to be his best man at the wedding.”

      Casey squealed.

      “Why are you so excited?” he asked. She was definitely up to something, but what it was he had no idea.

      “Because you need to get out more.” Her nose wrinkled up as she stuck her tongue out. “And I’ll finally get to wear the super-fancy dress Grandma gave me for my recital.” Casey squealed again.

      Ugh. The recital. He had almost forgotten that she had been forced to miss that because he couldn’t get off work to get her there on time. “I’m sorry I made you miss your recital. Candace leaving put so much pressure on everyone—especially with the timing.”

      “It’s fine.” Casey shrugged and smiled. “I didn’t know my part that well anyway. I’m just excited I’ll get to wear the dress, and—”

      “And what?” James’s frown pulled his eyebrows down. “Do I even want to know?”

      “And you’ll finally get out and meet someone.” Casey clapped her hands and jumped up and down. “You have to stop sitting here night after night. It’s depressing,” she scoffed and shoved the cookie pan into the oven. The timer beeped as she pressed the buttons to set it for eleven minutes.

      “I am not interested in meeting anyone,” he practically spat the last word. Meeting someone was exactly the last thing on his mind. He barely had time for work and Casey. How could he find time to bring someone else into their life? He couldn’t. It wouldn’t be fair to the other person, or to Casey—or himself. Too much was at risk.

      “Why not?” Casey put her hands on her hips. “It’s been years, Dad. If I can accept the fact she’s never coming back, then so can you. You need to get on with your life.”

      Whoa. That’s a little harsh. “Casey, you’re getting a little out of line here.” James wanted to crawl into the cupboard and hide, but the conversation was one that he had seen coming for a while. With the kids constantly teasing her at school for her mom abandoning her, it was bound to happen. “It’s not that I’m not over it. I’m completely over the idea that she’ll come back. I just want to focus on raising you and doing my best for you, which also means I need to do my best at work. With the new hours, the holiday…” The threat that they’re going to shut us down and we’ll all be without a job in a few weeks. “And the new manager I just hired. It’s a lot that I need to address, Casey.”

      “What new manager?” Casey’s eyebrows furled.

      “Her name is Taryn, she’s a friend of Jack’s—”

      “Jack?” Casey squealed again. “So, she’ll be at the wedding then?”

      “It’s not like that, Case.” James grabbed a bottled water from the fridge. “Okay, I’m about done with this conversation. Go get ready to go.”

      “Go?” Casey’s face looked even more confused than before. “Go where?”

      “You want to get out of the house and your grandma loves cookies. Let’s have her be our official taste tester, so we know if these are bake sale cookies.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Casey smirked. “Maybe she’ll help me find some shoes to go with that dress.” She lifted her foot up, which was still donning the low-profile canvas sneakers she wore to school. “I don’t think Chucks’ go well with formal.”

      James rolled his eyes. “I’ll add fancy schmancy shoes to the shopping list before the wedding.” Might need to get those sooner rather than later if I’m going to lose my job after the first of the year.
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      Nancy Roberts opened the door to the full-brick two-story condo and scooped her granddaughter into a bear hug. “You never stop growing. Before long I’ll have to stand on my tip-toes to look you in the eye.” The smell of caramelized sweet potatoes and ham wafted through the door to the front porch. James stomach growled.

      “Hi, Grandma.” Casey returned the hug and nodded toward her dad. “He’s being difficult. Can you help?”

      “Hi, honey.” Nancy gave James a peck on the cheek. “What’s he done this time, Case?”

      James grumbled. “Calling in reinforcements isn’t fair.” He shrugged and offered his mom a sheepish smile. “Honestly, I don’t know what she’s talking about.”

      Nancy’s eyebrows arched. “Uh-huh,” she said. “Anyway, I hear your stomach growling. Did you not get to eat dinner yet?”

      “No.” James pursed his lips together. “I was stuck at work a little longer than I thought and when I got home Casey was launching an assault against the kitchen with cookie dough missiles.”

      Casey pouted. “At least I was trying.” She shrugged. “I don’t know what I’m doing.” She lifted the plate of chocolate chip cookies and offered it to her grandma. “The shapes are pretty random, and I might have burnt them—but they smell good.”

      “Mmm.” Nancy lifted the plastic wrap and swiped a cookie from the plate. “They certainly do,” she said as she took a big bite. “They’re good,” she said with her mouth full.

      “Thanks.” Casey shrugged and took one herself. “They’re not bad, but they are definitely not going to do very well at the bake sale. The other kids always come in with stuff that looks like it was created on one of those cable baking shows.” She plopped down on the sofa and tucked her legs underneath her. “It’s okay. I don’t expect to win. At least I’ll have something to bring.”

      James wrung his hands behind his neck. “Case, I’m trying.”

      Nancy smiled and sighed. “I’m sorry, Case. I can cook, but I have never been able to bake.”

      “I know,” Casey sighed.

      “Speaking of cooking…” James nudged his mom in the arm. “Can I go get us a couple of plates of whatever that is I smell in the kitchen?”

      “It’s dinner,” Nancy laughed. “And I already made you and Casey plates. They’re on the counter. You might want to pop them in the microwave for a minute though.”

      James kissed his mom on the cheek. “Thanks, Mom. You’re the best.” He ducked into the kitchen on the hunt for dinner and to figure out what he was going to do about Casey and the bake sale. He was certain Casey and his mom were in the other room discussing his lack of interest in going to the wedding and more importantly his lack of interest in being the best man and being forced to dance and mingle with the maid-of-honor. He could tell by their giggles that his mom was on Casey’s side with that one. They just didn’t understand. Ugh. That line of thinking was entirely too heavy for a Friday night and least of all when his mom’s dinner was on the table. “This is delicious, Mom.” James called from the kitchen as he shoveled a second scoop of mashed sweet potatoes in his mouth and returned with Casey’s plate. She was perched over her grandma’s shoulder flipping through the photo album.

      “You mean you weren’t always a homebody?” Casey asked.

      “Hardly.” Nancy laughed and turned a few pages until her finger landed square on the photo she had been searching for.

      “Prom king?” Casey gasped. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Oh, c’mon.” He slid Casey’s plate across the coffee table and sat in the recliner closest to the fireplace. “That was a long time ago, Mom. Can we put those away, please?”

      “Nonsense.” Nancy flipped a few more pages.

      “Wait.” Casey’s eyebrows pointed straight down. “Is that…”

      “Yep,” James sighed. “That’s your mom. We were prom King and Queen. You see where that wound up.”

      “Her loss.” Casey shrugged and cut up the slice of ham on her plate.

      How did she get so smart? “You’re right. It absolutely is. I’m just saying that being social isn’t always what it’s made out to be.”

      Nancy patted her son on the back as she tucked the photo album away on the bookshelf beside the fireplace. “You’re right. It’s not always what it’s made out to be.” Her tone let him know she meant what he made it out to be.

      “I know, Ma.” He took another bite.

      “You don’t have to spend your life being afraid to live just because one bad apple got in the mix.” Nancy smiled. “If it hadn’t been for that then we wouldn’t have Casey. It’s all worth it in the end. Sometimes you just have to give it time before we understand the why behind it all.”

      “I wouldn’t change it for the world.” James rolled his eyes. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      “Nope.” Nancy glanced at Casey. “It seems pretty important to her, so it’s important to me.”

      “Fine.” James sighed louder this time. “Casey, can you finish eating in the den? I think Grandpa is in there and he’d love to say hi to you anyway.”

      Casey groaned and grabbed her plate. “Why can’t I ever be in on the important conversations?”

      “You are, but this one is a little too grown up.”

      “Fine, maybe we can watch a movie in there,” she said.

      Nancy cocked her head to the side but waited in silence as James gathered his thoughts. He wasn’t sure where he was going with this.

      “I don’t want to bring someone else into our life, just for Casey to get attached and then end up heartbroken again.” Truthfully, he could have handled it, but he wasn’t about to let Casey be subjected to that kind of trauma and heartache again.

      “Casey, or you?” Nancy smiled and handed her son a black open face card with ivory tissue and a dark gold ribbon holding it in place.

      He lifted the tissue and read the invitation. You are cordially invited to attend the wedding of Jack Rose and Ally Woodward.  “Wait. Why am I already listed on the bridal party? He just asked me last night.”

      Nancy chuckled. “Apparently they believe in you more than you believe in yourself. Here you are thinking about not even going and they must have printed these up months ago.”

      “Fine.” James sighed in defeat. “I’m going to do what I need to do. Jack’s been a great friend. I just don’t want Casey thinking that I’m ever going to look for someone else to bring into our lives. It’s just too risky.”

      Nancy smiled and patted her son on the leg. “I know, son. Sometimes life has other plans. Don’t forget to enjoy the life you’ve been given instead of looking back with so many regrets. You can’t live in fear for the rest of your life.”

      Ugh. Casey’s mom didn’t just leave Casey that day, she had left him too, and those were wounds that ran deep. Casey had it rough at school, he knew that, but James had it rough inside his own mind. The consistent stream of you’re never going to be the man I deserve and loser taunts that she had yelled at him for months on end before finally bailing on them still played on repeat in his mind. He doubted if they would ever stop.
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      Leah was holding the side door open for Taryn as she pulled into the parking space beside the attached garage. Taryn had just made it through the gate lugging bags of groceries when her mom’s excitement blurted out.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me how the interview went?” her mom asked as she took a bite of the snowflake cookie Taryn had baked earlier that morning. “These are really good by the way. I’ve always said you could open a bakery if you wanted.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” She gave Leah a hug and let the storm door close behind them. “Of course, I am going to tell you,” she chuckled. “Thank you for taking care of my little rebels. I decided to stop at the store on the way home. The kids need some familiar comforts and I thought what better way than snacks and movies. I grabbed a couple of toys for them while I was there. Nothing special, but maybe it’s a start in the right direction.”

      “Does that mean you got the job?” Leah’s eyes sparkled like Aiden’s the last time Taryn took him to the toy store to pick out a new robot. “The suspense is killing me.”

      “Well…” Taryn cleared her throat. “I’m not exactly sure. I think it went well.”

      “Why aren’t you sure?” Leah asked. “Did they say anything about calling you for a second interview, or anything?”

      “No.” Taryn shook her head as she unloaded the bananas and apples from the first bag.

      Leah’s smile faded. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I know how much you wanted to find something this week.”

      “I mean…” Taryn shrugged. “I did get the job—”

      “What?” Leah hugged Taryn so tight she thought her eyes might pop out of her head. “That’s great! I’m so proud of you.”

      Taryn gasped. “Too tight, Ma.” She tried to push her back a little but her arms were pinned to her side. She dropped the bananas she had been holding and they thumped on the kitchen tile floor.

      “Oh, sorry.” Leah laughed and let up… a little. “I’m just so excited.”

      “Me too.” I think. “I’m supposed to be there at eight tomorrow morning to train with another manager.” Taryn shrugged. “I’m not sure it’s a great thing, but it’ll pay the bills until I can find something else—something more suitable.”

      Leah’s eyebrows arched pulling her smile down with them. “Why isn’t it a good thing?”

      Taryn shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Well…” she swallowed hard. “It’s in a restaurant and I don’t know the first thing about cooking.”

      “So?” Leah asked. “You just need to know about people in order to manage, sweetie. You don’t have to be the chef too.” Concern flashed in her eyes. “Do you?”

      “I don’t think so.” Taryn laughed. “I’m not so sure I know how to manage people anymore either. It’s been a long time since I’ve worked at anything besides being a wife to Ed and being what his family expected me to be.” Taryn sighed and flopped down on one of Ally’s once perfect ivory leather barstools. Her finger traced a fresh bright pink marker swipe on the seat. “I really need to get us our own place before we destroy hers.”

      “Fake it until you make it.” Leah smirked.

      Taryn chuckled. “I’m not sure that’s going to work this time, Ma.” She shook her head. “I don’t know how to do inventory for a kitchen, scheduling, dealing with orders, customers…” She rubbed her hands down her face. “I’m not even sure what my responsibilities will be.”

      “You’ll be fine.” Leah smiled. “You didn’t know anything about medical supplies when you started working for Ed’s parents either.” She cocked her head to the side as she shrugged her shoulders. “You wound up making them seven-figures a year.”

      “For the last eight years.” Taryn pursed her lips.

      “Exactly.” Leah grabbed Taryn’s shoulders and shook them just enough to force her to look up at her. “You are not going to fail at this, sweetie. You’ve never failed at anything in your life.”

      “No!” The scream echoed through the small condo.

      Taryn and Leah ran up the stairs to the kids playroom. Leah stopped in the doorway and Taryn pushed past to see what the commotion had been.

      “Give me that back!” Peyton’s voice carried above the boys’. “It’s my doll!” She stomped her foot.

      “Thank goodness.” Leah put a hand over her heart. “That scared the daylights out of me.”

      Taryn laughed. “Tell me about it. That’s just the warning scream before she goes full-metal on them though, and by the looks of it...” She pointed to Peyton’s face, which was turning bright red.

      “On it.” Leah tapped the door and pushed it fully open. “Someone got a new job. Let’s go have some ice cream to celebrate.”

      This time they all scream—happy screams and giggles filled the room as Aiden and Peyton both planted themselves on the floor wrapping their legs around their grandma’s legs.

      “Carry us,” they both said in unison.

      “Up.” Lee says with his arms stretching up for Leah to pick him up off the floor where he had still been playing with Peyton’s doll.

      “I want strawberry,” Peyton yelled as Leah took her first step forward with the two new appendages stuck to her legs.

      “Chocolate.” Aiden stuck out his tongue at his sister. “Strawberry is pink. Gross.”

      “Straw…” Lee spit and sputtered the ‘berry’ part.

      Leah managed to make it all the way to the kitchen with both kids still arguing while wrapped around her. “Here.” She sat the mini cartons of ice cream and spoons on the bartop. “Something for everyone.”

      Peyton and Aiden dug in without wasting a second while Taryn fastened Lee into his highchair.

      “I have no idea what I’m going to do, Mom, Taryn blurted.

      Leah smiled knowingly. “You’re going to do what you always do. You’ll figure it out as you go and you’re going to do great.”

      “Thanks.” Taryn scrunched her nose and sighed.

      “I’m serious.” Leah laughed under her breath. “You always manage to find a way even when the cards are stacked against you.”

      Taryn let out a deep sigh. “I guess it’s really no different than cramming for a mid-term, and I’ve done that more than I care to admit.”

      “Exactly.” Leah passed her a spoon.

      “I need to research everything though.” Taryn rubbed her forehead with the back of her hand. “Literally—everything from lingo to processes. It’s overwhelming, really. I don’t even know where to start.”

      “You can learn the language as you go.” Leah stated matter-of-factly. “You need to know the processes and what’s expected of you. Start there.”

      “Good idea. Thanks for giving me a swift kick in the rear.” I’ve got so much to learn before tomorrow, she thought. She would definitely search the job criteria. Maybe she could even find the opening listed on a job board and figure it out that way if they had everything listed under Job Expectations. Even if it wasn’t for the same restaurant, surely the expectations would be the same—or at least similar.
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      It turned out, sitting in the freezer was just as inviting as it sounded. Taryn shivered as a chill traveled up her spine. “Who knew food inventory would be such a pain in the—”

      “What are you doing in here?” The freezer door slammed against the wall of the kitchen as Chef crossed her arms over her chest in the open doorway. “No one is supposed to be in my kitchen this early.”

      “I’m sorry.” What had she done wrong? Taryn could feel her face warm from the embarrassment consuming her. “I’m just doing the inventory.” Like Google had told her to.

      “I do the food inventory.” Chef Chris snickered and waved her hands dismissively as she stomped toward the thermostat. “You were in here how long, and you didn’t even have it set right? You’re going to make all my food spoil.” She mumbled something under her breath.

      “I didn’t touch the—” Did she just tell me to shoo? Taryn decided it was better to just walk away than continue to argue. Walking away and preserving some level of peace had been something she became very good at before Ed’s illness took over.

      “You’re trying to sabotage me, aren’t you?” Chef practically choked on her own words. “You clearly have no real experience in the kitchen.” She moved closer to Taryn and glared down her nose at her. “I don’t know what your angle is, but I know that you have one. I’m not going to stop until I figure it out.”

      Taryn couldn’t decide if Chef Chris was finally coming to her senses, or if she had lost her mind completely. Of course Taryn didn’t have any real kitchen experience. “No.” Taryn shook her head. That was the straw that broke the proverbial camel’s back. “I’m not trying to take your job. I’m just trying to do mine.”

      “Your job doesn’t have anything to do with my kitchen.” Chef pointed to the double swinging doors.

      “Your job is out there and if you really had experience in a Michelin Star restaurant then you would know that.” Chef narrowed her eyes. “You do your job. I’ll handle mine.” Her blue eyes turn almost green. .

      Michelin Star? What is that? What had Jack told James? Taryn thought the glare could burn a hole right through her skin if she didn’t move out of the line of Chef Chris’s clear disdain. “I don’t have time to argue with you. Get me the numbers before it’s time to start preparing for lunch service.”

      Chef laughed harder.

      “I don’t see what’s so funny.” The website had said she should do inventory first thing in the morning so that the kitchen manager knew what the kitchen staff would have to work with.

      “What’s funny is that you think you can tell me what to do.” Chef cocked her head to the side. “Do you have someone lined up for my job? Is that it?”

      “What?” Her first day was going exceptionally well. “No.”

      “That has to be it.” Chef’s jaw clenched tighter with each millisecond.

      Great. She's coming up with a conspiracy theory, Taryn scoffed to herself. “No. I don’t.” Aren’t angry, crazed chefs just a made-for-TV thing. “I don’t even know another chef in this city.”

      “So, you want to bring in someone you worked with in Chicago?” Chef gasped and her jaw hung open.

      “No.” Medical supply professionals would not have been a good fit at Cherry Street. Clearly.

      Chef shook her head. “I don’t believe you.”

      “That’s fine, you don’t have to. I have work to do, and so do you.” Taryn walked through the doors and heard Chef’s laughter echo as they swung shut behind her.

      “Stick to the front of house and I’ll take care of my kitchen.” Chef’s voice was firm, no hint of laughter left in it.

      Off to a great start, Taryn thought. She watched James who was parked in the corner booth pouring over some paperwork. Did he hear the drama from the kitchen?

      His eyes glance up and an awkward smile crept across his face. “I see you’re getting along well with Chef.”

      So much for high hopes of not being heard. “Uh-uh, indeed.” Taryn rolled her eyes. “I don’t think I’ve ever made anyone so mad, so many times, in such a short amount of time.”

      James laughed and leaned back against the red leather booth. “Don’t worry about Chef.” He shrugged. “It’s a bit of a bark is worse than the actual bite situation.”

      Taryn cringed. “Great.” A pitbull might have actually been a perfect comparison. “What are you working on?” Taryn asked before she realized that was probably an inappropriate question.

      His eyes shifted up in a questioning look. “Uh…” He shifted the papers around so she could see. “It’s just the end of quarter reports. It’s not looking great, but I can’t figure out why we’re losing money left and right. The number of customers seems to be about the same, but our profits are way less for last quarter than any of the previous quarters.”

      “That is strange.” Taryn glanced at the spreadsheets and immediately regretted not taking those classes in college that taught you how to read financial statements. “Were there major price reductions or anything that would have contributed to the loss?”

      “Nope.” James stared blankly at the papers on the tabletop. “Nothing at all changed.”

      “Something must have.” That was just too weird of a coincidence to be nothing.

      “Maybe, but I can’t find it.” James shrugged. “I’m about ready to throw the towel in on this for the day and go to work on getting things set up for the afternoon rush.”
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        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.

        Thanks for reading!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The crisp cool late autumn air was a welcome change from the slew of odors stagnating in the kitchen. Chef Chris had been determined to try out a new dish for the Winter Bash and had been testing recipes all week, but since her sous chef had miscalculated and bumped the heat up by 15 degrees, the kitchen smelled of burnt pastry and overcooked beef. Overcooked food and Chef Chris—not a good combination. The chill in the air meant it was time for the Winter Farmer’s Market. The market was open most of the year, but between Autumn and Winter the selection and the vendors changed drastically. James could see the white and icy blue tents being set up with the red and white checkered ones being taken down right behind them just at the end of the block. Soon the entire street would be lined, once again, with local goods, mostly baked goods this time since it was Winter and that’s a notoriously difficult crop season in Oklahoma. Baked goods… Ugh. How was he going to help Casey with the bake sale when the only thing he knew about baking was how to spread canned icing?

      “Ally, I don’t have the first clue as to what I’m doing.” Taryn’s voice was muffled but he heard the soft sigh escape. “This was a terrible idea.”

      What on Earth was she talking about? If she needed help, maybe there was something he could do. Eavesdropping is universally rude, but he couldn’t help himself. He wanted to help her.

      “They think I worked at a Michelin Star restaurant in Chicago, Ally. What did you tell Jack, exactly?” each word was more strained than the last. Was she holding back tears? “Do you know what Michelin Star means? I didn’t until I looked it up. Ally, this is bad. This is really bad.”

      His heart sank to his feet. So she really didn’t have experience. Chef Chris had been right. If he was being honest, he had guessed that after hearing the near miss with Chef in the kitchen that morning. No restaurant would tolerate such clear misunderstanding of the rules between front of house management and Chef’s duties. But what else had she lied about? He shook his head and tried to ignore the fact that he was the one who had told Ashleigh Lang about her shining qualifications, which even he knew were stretched—very, very thin. Still, lying was the one thing he could never forgive himself for. How could he trust her now? The managers had to trust each other to be able to effectively manage the staff and she could just lie about her entire resume? It was too much. He needed to come clean to Lang too, but that might just cause more damage.

      “Ally…” he heard her voice even more hushed now than before. “The kids needs this joh to work out. I can’t fail at this. Not this time.”

      He smiled at the memory of Aiden and Peyton fighting over the crayon illustrated unicorn. Those kids weren’t at fault. Surely there was a way to fix this even if he would never be able to trust her—or her trust him for that matter. Did he need to tell her the truth now that she knew she what the staff thought her qualifications were? Was there another position she was better suited for in the restaurant? Hostess was available as of this morning. Hayley had pushed it too far that morning. Coming in late is bad enough, but 3 times within 5 days was just too much. He hadn’t let her go before because they needed to improve their customer satisfaction rates rather than make it harder to meet their needs by being short staffed. It was a constant balancing act.

      “Truthfully, I’m probably better suited for that hostess job that we saw in the want ads; but it just isn’t enough, Ally.”

      That answered that. James flung the back door to the kitchen open and let it slam behind him. It was all just too much. Maybe she would hear the door slam and realize she’d been found out and turn-in her resignation. That would have certainly made his job much easier. He immediately cringed at the thought, but he wasn’t sure why. He let the door to his office slam closed just as loud as the backdoor to the kitchen. He knew that would get at least one complaint from the diners trying to enjoy their meal. He just kept making things worse. Liars were the bottom of the barrel as far as he was concerned, and he found himself right there beside her. His blood boiled at the thought that he let himself be turned into something he despised so much. He knew better. His parents raised him better than that. He needed to fix it, and fast. But how? He couldn’t let her know he had heard the conversation. That would be a betrayal of trust too. He slammed his hands down on his desk and a stack of papers fluttered in response. The corners lifted up just enough to expose the contents of one paper wedged between the half-completed schedule for next week and approvals for time off, like those could even be approved this close to the holiday.

      His eyes focused on the exposed paper, it was Taryn’s resume. He saw ‘Marketing’ listed as one of her key skills. Was she really a marketing protege or had that been a lie too? It was probably true. It definitely made sense. She had marketed herself very well. Was Jack in on it too? Maybe she had deceived him too, or maybe he just really needed to help a friend who happened to be his future sister-in-law. If she could help turn things around at Cherry Street and save everyone their jobs, it might be worth keeping her around. They would have to clear the air first. That was not a conversation he looked forward to having, but he couldn’t keep deceiving her. If they were able to turn Cherry Street around then he could still tell Lang the truth—and maybe help salvage the new year for everyone who worked there. His stomach flipped. The stakes were ridiculously high, but nothing worth doing ever comes easy.

      He smirked at the memory of how her face flushed when she thought he was going to ask them to leave the first day he’d met her. She didn’t deserve to be kicked out then anymore than she did in that moment. He knew she was stronger than she let on and anyone that strong was bound to have secrets. He had a few of his own. A fact that he was less than proud of, but still a fact. Heck, she might have even been stronger than she believed she was. Anyone who could stand up to Chef Chris the way she did was certainly forged by fire. She had obviously been through a lot. “That’s none of my business,” he chided himself under his breath and pressed the play button on the still annoying baker who clearly had too much time on his hands because this video was tutorial one-thousand-eighty-seven, and he had only started the channel a little over a year ago. “If I can learn to bake then nothing is impossible and there might be hope yet,” he told the baker behind the screen.
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      It was shaping up to be Cherry Street’s busiest night of the month. James had wanted to confront Taryn when she returned from her late lunch break and tell her the plan, but with the rush of dinner guests it just hadn’t been possible—yet. Taryn fumbled with the tray of dishes as she helped clear tables and get them ready for the next round of dinner guests. He was certain the tray was going to topple over and every dish would come crashing to the ground, but she eventually made it back to the swinging doors and disappeared into the kitchen. She was trying. He had to give her that much. It couldn’t be easy to walk into a fast paced restaurant with no experience and just jump into the middle of everything, yet that’s exactly what she did. She clearly did need this job and the more he had watched her through the rest of her shift, he had come to realize that she was struggling to keep her head above water the same as he was. She just did it more gracefully. He wondered if the customers even noticed. He was certain that even if he hadn’t been so busy and preoccupied the first few days he wouldn’t have caught it without hearing the conversation between her and her sister. Taryn’s smile never wavered as she pursed her lips together. Was she struggling to remember the shorthand for orders? She scribbled the orders down on the paper and he noticed that she double checked the cheat sheet stashed beside the order station before she keyed in the items listed on her pad. She even tossed a few papers out and started over, but at least she was focused on getting it right and learning on the fly.

      “Order in the window,” Chef Chris called from behind the tiny opening in the faux brick wall.

      “Is it mine?” Taryn cringed as soon as the words left her mouth. That was definitely the wrong thing to say to Chef.

      “You must be kidding?” Chef snorted. “Are you really this inept? Honestly, I don’t know how you still have a job. You should have been fired the first day.”

      Taryn’s face fell, even if only slightly. It looked as if recognition might have flashed in her eyes. That was too far, even for Chef. She needed to learn some boundaries and respect for her co-workers. James started toward where Taryn was still standing half-dazed from the way too-close-to-home comments from Chef when a middle-aged man grabbed James’s arm.

      “Excuse me,” he said. “Are you the manager?”

      “I am.” Great. Another complaint. Just what we need right now.

      “I just wanted to say that the new waitress you hired is doing a great job.” The man was just slightly shorter than James and didn’t have near as much hair. His smile was contagious as he nodded toward Taryn. “She’s clearly new, but she’s trying really hard. My order isn’t that easy to get right, I’ve got quite a few dietary restrictions and she didn’t miss a beat. She got it perfect.”

      “Thank you for saying that sir.” Maybe that will make Taryn’s night a little better after having to deal with Chef at the window. “I’ll be sure to let her know.” He smiled and headed back toward the window, but Taryn was already gone. Gah. She’s probably rushing to figure something else out before she has to ask for help. It had to be difficult needing to ask for help but not being able to. That was something he knew a little about. James eventually saw her back in the window. Her eyebrows pinched together in a confused gaze that shifted back and forth between the garnish at the station.

      “You know, this one looks nice with the beef.” He smiled and garnished the dish. “It also adds a nice extra bit of flavor.”

      “Does anyone really ever really eat the garnish with their meal?” she snapped and immediately winced. He wondered if she was already chastising herself for getting upset. Maybe she wasn’t the tough-as-nails type after all. “It’s so much to have to remember,” she sighed.

      “Not usually.” He shook his head. “But doesn’t it make it better to know it has a purpose instead of just there to look pretty and then get slid into the trash bin.”

      “That’s fair.” She nodded and grabbed the same selections for the next dish. “It helps to know why you’re doing something instead of just doing it because you have to.” Taryn’s selection worked, but only because the plates were exactly the same.

      He turned to scan the dishes that would be coming to the window next. Her garnish selection wouldn’t work every time. “You’re right.” He spun back around to find that she was already around the corner of the station and greeting a new set of diners with the empty tray stashed under her arm. He pulled a stack of notecards from the drawer under the computer and scribbled the garnish names and their most common dishes on them and taped them to the counter in front of each receptacle. That should do it.

      “Order in the window,” Chef Chris barked.

      James saw Taryn jump. She probably doesn’t know if what Chef’s calling for is on her list, or not. She tried, nonetheless. Chef plated the dish and slid it into the window while Taryn moved to the side of the window and glanced up at the ticket without calling attention to herself. She might have lied to get the job, but she is doing the best she can with what she has to work with. If she lied on her resume, which she clearly did, he was sure there must have been a good reason. Regardless, it was his job to help her do the best she could, and that was a job he intended on excelling at. Calling her out would only cause her more embarrassment and bring down the whole team from the lack of morale. Her confidence seemed to grow throughout the dinner service as she reached for the garnish from the station. He smiled and wondered if his notecard labels were helping to make her night just a little easier. He hoped they were. Taryn clearly had enough to deal with, and she wasn’t so bad—as far as a co-worker was concerned anyway. He pushed away thoughts of getting to know her outside work. There’s no time for that.

      
        
        The End… for now.
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        The Bartender and the Businessman

      

      

      
        
        When business and barbecue clash, sparks fly! Can Red save Granny’s before it’s gobbled up, or will she fall in love with the Big Bad Wolf?

      

      

      

      
        
        Ellie ‘Red’ Thompson is used to being on her own. Especially after a massive scandal obliterated life as she knew it. Now she’s home in Devil’s Hood; a town Red swore she’d left behind. Between managing Granny’s bar, nosy townspeople, and a stranger offering to buy the business, Red’s too busy to notice that she’s lonely.

      

        

      
        But sell her family’s secret barbecue formula to the sexy man in a suit? No thanks. She doesn’t need a six-foot, chiseled, arms-that-could-knead-bread-for-days, celebrity chef trying to change everything that makes Granny’s special.

      

        

      
        Brandon Wolfe is on the hunt. Having made a name for himself flipping local delicacies into viral brands, he’s always looking for the next big thing. And that thing is Granny’s Barbecue Sauce. He’s determined to sign the deal and make it a global success, no matter who’s standing in his way. Even if that person is a sexy redhead with sharp green eyes and an even sharper tongue.

      

        

      
        To appease her grandmother, Red agrees to hear Brandon out about his plans for Granny’s. But despite the tension and desire simmering between them, both are determined to keep it professional, and to be the one that wins—no matter what.

      

        

      
        But when Ellie’s past comes calling, will Red will lose everything a second time? Or will she be saved by the Big Bad Wolfe?
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      If there’s one thing that hasn’t changed in the ten years that I’ve been gone, it’s the Friday Night Rush. An interesting blend of locals and tourists that come to Devil’s Hood to experience the amazing barbecue. But tonight, that’s not the main attraction here.

      I am.

      The girl who came back.

      It’s only been a few weeks since I arrived back in the town I ran away from, and I’m still a novelty. The girl who disappeared to a magical, mythical life in New York and is now back with her tail between her legs. I hate it.

      The only small comfort I have is that no one in this town knows what happened. If they did, the stares would be a lot more obvious.

      Small town gossip is a beast of its own, always hungry for the next piece of drama. All I have to do is keep my head down and not do anything interesting for another few weeks, and everyone will move on from my mysterious reappearance.

      Then I can move on to proving to everyone that I’m not the same person that I was in high school. That girl doesn’t exist anymore. I worked hard to get rid of her. But those memories are all these people have of me. The crazy wild child that got into trouble and slept around and was constantly the center of town talk.

      I know they’re hoping that I’ll be that person again, but I won’t.

      With that bartender sixth sense, I know that someone is waiting at the bar behind me. My stomach sinks when I see Caleb Bowers standing there. He and I had a fling when we were in high school. Which is a kinder way of saying that we fucked in the back of his car when we were high. No emotions involved, just okay chemistry and decent sex.

      But he’s a customer now, and I do what I do best: Put on a smile and charm.

      “What can I get you, Caleb?”

      He looks me up and down, savoring me a little more than is comfortable. “That depends, Red. What are you offering?”

      I force myself to not react to the nickname I left behind ten years ago. But I’ve heard it nearly every day since I’ve been back in Devil’s Hood. My hair is a fiery red that’s rare. So predictably, I ended up as Red.

      There are worse nicknames, but it was nice to just have all of my friends call me Ellie. Though after everything that’s happened, maybe having a different identity is good.

      “We offer a variety of alcoholic beverages, and of course the kitchen is still open, so I can grab you a menu. I hear the barbecue is the best around.”

      Caleb grins. “You know that’s not what I mean, Red.”

      I stare at him with a blank face. “Then what do you mean?”

      Bartending in New York, I had to deal with plenty of guys like him. They assume that they’re sex on a stick and that you automatically want what they have to offer. Usually, simply calling them on their bluff is enough for them to back down.

      “Come on. You know what I’m asking. We used to have a good time together in high school.”

      “Can I get you something to drink? Otherwise I have other customers waiting.”

      He’s leaning over the bar now, eyes still roaming over my body like he thinks I won’t notice. “I’ll drink whatever you give me, Red. Especially if I have a chance to drink you.”

      I snort. “Not going to happen.”

      Caleb catches my hand as I’m turning away, and yanks me close. My hip slams into the bar, and I wince. That’s going to leave a bruise. His breath is hot on my face, smelling like cigarettes and stale cornbread. But not alcohol. He’s not remotely drunk, he’s just an asshole.

      “We were so good together, babe.”

      “I’m not your babe.”

      He grips my hand tighter. “But you could be. I know you just got back into town so you can’t have found anyone new yet. And frankly, you probably won’t. But I’ve already seen the worst of you, and as good as I was back then…I’m even better now.”

      His other hand snakes up to the back of my neck, and he pulls me in for a kiss. That’s when I make my move. Turning my hand, I reverse his grip so I’m the one holding his wrist and pull his arm towards me with a twist. It takes him by surprise, his head slamming down into the surface of the bar as I bend his hand.

      Caleb yells in pain, and the rest of the bar goes silent. There goes my plan to lie low for a few weeks. This alone will fuel the rumor mill for days. Might as well go all out then. “Listen, asshole. Just because we fucked in high school doesn’t give you the right to touch me—or anyone else—without permission. I told you no, and you did it anyway. If you touch me again, I’ll cut your dick off. And from what I remember, it wasn’t that impressive to begin with.”

      No one moves or speaks or breathes. The only sound is the low rock music coming from the speakers in the ceiling.

      “You bitch,” Caleb says, trying to move and groaning against the hold I have him in. But this isn’t about strength, and this pose has taken down larger men than him. “You think that just because you moved to a city for ten years you’re better than the rest of us?”

      “Johnny,” I call across the room to my bouncer. “Get this piece of shit out of my bar.”

      I hold him down against the wood until Johnny takes him from me and walks him out, hand gripping the back of his shirt the entire time. He tosses him out with a bit more force than necessary. I shouldn’t smile at that, but I do.

      It takes a minute for the conversation in the bar to resume, and another couple minutes for the level of sound to return to its hectic norm. And I know what they’re all talking about. I sigh and rub my bare arms for a moment. I want to take a shower to wash the touch off me, but there’s at least two hours left till closing.

      “You okay?” Johnny appears behind the bar.

      “Yeah. Thanks. But he doesn’t get to come back, got it?”

      Johnny nods. “Got it. I’ll add him to the ban list. Shouldn’t be too hard. We don’t have many of those.”

      “Am I overreacting?”

      The big man laughs. “Fuck no. He got what was coming to him. Hell, I’ve had to throw him out of here more times than not over the last few years. Trust me. No one will miss him.”

      “Thanks, Johnny.”

      He grins. “Anytime, boss.”

      I roll my eyes. That’s still so weird. And it’s going to be weird for a while. Granny’s doesn’t belong to me. Not yet, anyway. It belongs to my grandmother. But now that I’m back, I’m in charge. In every way. That was made clear by my grandmother at one of the most embarrassing all-staff meetings in the history of staff meetings.

      Luckily the people employed at Granny’s are great, though they’ve probably enjoyed giving me a hard time a little too much.

      Taking a moment, I just breathe. I’m not going to let people like Caleb get under my skin. I’m not the same person that I was. I’m not.

      But the news stories and the photos pop into my mind. Even if none of it was true. It still makes me feel the same. Like a failure. Utterly worthless. Running out on everything I had for the second time in my life.

      Out of the corner of my eye I see a wave, and I move toward it out of instinct. That’s the life of a bartender. You see and you move. But the person waiting for me at the end of the bar isn’t like a lot of the patrons that we get at Granny’s.

      He’s wearing a slick suit, no tie, shirt unbuttoned, and he’s gorgeous. It looks like he could have walked out of my old life in New York. Right out of a model casting, but he has a little more grit than that. Dark hair and a jawline I could use to cut the lemon slices I need for the drinks.

      I don’t like men who wear suits. Been fooled too many times by an exterior that hid someone who was rotting underneath. But when he smiles…

      It makes me want to ignore it, at least for a little while. He’s not a local, which makes him even more appealing. If only he was wearing a t-shirt and jeans, we wouldn’t have a problem. It’s like looking at a Vincent Van Gogh painting that someone has splashed ketchup in the middle of. It’s still beautiful, but you can’t ignore the big fucking stain.

      He looks at me; but it’s not the same way that Caleb did. This gaze is alight with genuine interest and curiosity, not possessive lust. And that smile was enough to almost forget my barside manner. “What can I get for you?”

      “What’s the best local beer that you have on the menu?”

      There’s a plate of wings in front of him, half-eaten. So he’s already tried the barbecue. Probably because he’s heard about it and now wants to try something else local to match. It’s a pretty common thing for tourists to do.

      “Most people like the Desert Rose,” I say. “But if you’re looking for something to match the sauce, then I’d go with the Devil’s Ditch.”

      He makes a skeptical face. “Really?”

      “Don’t let the name fool you,” I laugh. “It’s named after the location, not the taste.”

      “All right then, I’ll give it a try.” He raises an eyebrow. “Seems like you guys have a lot of things named after the devil around here.”

      Fishing a bottle of the beer out of the fridge, I crack the top and slide it over to him. “That’s what happens when you live somewhere that’s hotter than hell on a regular basis.”

      “Good one.”

      I smirk. “I do try.”

      The stranger takes a sip of the beer and hesitates for a minute. “You’re right, that’s really good.”

      “Bartender is right about the drinks she serves, news at eleven.”

      He chuckles. “Fair enough. So people come here for the barbecue?”

      “More specifically, the sauce,” I say, glancing down the bar to make sure that no one needs my attention. “It’s pretty popular locally.”

      “And it has every right to be. It’s amazing.”

      I smile. “Thanks.”

      Granny’s barbecue sauce is basically the reason that the place is still in business. I was shocked at how run down the place has become in the years since I left. This place used to have a polish and shine that it’s lacking. And while there’s something comforting about a bar that’s been broken in a little, in the bright light of day when there’s no patrons, lights or music, you can see the way it’s falling apart at the seams.

      But honestly, there’s nothing I can do about it. Yet. We’re making enough money to survive, but now that I’m here I’ve got plans to refurbish the place and make it glow again. I need a project, and who knows how long I’ll be stuck in this town. And more than that, this bar is my life. My childhood. And now one of the only things I have left.

      Besides, my grandmother deserves the rest that she’s finally getting with me taking over. I owe her a lot. More than I could admit than when I was eighteen and all I wanted to do was to get out.

      Movement flashes in my eye and I jump back out of reach. The sexy stranger freezes, holding his hands up like a motion of surrender. “I’m not trying to touch you,” he says. “Just wanted to give you my card.”

      Putting my hand on my chest, I take a deep breath. The adrenaline is still pumping, heart beating faster than it should be. “Sorry, I say. Must still be jumpy.”

      “After that asshole, I don’t blame you,” he says with a lopsided grin. “That was a nice move that you pulled on him.”

      “Learned that from the first bouncer I worked with in New York. Served me well.”

      I see the flash of interest in his eyes when I mention New York, but he doesn’t comment, instead extending his hand again. This time I’m watching, and there is a business card in his hand.

      “Most men just slip their number on a napkin,” I say. “A business card is fancy.”

      Then I look at the card, and my stomach plummets through the floor.

      

      Brandon Wolfe

      CEO, Wolf Foods

      

      I know who he is. Of course I do. Everyone remotely connected to the food world knows who he is. The prodigy chef who’s taking the world by storm with a line of pre-prepared foods and also the guy who’s managed to charm half of Hollywood. His last viral YouTube video was him cooking with Hugh Jackman. Now that his name is in front of me, he looks familiar.

      Way, way more gorgeous in person. But that doesn’t really matter anymore. I was right. Men in suits. Always hiding something, and not once has it ever been something good. “What do you want?”

      He can sense the change in my tone, and he clears his throat. “A friend told me about the barbecue sauce. Since I was in Phoenix, I decided to come out and try it. It is exactly as good as described, and the hype is well worth it. I want to discuss purchasing the formula from your family for production.”

      “Let me get this straight. You met me five minutes ago, then decide to name drop yourself and suggest buying my family’s legacy out from under me? Fuck off. People swooping in and waving their money around isn’t welcome here.”

      He looks surprised. “That’s not what I’m trying to do.”

      “Isn’t it though?” I pointedly look at the suit he’s wearing and the expensive watch on his wrist. “You have a lot of balls, I’ll give you that. Get the hell out of my bar.”

      Thankfully, he doesn’t fight like Caleb did. Calmly, he reaches for his wallet and leaves money for the food and the beer. He’s still looking at me. No longer in surprise, but with a kind of wariness.

      Lifting his bottle towards me, he gives me a nod, and takes it with him. I watch him all the way to the door to make sure that he goes, and then I toss what’s left of his food. And throw myself into scrubbing down the bar until it shines between getting drinks for everyone else.

      God, this night has been awful. I can’t wait for it to be over.
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      I walk down the street toward Granny’s, pushing down my hope. The morning sun is slowly rising towards noon, but I’ve got all day and I’ll wait if I have to. Someone like Ellie—who cares about the place she runs—isn’t going to wait until an hour before opening to come to the bar. I recognize the same passion in her that I had for my first restaurant.

      But man, did I fucking miscalculate.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have ambushed her like that on a busy Friday, but I thought we’d had a decent connection, and I hadn’t wanted to let things get too far along before she realized why I was there.

      So maybe this would work better. I’d grabbed coffee on the way from my hotel. One for me and one for her. I’m betting on the fact that approaching her in the daytime might be a better strategy. And not right after she was manhandled by that douche of a bar patron or with her attention scattered by the final hours of a Friday rush.

      As I turn the corner, I see a car parked in front of the bar. A good sign. Hopefully that’s her, or if it’s not, maybe whoever it is will know where I can find her.

      Before I’d even bothered talking to her last night, I’d tried the food. I liked to have an unbiased opinion before meeting owners, and I didn’t like disappointing them if their food didn’t meet the standards that I was looking for.

      But to say that this sauce met the hype was an understatement. It was—by far—the best barbecue sauce that I’d ever had. Spicy with the perfect blend of tang and sweetness. As soon as I’d tried it, my mind had gone into overdrive. It would be an instant bestseller. People were already flocking to this little dive bar in the middle of nowhere to eat this stuff. How much more would they eat if they could just pick it up at the store?

      And Ellie herself…she was a mystery. Even before that I’d known she was the Ellie Thompson listed as the contact for Granny’s my eyes had been drawn to her. Red hair that looked like flames in the shifting bar lights, perfect skin, and curves that seemed to run on for miles.

      She’d cropped a jersey from one of the local sports teams that I didn’t recognize, showing a hint of toned stomach, while also appealing to the men in the bar who loved sports.

      It wasn’t an accident—the woman knew what she was doing. She had bar tending experience in New York—one of the most difficult places in the profession—so she knew how to work a crowd for tips.

      But even if she hadn’t been catering to her audience, the woman was dead sexy. And when she’d put down a man twice her size? Yeah, that got me interested. Imagine my shock when I asked one of the waitresses where I could find the manager and she pointed to the woman in question.

      That was another reason I’d given her my card so soon. I was attracted to her, and I didn’t want things to go too far in that direction before she knew why I was really there. Because if I had let myself flirt longer, I would have tried.

      I had to put that aside. Pursuing someone as a business partner as well as anything else was a bad idea. I’d seen it crash and burn before, and I’d never made that mistake. No matter how sexy I find her.

      Knocking on the door, I wait and cross my mental fingers that someone answers. Hurried footsteps sound inside, and the door opens to leave me face to face with a very flushed Ellie. Her hair is pulled into a messy ponytail with flyaways going everywhere, clothes far more casual than last night, and I’m again hit with the crazy attraction to her.

      It’s the kind of pull that makes me want to forget the fucking coffee, push her inside and kiss her against the back of the door until we both end up naked.

      Get a hold of yourself, Brandon. You’re here on business. Keep your dick out of it.

      When she sees me, her face hardens. “What do you want?”

      “I just want to talk,” I say, holding up the cups. “And I brought coffee for the trouble.”

      Ellie eyes the coffee with narrowed eyes. I hold out the cup that belongs to her. She takes it from me and holds the door open wider. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do,” she says as she closes the door behind me. “I haven’t changed my mind in the last twelve hours.”

      There’s a mess of boxes all over the floor and across the bar, and the telltale clipboard on a barstool. Inventory. No wonder she looks a little messy. Doing inventory is never fun. Doing it by yourself will make you tear your hair out.

      “I can see that you’re busy. I’ll just lay out what I had in mind, and then I’ll get out of your hair.”

      She takes a sip of the coffee and sits on one of the barstools. “Fine.” She’s clearly grumpy, and I have to hold back a laugh because her grumpiness is honestly kind of cute. It has the kind of bite that an angry kitten might, though I doubt she’d like the comparison. She’s clearly not a morning person—and to be fair, most bartenders aren’t.

      “First, I want to say that I’m sorry that I ambushed you last night. Usually my approach is a little more nuanced.”

      “And I’m not worthy of that nuanced approach?”

      I chuckle, leaning against the bar next to her. “You definitely are. But I wanted you to know why I was here before things slid too far in a different direction.”

      “And what direction would that be?” She’s glaring at me.

      I just smirk. “I think we both know exactly what direction I’m talking about.”

      “Actually, I haven’t the faintest idea.”

      Our eyes lock together, and tension builds between us. We both know that she’s lying, but she’ll never admit it and I’m not going to call her out on it. Or on the fact that her eyes wander down my body and back up like she can’t help but look.

      “I’m interested in purchasing the formula of Granny’s Barbecue Sauce for production under the Wolf Foods label. This doesn’t mean that we’re going to take it from you and never mention this place again. It means that we’ll give you attribution, and Granny’s will receive a lifetime percentage of all sales of the sauce.”

      “Okay,” Ellie says, taking another sip of coffee. At the very least, she’s listening.

      “And more than that, along with the purchase would come a complete renovation of Granny’s to turn it into the place that is deserving to be ‘The Home of Granny’s Hot Sauce.’”

      Ellie places the coffee down beside her, deadly calm. “There’s nothing wrong with my bar.”

      “I never said there was, but it’s obvious that this place could use some love and some touching up. Flipping places is one of my specialties. Again, I wouldn’t be looking to change the character of the place. You guys have got a great vibe and a loyal clientele. That’s great. But with a little work, Granny’s can be a hotspot that even more people drive out here for.

      “Which in turn, will help the town’s economy.”

      Sometimes if the pitch for their own restaurant isn’t working, the appeal for the greater good of the community works. I can’t get a true read on the kind of person Ellie is. Usually I’m good with faces, but she throws me off. And it has nothing to do with the fact that the way she’s sitting is allowing her t-shirt to pull up and show off a glimpse of tempting skin.

      Ellie nods slowly. “Definitely something to consider,” she says. “But as I already told you, I’m not interested.”

      I thought she might say that. Even if I can’t get a read on her, I know that she’s stubborn. “That’s okay,” I say. “You don’t have to be.”

      Wariness enters her gaze. “What are you talking about?”

      “This is a courtesy visit to lay out the plan. I would have liked to get you on board, but I don’t have to. I’m careful before I make these kinds of proposals, Ellie, and I do my research. I know that you aren’t the owner of this bar. And because of that, you have to take this offer to the actual owner, your grandmother. Dorothy, isn’t it?”

      Granny’s has been under Dorothy Thompson’s name for more than thirty years. I was impressed when I found the records. Some bars don’t last thirty years at all, let along under the same ownership and management. It spoke of good products and good business sense, another reason I wanted to investigate. If Ellie is anything like her grandmother, then she’s a true force to be reckoned with.

      But right now she’s looking at me with horror, because I’m right. I’ve officially made an offer, and legally she has to present it to her grandmother. Sliding off her stool, she steps close to me.

      “I’ll tell her,” she says. “I hope she tells you to go to hell. That way I’ll never have to see you again.”

      There're only inches between us, and that air is filled with tension and weight. It would be so easy to reach out and touch her, and god I want to.

      Ellie’s looking up and me, and I can’t decipher the look in her eyes. There’s hate and anger there, but it’s not all that’s there. I can’t keep the smile off my face. “Doesn’t matter, I plan on sticking around for a while. You’ll definitely see me again.”

      I don’t miss the little catch of breath and the way she sways towards me a fraction of an inch before shoving herself away. Just like last night, I lift my drink to her, and take my leave. Just before I reach the door I glance back—she’s watching me go.

      Ellie looks flustered, and as I let the door slip shut behind me, I wish that I could say that she was the only one. If I give her half a chance, Ellie Thompson is going to get under my skin.
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      I can’t believe he came back after I threw him out. But I’m more stunned by how fucking good he looked not in a suit. The t-shirt he was wearing hugged his arms and stretched lightly across his chest, showing off a body that screamed all kinds of things about hard work and sweat.

      I bet he could knead the hell out of some bread dough, and there’s a part of me that would pay good money to watch him do just that.

      His jeans too. They fit so well that it was hard not to stare, especially when he was leaving. His vibe was so entirely different from when he was dressed up; it was hard to reconcile the fact in my mind.

      But in the end, it doesn’t matter. Brandon Wolfe is still a corporate man, and they are all about the money. Snakes in suits, even if they weren’t wearing them. Corporate men can’t be trusted. Ever. Not after New York.

      Not after a man just like him—a man in a suit with gorgeous eyes and a dreamy smile—set my life on fire and then sat back and watched it burn.

      That’s not a game that I’ll ever play again. Granny’s is fine the way it is. We’re surviving, people are happy, and I have a plan to make things better. There’s no reason to change course on something that’s already working. We don’t need Brandon Wolfe to sweep in and tell us everything that we’re doing wrong.

      I’ve already had plenty of commentary on my choices, and I’m done with that now.

      Putting that aside in my mind, I dive back into the inventory. It needs to get done before the bar opens, and right now everything is a mess. It’s easily been months…maybe even over a year since anyone’s done one, and it’s driving me up a wall. Hard to run a bar/restaurant if you don’t know what you have on hand.

      But I’m only doing the bar side today. The kitchen will probably take longer and there’s no way I can get both done before we open. Though I love our employees, I want to do this by myself. They’re trustworthy, but part of inventory is looking at what the data gives you and evaluating if changes in behavior need to be made. Is the cook using too much of one ingredient per serving? Is the bar giving away too many maraschino cherries?

      Not exactly exciting. But at least I have coffee now.

      I roll my eyes. I’d been running late to start this morning, so I hadn’t stopped for any coffee and regretted it. But I was annoyed that it was Brandon that had saved me from a day suffering with caffeine. I didn’t want to be grateful to him at all.

      He said he’d be sticking around and that I’d definitely see him again. Why did the way he’d promised that sent a tiny thrill through my gut? Why did I keep looking towards the door, wondering if I’d see his silhouette again?

      I needed to get it together. He was bad news—here to take everything out from under me again. I shouldn’t be attracted to him.

      My body, apparently, disagreed.

      Forcing myself to focus on the numbers and stock in front of me and not on the lingering thoughts of what Brandon might look like without the t-shirt, I finished the inventory and put everything away.

      Time to go get this shit show over with, I guess. The sooner I tell my grandmother about Brandon’s offer and she shoots it down, the sooner I can move on.

      I can’t wait to see what she says. Dorothy Thompson is a spitfire woman, and exactly who you’d picture if you mentioned a grandmother that owns a bar. She’s thin and wiry but sharper than a spear and will skewer someone with her words as soon as she’ll offer them cookies.

      She’s getting older, and just can’t handle the hours and stress it takes to run this kind of business, which is why she asked me to come back in the first place.

      The timing of it amazed me. I was standing there watching my life go up like a New Year’s bonfire and suddenly Grandma was asking if I’d ever thought about moving back to Arizona. She didn’t know what happened—there’s no way that she could have, and she hasn’t said anything or asked why I said yes.

      But I still wonder about the timing. It was…too perfect.

      Then again, Grandma has always been that way. She knows things in that way that grandmothers do, just instinctively protecting you when you need it the most. I know that a few of the bar’s long-term clients joke about her being psychic. But this is the first time that I actually wondered if it could be true.

      She’s never judged me for all the shit I gave her when I was a kid, and she’s been nothing but kind and grateful to me since I came back. I don’t deserve her.

      Plus, she’s pretty much my only friend right now since no one from New York has reached out to me since I left. On the one hand, I understand why. But on the other, the fact that the people I thought were my friends dropped me so completely that they won’t even send me a text to make sure I’m okay…

      It hurts.

      Grandma lives on the edge of this tiny town in an even tinier blue house. She moved into it a few years ago, after getting tired of all the space in her old one. My grandfather died a long time ago, and since I wasn’t living with her anymore she ‘didn’t want to spend time cleaning space she never used.’ Her words, not mine.

      Honestly, the little house suits her. It’s not much, just a one bedroom with a kitchen and a small living room, but she’s happy here. It’s decorated in light, airy colors and because she’s got a nice plot of land at the border of town, she’s got one hell of a view.

      The Arizona desert isn’t for everyone, but its got its own kind of beauty. The stark landscape and endless sky is something I missed when I was in New York. Maybe there’s something that’s built into you when you live in a place so long, like a little of it soaks into your DNA and never leaves. Because I can’t imagine not loving staring up into infinite blue and feeling the warmth of the summer sun.

      Even if the heat can fuck off most of the time.

      When I shut my car door, I see a flicker in the kitchen curtains. Grandma knows that I’m here, and she opens the door before I make it to her. “Was I expecting you today?”

      I smile. “I can’t just drop by?”

      She hits me lightly on the arm as I slip inside. “Of course you can, I just want to make sure this old brain wasn’t forgetting everything.”

      “Your brain is better than mine,” I say. “More likely I’d be the one forgetting.”

      She laughs. “Kettle is on. Want some tea?”

      “Sure.”

      I watch her walk to the stove and sit down at the table in her small breakfast nook—a sun-soaked space surrounded by three windows that face the view. She pours us both tea and brings it over, sighing as she sits. I study her for a moment. She looks tired. More run down than I remember.

      Guilt spikes in my chest. Of course, I wasn’t exactly here to see how fast that was happening while I was off doing my own thing. That worked out well. “You okay, Grandma?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

      Stirring a little sugar into the tea, I shrug. “I don’t know, you just seem tired.”

      Grandma snorts in a decidedly unladylike fashion. “I’m always tired, Red. This is what getting old is like, didn’t you know?”

      “I think they left that out of the handbooks,” I admit.

      “I’ll mark it down on my list: write Red a new aging handbook before I kick the bucket. That’ll be the last item on the bucket list.”

      I laugh. “You have a bucket list?”

      “Every old person has a bucket list. Add that to the handbook too,” she says. “So why are you here?”

      “To visit you?”

      Grandma rolls her eyes. “Of course. But I can see on your face that there’s something else. And I remember doing inventory. When you’re done, the only thing you want to do is go home and stare at the ceiling.”

      “I forgot that I told you I was doing that.”

      “But you did. So why are you here instead of at home staring at your ceiling?”

      I sigh and take a long sip of tea. “I’m here to tell you about a business offer that I’d rather forget, but as the person pointed out, I’m not the legal owner of the bar, and so I have to tell you about it.”

      My grandmother raises an eyebrow and smiles. “If he went up against you and won, then this should be interesting.”

      “What makes you think it’s a he?”

      “It’s always a he,” she says, patting my hand and standing. She grabs a box of her homemade cookies—to die for—and puts them on the table. “Women know how to approach other women. Even if the bitches piss us off, they never make us sigh like that.”

      A laugh bursts from my lips. She’s not wrong. “Okay fine, it’s a he.”

      “Is he attractive?”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s not at all relevant to the conversation.”

      “It could be.”

      “It’s not.”

      She takes a defiant bite of a cookie. “All right then, tell me what the mystery man wants with Granny’s.”

      I lay it all out for her, from the purchase of the sauce formula to the complete renovation with a focus on turning it into a tourist location. I tell her everything, though I don’t pretend to be unbiased about it. I like Granny’s the way it is. Hometown feel, hometown flavor. It doesn’t need to be urbanized.

      But to my never-ending horror, Grandma doesn’t freak out and tell me to call Brandon right away and threaten to chop his balls off.

      Yes, I imagined the conversation going that way. And yes, it would have been absolutely epic.

      Instead, she says nothing, staring into the middle distance for a moment, warming her hands around her teacup. “I want to meet with him.”

      “What?!” Outside my own body, I can hear the horror and desperation in my voice. “Are you serious?”

      She looks offended. “Of course I’m serious.”

      I can only imagine what my face looks like…utter shock. “Why?”

      Grandma smiles at me. “I’m not getting any younger. I want to make sure that you’re taken care of before that happens. You know that I’m leaving Granny’s to you, right?”

      “We’ve never talked about that,” I say. “And I would never assume it.”

      “Well it’s already a done deal. I had it put into the will.” She pushes another cookie towards me before putting the box away.

      It’s a touching gesture, and one that’s almost relieving. Always nice to know that the thing you’re putting a lot of work into will benefit you in the future. “Thank you. But if you’ve made that decision, can’t you see why I might not want this deal?”

      I don’t think that my grandmother would ever actually roll her eyes at me, but the expression on her face right now is pretty close. “I didn’t say I was going to run into his arms and faint breathlessly before begging him to let me sign a contract. I said I wanted to hear the man out.”

      “It’s not a good idea, Grandma. He’s just in it for the money. They all are.”

      “Red.” She levels a look at me. “Set it up.”

      “But—”

      “Set it up.”

      I clamp my mouth shut, trying to keep in another round of protests. Dorothy Thompson is just as stubborn—or more—than I am. And once she’s made up her mind, she’s not going to take no for an answer.

      “Now that you’ve been back in town for a few weeks, has anyone caught your eyes?”

      I take a sip of my tea. “Really? You’re going to change the subject by asking me about my dating life?”

      Her eyes sparkle. “It’s an excellent diversion.”

      “No, no one’s caught my eye,” I lie. Because someone has, but there’s no way in hell I’m telling the man that’s making her the offer is sexy beyond belief, and every time I think about him I’m distracted by imagining all the possibilities of him and me. And all the things that we can do horizontally.

      I need to get him out of my town as soon as humanly possible.
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      Driving back into Devil’s Hood feels a little like coming home. Even though the town is in the middle of the desert, it’s got that kind of feel to it. You can tell that the people who live here love their place, with all kinds of little touches. Tiny, well-maintained green spaces and fresh coats of paint on old houses.

      Traveling as I did to track down new foods, I’d seen a lot of small towns. A fair share of them had felt dead. Like the hope had gone out of everyone living there and they were just existing and trying to get by. It didn’t feel like that here.

      It’s been a couple of days since I’ve been in town. I went back to Phoenix to check out another local place, and to get my stuff from my hotel so I could move to the one in town here. I didn’t lie to Ellie—I’m planning on sticking around for a while in hopes that I can change her mind.

      If dangling the carrot in front of her won’t work, then maybe persistence will.

      The other restaurant I tried—incidentally another barbecue joint—I didn’t bother talking to the owner. It paled in comparison. I was already determined to win Ellie over, but that solidified it.

      Not to mention that the grumpy redhead has been on my mind. And not in an entirely business-like fashion. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get her or her curves out of my head. My imagination played out different ways that the meeting at the bar on Saturday morning could have gone.

      All of them ended in breathless wanting and pleasure and not simply glares and coffee. To say I was intrigued by this woman was an understatement.

      It was a dangerous game to play, but the more I thought about it, the less I minded the risk.

      Just after noon. I still have a couple of hours before I have to check in to my hotel. Might as well investigate some of the other local food spots. I’m hungry anyway, and this is always a good way to find out about local competition before embarking on a rebranding. You had to know the flavor of a place before you could tailor it to be successful.

      I already hit up the coffee shop when I picked up my peace offering for Ellie on Saturday, but if I recall correctly, there’s a diner not too far from there. Yes, there it is.

      It’s got classic diner architecture with silver and chrome and big windows, with cheerful signs advertising the ‘best burger on this side of the Grand Canyon.’ That’s something that can easily be tested.

      I chuckle to myself, imagining finding two stellar delicacies in the same tiny town. The discovery would turn Devil’s Hood into food Mecca. I wouldn’t mind that. If anything, finding another food to acquire might help nudge Ellie closer to letting me sign the deal for Granny’s sauce.

      Parking my car, I step out into the stifling heat. It’s true what they say down here—it is a dry heat. But that doesn’t make it any less hot when the thermometer is regularly topping triple digits. The diner’s air conditioning is almost frigid by comparison, and it is very welcome. Then I freeze, and the smile is on my face before I can stop it.

      I’m the luckiest man in the world.

      The diner is nearly empty, and Ellie Thompson is sitting in a booth. Alone. Eating a burger.

      This is perfect.

      “May I join you?” I ask as I slide into the bench seat across from her. It wasn’t phrased like a question.

      Immediately, she’s shooting daggers from her eyes. “You’re still here?”

      “I told you I’d be sticking around town for a while.”

      She sighs. “You’re free to do that, but you don’t have to stick around me specifically.”

      “Who better to witness my test of the best burger this side of the Grand Canyon?”

      Ellie looks around the diner and even out of the windows, like she’s searching for someone who might rescue her from me. But it’s the middle of the day on a Monday. Not a lot of pedestrians or people eating out. Monday is one of the deadest days in the business.

      “I actually just got back into town,” I say, keeping my tone light. “Went back to phoenix to check out another barbecue place. You’ll be happy to know that it has nothing on yours.”

      Ellie says nothing, focusing hard on her burger. But it’s also easy to tell that she’s listening to me. Interested, even if she doesn’t want to admit it.

      “It wasn’t bad of course, but nothing to write home about. Speaking of home, the little time I’ve been here, I can really see why people love this town. It’s clear that the people here love it and take care of it. Definitely a lot more inviting than some I’ve visited. It’s a nice spot to get away.”

      “Is that what you’re going to put on the posters after you turn Granny’s into a hotel?”

      I ignore the jab. We both know that’s not my intention.

      While she’s not looking at me, I take the chance to study her. The sun shining through the windows catches her hair and lights it up like a halo of flames. And I swear the more that I stare at her, the more I want to burn.

      She’s got that pale, redhead skin that I’m sure is hard to protect from the Arizona sun and makes me want to find out just how hard I can make her blush. Green eyes and freckles that I could see myself counting.

      Fuck, she’s beautiful. And that pull in my gut hasn’t lessened one bit.

      “Have you thought about my offer?” I ask.

      I get my wish as Ellie’s face flushes a lovely shade of pink. “No, I haven’t thought about you at all.”

      If I had the chance, I would wager everything in my bank account that that blush says differently. Which only gives me misplaced hope and drives me further down this path with her.

      “I didn’t ask if you’d thought about me,” I say softly. “But I can’t say that I’m unhappy that you did.”

      Ellie blushes brighter and glares at me, clearly willing me dead and elsewhere. “I said that I didn’t.”

      “Your skin tells a different story.”

      We stare at each other, hanging in the moment, and leaning towards the other just an inch before she sighs and looks away. “My grandmother says that she wants to meet you.”

      “Really?” I’m surprised. Ellie seemed pretty convinced that her grandmother would tell me to go to hell in a handbasket.

      “Believe me,” she says, “I tried to convince her that it was a terrible idea.”

      I laugh. “I don’t doubt that.”

      But I can’t stop smiling. This, I can do. As I smile wider, her frown gets deeper. “Stop looking so happy.”

      “I can’t help it. I’m a happy guy.”

      She snorts. “You wear suits for a living. How happy can you be?”

      “Wearing suits is rarely a part of my job. A necessary evil sometimes, but I’m still a chef. You’re more likely to find me in a dirty apron than a three piece.”

      That seems to give her pause, and she looks at me almost sideways. And then the contemplation disappears, and grumpy Ellie is back.

      I think I could get used to her grumpiness.

      Ellie sets down what’s left of her burger and takes a sip of her burger. “Here’s what’s going to happen.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “You’re going to meet with my grandmother and you’ll get your chance to go into detail about your plans. She wants to listen, so make it good. Do your worst. Or Best. Whatever.”

      I smirk. “I always bring my best Ellie. To whatever I do. In business and outside of it.”

      There’s that blush again, and I count it a small victory. I could get addicted to finding new ways of making her blush. I’m already halfway there.

      “I don’t need to know what you do outside of your business.”

      “I don’t know Ellie. It’s never a good practice to start out a business relationship on lies, and I think you very much want to know what I do outside of my business.”

      “No.”

      Leaning forward, I hold her gaze. “Prove it.”

      “I don’t have to do that,” she says, mirroring my pose. “I don’t have to do anything. I already know all about guys like you.”

      “Guys like me, huh? Tell me what you think you know before you go lumping me in with a bunch of strangers.”

      “You live in New York, right?”

      I nod, trying to ignore how much closer our faces are together, and how appealing her lips are right now. Just like in the bar the other morning, it would be so easy to close that distance. So easy to kiss her. “I do, most of the time.”

      She laughs, but it’s not a joyful sound. “I know New York men. Always looking for the next big thing. Money is everything to them, and the only thing they’re looking for in their life is a pretty face to have on their arm when the newspaper snaps the photo. Otherwise you’re expendable.”

      I’m suddenly angry. Not at her, but at whoever got in her head this deeply that she would think that all men are that. That’s a scar that’s deep, and if I ever found the guy who did that to her I’d have to beat the hell out of him just on principle. “Good thing I’m not a New York guy,” I say. “I just live there.”

      She shakes her head like she doesn’t believe me, and now I’m very sure that she doesn’t. “Let me make myself clear. If you try to con my grandmother. If you try to take advantage of her in any way. If you somehow get her to say yes and promise things that you can’t deliver, or cross her at all. You and I will have bigger problems than this.” She gestures between us.

      Ellie hasn’t noticed that she’s leaning even closer now. I resist the urge to reach out and touch her. “And let me be clear,” I say back. “I don’t know what shithead convinced you that every man who wears a suit is a raging dickhead, but he’s the scum of the earth. I’ve never once conned a client or promised something I couldn’t deliver—feel free to ask my other clients. They’ll be happy to take your call. And this?” I copy her movement and gesture between us. “This is not a problem. Chemistry is never a problem.”

      “Tell that to the explosions that happen in high school classrooms.”

      I just grin and drop all pretenses that I’m flirting with her. “I like the fact that you think that we would be explosive.”

      Ellie rolls her eyes, sitting back and breaking the string of tension that had woven itself between us.

      “I’m not who you think I am, Ellie. I promise. But I know that promises can be broken, so I’d like to show you, if you’ll let me. While I’m here, I’d really like to get to know you.”

      There’s no ignoring the pull I feel toward her. I’m only going to keep justifying little moves until it’s too late. But I’m not a little moves type of guy, so I might as well be all or nothing. Since she’s not the owner of the bar, and not the one who will be making the final business decision, it’s not as much of a conflict of interest.

      Or at least that’s what I’m telling myself.

      Ellie Thompson is the most beautiful, interesting woman that I’ve met in a long time, and I want to know everything about her.

      “Will you let me take you to dinner? To show you that I at least have basic table manners? The rest can come in baby steps.”

      I see hesitation in her eyes, the moment of consideration as she looks at me and her eyes wander down across my shoulders and chest before coming back. Then she stands, pulling out her wallet and grabbing a few bills that she drops on the table. “Go to hell, Wolfe.”

      Her footsteps sound loudly on the floor as she storms all the way out the door, and I laugh, still smiling as I wave down the waitress so she can take my order.
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      I’m hitting the pavement with my feet harder than is absolutely necessary, but it’s the best way to show my frustration without screaming and drawing even more attention to myself.

      Brandon Wolfe has got a lot of nerve. Trying to be…I don’t know, friends with me after what he’s trying to do? Even sitting down with me like we have some kind of relationship is going to start rumors about the two of us.

      Did you see Red and that out-of-towner? I saw them getting cozy at the diner.

      That’s the way it worked here. I’m already the talk of the town, and this would just emphasize that I was exactly who they thought I was. Red Thompson strikes again. Barely in town a month and she’s already got herself a man. I almost roll my eyes.

      That is exactly what I didn’t want—what had made Caleb think that he could put his hands on me the other night. Because he thought that I was the same. I wasn’t the same.

      And I knew that it wasn’t entirely Brandon that I was mad at. I was angry at me too for getting caught up in it. He was charming and gorgeous and he somehow managed to read me like a book.

      I felt drawn to him, even if I wish that I didn’t. When we were sitting there, I hadn’t even realized how close we were leaning together until he’d looked at my lips like he’d wanted to kiss me. And in spite of the fact that we were in public and I hated his guts, I kind of wanted him to do it.

      Purely so I could see just how bad a kisser he was and put away these ridiculous fantasies that I was having. I couldn’t get them out of my head. And I hate that he made me want that.

      After everything…I didn’t like feeling out of control. And everything about Brandon Wolfe made me feel out of control. From the way he was coming after my business to the way his glances had my insides lighting up like a fucking Christmas tree.

      Fuck. For the first time in the ten years since I left, I have the urge to smoke. I hadn’t seriously done that since I left here ten years ago, and I hadn’t even been serious then. But maybe like the desert and everything else that is a little bit a part of me. I had liked looking like a rebel and everything that came with that.

      But I don’t need someone to see me smoking to add to what I’m sure are already going to be rapidly growing rumors. And I value my lungs. So I cross my arms, put my head down, and try to think about what I need to do at the bar tonight. Anything to ignore the vivid memories of rich brown eyes looking at me across the table. Seeing me for me.

      I’d had enough upheaval in my life. I wasn’t going to let some man in a suit—or anyone who thought they could tell me who to be in this town—sway me away from my goal and who I’d decided to be when I came back. Who I promised my grandmother that I was now. Someone who could be relied on.

      “Red!” someone calls. I don’t look back. This is not what I need right now. Someone probably chasing me down to ask me what the hell I’m doing back in town.

      “Ellie!” I turn at the sound of my real name. Honestly, I’m not even sure half the town remembers it. That narrows down who it could be.

      The voice sounds familiar, but the face sure as hell doesn’t. The woman walking towards me is pretty. In that casual way that only a certain type of person can pull off. Messy bun, loose t-shirt and leggings that she wore with the effortless ease of an Instagram model. But she didn’t look like she was aware of it either. Grandma would say it’s the type of pretty that comes from being a good person.

      “Hey,” she says, stopping in front of me and slightly out of breath from trying to catch up.

      “Hey,” I say cautiously. Even up close, I’m having a hard time placing her, though she clearly knows me.

      She laughs lightly. “It’s Jenna.”

      “Jenna—” I startle in shock. “Jenna Perry?”

      “Jenna Carpenter now,” she says with a grin. “But yeah.”

      I blink. Holy shit. Jenna was my best friend in high school. But if you’d put pictures of the two women side by side, I’d be willing to bet I wouldn’t be the only one with recognition problems. I have memories of a very different girl. One with a nose ring, bleached hair, and an attitude almost as bad as mine. Where I’d smoked more ironically than anything else, Jenna had developed a habit. And as wild as I’d been, she’d beaten me every step of the way.

      If there was one person in Devil’s Hood who could rival me for high school reputation, it was Jenna. But I was still having a hard time reconciling the girl I knew with the woman standing in front of me. But I can see her face in there.

      “Wow.” I pull her in for a brief hug. “Talk about a blast from the past.”

      “I know. Someone mentioned to me the other day that they thought they’d seen you and I told them no way. Until I saw you in the diner.”

      Inwardly, I groan, hoping that I was the only person that she noticed. Shaking my head, I try to wrap my head around it. “Carpenter…” I freeze. “You married flipper?”

      There was only one family in town with that last name, and unlike the way I ran from here like my life depended on it, most people didn’t.

      She laughs, high and bright, reminding me of a thousand inside jokes and sleepovers and hot summer evenings. “Oh my god, I can’t remember the last time someone called him that, but yeah.”

      I smile. “Did he get any taller?”

      Flipper was a quiet kid with an unlucky nickname. In elementary school we’d taken a field trip to the Phoenix aquarium, and he’d been so upset about the fact that there weren’t any dolphins that he cried. Some boys started calling him Flipper since he loved dolphins so much, and it stuck.

      He was a quiet kid. Teacher’s pet. Definitely not someone that I would have spent any time with, but from what I remembered he seemed sweet.

      Jenna smiles, though it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. Her voice sounds happy though. “No, he didn’t get any taller. But I don’t mind. He’s a good man.”

      “I’m glad,” I say, finding I actually mean it. “Who’d have thought you’d end up with him?”

      “Right?” Jenna shakes her head, but she’s grinning like a maniac. “He went out East for college, and when he came back, he came back hot.” She laughs. “I was done for. Before that, you’re right, I never would have looked at him twice. But people can change.”

      She looks at me a little strangely when she says it, like she’s challenging me to prove that it’s true.

      “Yeah, they can,” I say, keeping my tone light. “I mean, look at you.” Back in high school Jenna had sworn she’d take her first real life paycheck, buy a Harley, and drive off into the sunset. She said it so often that all our friends would finish her sentence for her when she started to say it. Now she seems…responsible. Mature. Who all our teachers swore that we would end up being even as we actively tried to prove them wrong.

      She snorts. “I know. I’m not surprised you had no clue who I was. If high school me knew that this was the way I turned out, she’d kick my ass.”

      I laugh with her.

      “But then there’s the people that never change,” she says, raising an eyebrow. “Like Caleb Bowers?”

      I wince. “You heard about that?”

      “That he got banned from Granny’s? Hell yes I did. I didn’t know that you were the one that did it though. It’s about time. The man has been arrested for bar fights so many times that it’s not even part of the gossip rounds anymore.” She shakes her head. “I can’t believe I ever dated him. Or that you did.”

      “Yeah,” I cringe. There was more than one guy that both Jenna and I had dated. That’s what happened when you lived in small towns. “We made good choices.”

      “We made choices all right. Speaking of those, what have you been doing and why are you back? Last I heard, you were living the dream in New York. All I did was get married and have a baby. You’ve got to have better stories than I do.”

      “Wait,” I hold up a hand. Had she just— “A mom? You had a baby?” My voice is amazed. I never pictured Jenna as a mother. It’s kind of amazing, actually.

      But she freezes, as if I hit a tender spot. A kind of sadness I don’t expect is on her face, gone in a flash. “Do you have pictures?”

      This smile is real. “Yeah, I do.”

      “Then I’m going to see those. Right now, Jen-jen.” I use her nickname from high school as if no time has passed. Standing with her kind of feels like that. After all, the past is never really the past in Devil’s Hood.

      “Dear god. That nickname is not making a comeback,” she says, pulling out her phone. But it achieved my goal of making her smile.

      “Fine,” I say. “I won’t call you that if you don’t call me Red.”

      “Fair. This is Hope.” She holds out her phone to me, and I see a photo of a laughing toddler. I can see elements of both her parents in her. Her mother’s dark hair and her father’s eye. She’s going to be beautiful when she gets older.

      “Jen, she’s precious.”

      She smiles softly. “She’s my whole world.”

      I can see that it’s true too, in the way that she looks at the photos that she shows me, along with an adorable video of the little girl blowing out the candles on a birthday cake.

      Abruptly she puts her phone away. “That’s enough about me. Spill. Tell me what you’ve been up to…since you disappeared after graduation.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” I say.

      She waves a hand. “I’m not mad. It’s in the past. I’m just glad you’re back and I really want to hear everything.”

      I don’t think that on the street is really where I want to get into everything. Frankly, I’m not even sure that I’m ready to talk about it. How do I explain everything that happened with Chris? The time I wasted? The fact that I’m at the center of a national scandal even though no one knows my name? “It was just…time to come home.”

      “Cryptic.” She gives me a look like she knows I’m full of shit.

      “Always,” I say, checking my phone for the time. “Tell you what. If you come to Granny’s tonight, I’ll fill you in on a bunch of stuff between serving the few people that actually show up on a Monday.”

      “I can do that,” she says. “As long as you promise me that that will involve details about the guy I just saw you with. Mr. Cryptic?” she teases.

      I roll my eyes and hold up my left hand to show my very empty finger. “Definitely not, and don’t remind me.”

      “Please. The way he was looking at you, I think you should very much be reminded. He was practically drooling, Ellie.”

      “He wasn’t drooling.” I would have noticed if he was, given how close we were to each other.

      Jenna laughs. “Oh, he definitely was. And it looked like you were pretty close yourself.” She elbows me and winks, grinning at me until I break.

      “Fine, I admit it. He’s…attractive. And also infuriating, and an absolute pain in my ass. I swear he wins the award for the most frustrating man in the state of Arizona.”

      “Considering this state holds at least ten of our combined exes, that’s saying a lot.”

      “Are you counting Travis and Caleb once or twice?” I say sarcastically. “Since we both dated him.”

      Jenna crosses her arms and rolls her eyes, but she’s still smiling. “We’re not counting Travis at all, because we were in sixth grade, and you dated him for a day.”

      “A whirlwind romance compared to you lasting a week.”

      “It was love at first sight,” she sighs. Jenna’s eyes sparkle, the way they used to when she’d pass me a note during class. “But now, I’m married. I’m settled and boring and seeing people like my long-lost best friend hook up with mysterious strangers is really the only way that I have any fun.” Jenna had always had a dramatic side.

      “It’s not what you think,” I say. “He’s only pretending to like me so he can take Granny’s out from under me.”

      She looks surprised. “Are you sure?”

      “Very. I know guys like him.”

      Her eyes go wide, and she laughs. “There are other guys like him? That hot? In New York? Please god, if they’re all like that don’t tell me so I don’t feel bad about staying here my whole life.”

      I do my best not to flinch. I’d felt like her not that long ago, but now I knew better. Going to New York hadn’t ended in anything but pain. “They’re everywhere. Men like him are just wolves in expensive suits. You can’t trust them. If you do, they’ll eat you alive.”

      Suddenly, Jenna throws her arms around me, squeezing me tight in a warm hug. She still smells the same, like the body spray we’d practically bathed in way back when. The memories hit me like a ton of bricks. I wish things were as simple as they were a decade ago. I hug her back.

      “It’s going to be okay,” she says. “Trust me.”

      I don’t know how she knows that’s exactly what I need to hear, but it is. But then, Jenna has always been good at that. She sees through all the bullshit like it’s not even there.

      “Thank you,” I say, hiding the fact that there are tears in my eyes.

      “I’ll come by tonight, once we’ve got Hope in bed, okay? Let’s catch up for real, and I expect details.”

      “What, this wasn’t enough bonding?” I’m not sure why I let this friendship fade away. Jenna was never a part of my problem with this town, so why didn’t I call her? Even just checked in? Because I’d decided that I was putting this town in my rear view, and that included everyone in it.

      Maybe if I hadn’t done that, I would have seen what was happening in my own life sooner. Jenna always had given the best advice. She and I had been practically sisters, and I’d ditched her.

      “This? Come on now, real bonding involves us making some coconut-rum-mojitos and dancing on tables, right?” she winks at me. “At least the first half of that, tonight, deal?”

      “Deal,” I reply. She waves and walks back in the direction of the diner, and I head toward Granny’s, feeling better than I have all day.
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      Granny’s is busier than I expected for a Monday night. Testament to the nice atmosphere, and more than that, the food. I’ve barely been in town and I can clearly see which people are from out of town because they’ve heard about this place.

      Strange that after only a few days I don’t feel like I’m out of town. I suppose that’s good. If I have it my way, I’ll be hanging around here quite a bit for the next few months. It’s always nice if you actually like the place where you’ll be living.

      I’m sitting at the bar in the same spot that I did that first night, and Ellie is ignoring me. Pointedly.

      She does her job, slamming drinks down in front of me when I raise my hand for a refill, but other than that and the occasional dangerous glare, nothing. At least nothing that she thinks I can see.

      It shouldn’t make me smile, but it does. In my experience, someone pushing that hard against something is resisting when they should be running towards it.

      I’m not an idiot, and I’m not a monster. If I thought she actually hated me, I would leave her alone. But I don’t think she does. I catch her studying me when I’m looking down or away, gravitating towards me before catching herself and retreating.

      Fuck everything else. I don’t care. I want to get to know this woman. I want to know why I cause her thorns to go up when she’s open and smiling with everyone else. There’s a genuine ease that draws people to her at the bar, and she charms them.

      I want to know what makes her so wary of what I want to do for her business when it could help her. What happened to make her have such walls? I’ve never had the instinct to peel back someone’s layers like this. But something deep down wants to protect Ellie. Soothe her pain and make it better.

      And even more than that, I want her. My mind won’t stop conjuring images of us together. What it would be like if we came together in the explosion that she described this morning. I am absolutely sure that it would be amazing. But that can wait.

      The first step is getting her to admit that she’s attracted to me at all. After that, we’ll see.

      There’s a commotion at the door behind me, and I turn to see the bouncer blocking the door. I also see his body jerk as he absorbs a hit from the person on the other side. I’m on my feet before I fully realize it, ready to back the guy up.

      There’s at least two others that move with me, and that’s good. I like knowing that the people of the town have Ellie’s back.

      It’s the same guy—the one that she put down on the bar the night we met. He’s breathing hard, looking furious, even though the bouncer is still fully blocking the door like he didn’t just take a punch to the gut.

      “Let me in.”

      The bouncer isn’t facing me, but I can still almost hear him roll his eyes. “You’re on the ban list, Caleb. That means no. You’re not coming in, you’re not welcome at Granny’s. End of story.”

      “I’m banned for flirting with some bitch?”

      The bouncer laughs. “If that’s what you think you did, I can’t help you.”

      Caleb sneers. “Enlighten me. What did I do?”

      “You assaulted the owner of the bar in front of about a hundred witnesses,” I say, drawing his attention to me. “Maybe you should have thought about that—or the fact that it’s not okay to touch people without permission—if you didn’t want to get banned from the best bar in this town. You’re lucky there weren’t charges pressed.”

      The idiot laughs. “Whatever, man. It’s not like its anything I haven’t already had.”

      I swear I’m about to deck the man, and the bouncer is too when I feel a hand on my arm. Ellie is standing next to me, staring down Caleb. No fear, just mild annoyance.

      “Come on, Red. Just a misunderstanding, right?”

      “I thought I’d made myself clear on Friday, Caleb, when I told you to get the hell out of my bar.”

      “Really?” He scoffs. “You’re going to keep me out because you can’t take a joke?”

      “Brandon is right, Caleb,” she says calmly. “I could have pressed charges, but I didn’t. But I did ban you from the premises. And if you try to come here again, I’ll have the sheriff arrest you for trespassing.”

      Caleb’s face twists into something ugly. “Guess what I said that night is really true. You really are a bitch. Even more than that you’re a—”

      “If you value your face you won’t finish that sentence,” the bouncer says. His fists are already prepped, and I don’t doubt that he’d take the opportunity if he had it.

      “You can’t ban me,” Caleb says in a last effort. “You’re not the owner.”

      Ellie just smiles. “If you want to take it up with Dorothy, feel free. My grandmother has dealt with bigger shit than you in her life.”

      She gives me and the bouncer one nod and then goes back to the bar. The woman has balls. With how angry he is, I’m not sure that I’d feel comfortable turning my back on him right now.

      Looking at Caleb, the rest of us who are standing there just stare him down until he realizes that he’s utterly outnumbered, and forcing himself into the bar is going to be a fight that won’t win and one that will probably end up with him in jail.

      He lets out a string of curses and storms off into the darkness. A few people in the bar clap, and the bouncer and I share a knowing look. “Good riddance,” he says.

      “For real.”

      Ellie is already back behind the bar as if nothing happened, which is exactly the right move. That piece of shit doesn’t deserve any kind kindness, or to hear second hand from others that Ellie was broken up or terrified after. Just business as usual.

      She’s talking to a pretty brunette down at the other end of the bar, smiling. I want that smile to be directed at me. It’s transformative. She looks like an entirely different person. And I like the way she looks when she’s happy.

      We haven’t scheduled the meeting with Dorothy yet—she hasn’t looked at me long enough for that to happen—but I really want it to go well. I want a reason to stay here and get to know Ellie.

      I realize that I’m more invested in this deal than I should be because of her. Sure, acquiring Granny’s Sauce would be a huge benefit for Wolf Foods. And for Granny’s. But clearly that’s not where my focus is when it comes to Ellie.

      Or Red. Caleb called her Red. She didn’t flinch when she said it. Is it something that she prefers and he was using to be familiar? Or was it something that she hated that he was using to bother her? If she gave me the time of day the next time I called for a beer, I would ask her.

      Looking around the room, I analyze the atmosphere. People are comfortable. Friends are laughing, and it looks like there are a few people here on dates. A nice, cozy place to spend some time. This is the kind of atmosphere that I would absolutely strive to maintain in the renovation.

      There’s a pool table in the back and a couple people are playing darts as well.

      Darts. That’s an interesting idea.

      Finishing the beer I have—the same one that she recommended to me the first time—I prepare to face her wrath. Her eyes flick down the bar to me and then back to her friend. I see her shoulders slump with a sigh, but she doesn’t look entirely angry to be coming down to me this time.

      “The same?” she asks.

      “Yeah.”

      Ellie cracks the top and sets it in front of me.

      “Red?”

      She winces. “A very unoriginal nickname based on the color of my hair. Obviously.”

      “So you don’t want me to call you that?”

      “God, no. Honestly, you’re one of the few people that doesn’t. It’s refreshing.”

      I smile. “Glad to hear I’m good for something.”

      Ellie rolls her eyes. “Yeah, well…thank you. For jumping up back there.”

      “You had it handled, and your bouncer—”

      “Johnny.”

      “Johnny,” I say, making a mental note. “There was no way that he was getting inside.”

      She looks at me carefully. “Right. But thank you anyway. You didn’t have to jump up the way that you did.”

      “Yes,” I say. “I did.”

      Yet another moment that hangs in the air today with things that aren’t spoken. But I’m about to change that, because something has to give, and I’m not about to let her walk away from me again.

      Ellie turns, and I reach and catch her arm. Gently, so not to startle her. “I want to make a bet with you.”

      Her sass is back, along with the glare at my hand on her skin. “A bet?”

      “That’s right.”

      “What kind of bet?” Her eyes flash with interest.

      I smile and lean back, releasing her. “Darts.”

      Ellie hesitates. “Darts?”

      “That’s right. Play me. If I win, I want you to go to dinner with me. So I can have the chance to show you that I’m not that guy.”

      Leaning on the bar with both hands, Ellie studies me, thinking. Then, slowly, she smiles. “All right, Wolfe. I’ll take that bet.”

      I’m smiling already.

      “On one condition.”

      “Name it.”

      “If I win,” she clears her throat. “You have to drop this deal, and I never see you again, either in my bar or in this town.”

      I hold out my hand to shake. “Done.”

      The shock on her face when I immediately agree is an expression that I’ll take to my grave. She thought that she was calling my bluff, and I knew that she wasn’t.

      She takes my hand and shakes it. “Deal. Tony,” Ellie calls behind her. “Cover me for a bit, I have a bet to win.”

      The declaration isn’t quiet, and suddenly all the eyes in the bar are on us. I’m sure the locals are ready to watch her put me down the same way that she put Caleb’s head into the bar.

      I take a long sip of my beer before I stand and follow her across the space to the dartboard.

      Time to put on a show.
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      It was probably monumentally stupid to have made what we’re about to do so public, but what’s done is done. I grew up in this bar, and I can throw darts in this place with my eyes closed and still almost always win. In fact, throwing a handful of darts at these boards was one of the first things I did when I got back into town.

      I sank the bullseye on every single one.

      But still, I can’t completely suppress the shiver of nerves in my stomach. There’s a lot riding on this for both of us, and the fact that Brandon agreed immediately tells me that he’s confident he can win. Normally, I’m not worried about men who are overly confident. But Brandon isn’t that.

      He’s quietly confident, not overstepping. And that’s actually more dangerous than all the bluster.

      I walk to the dartboard in the far corner of the bar. It’s a path that takes us past everyone that’s here. Including the ones in the booths and the ones that are playing pool. Heads swivel as they follow our path towards the back. No matter who wins, this will be good gossip.

      “They really don’t have to stare,” I say, rolling my neck to get out the tension.

      “Easy, Ellie,” Jenna says, her voice calming. “You know how this town gets. They’re just curious.”

      I sigh. “And I basically laid out a challenge.”

      I did know exactly how this town could be, which is why I never had any regrets about leaving it all behind. I really was fine being back here, but I’d told myself to lie low. This was the opposite of that. What the hell was I thinking?

      Maybe I haven’t changed as much as I thought I had. After all, I’d spent plenty of nights like this one challenging guys with bad intentions to games of darts exactly where we were now standing. Somehow those guys never put together the fact that darts and bars went side by side, and I usually handed them their asses after the first round.

      But somehow I didn’t think that was the case for Brandon. I can’t imagine that Mr. Slick Suit had spent more time around a dartboard than I had. Yet, the way he moves so easily has me clenching my fingers with anxiety.

      “Warm up?” He asks.

      “Sure.” I doubt I’ll need one, but we both know the real reason is for us both to get a chance to look at the other’s skills.

      He pulls the darts out from the board, takes up his stance, and releases the first dart in one easy stroke. The room goes quiet with a gasp, and there are a few cheers of affirmation, because he’s thrown a dead bullseye.

      I might be in trouble.

      Jenna claps. “Nice throw.” She smirks and shrugs when I send a glare her way. “What? It was.”

      Brandon laughs. It’s a rich, warm chuckle, like the taste of spiced rum. Suddenly I’m craving an entirely different kind of drink, and I need to get a hold on myself. Remember why you’re doing this, Ellie.

      “If Granny’s is like any of the other bars that I’ve spent time in, a good number of disagreements are solved with a good game of darts.”

      “No, you’re right,” I say as he sinks another perfect throw. “It’s an easy way to settle things.”

      “How many times have you lost, Brandon?” Jenna calls.

      If he’s surprised that she knows his name, he doesn’t show it. He just throws his final dart to settle between his first two like it was meant to be there. “Never have.”

      I walk to the board and pull the darts for myself. I line myself up before giving him a smile. “Neither have I.”

      Taking a breath, I let instinct and years of muscle memory take over. The darts are a familiar weight in my hand. I don’t even have to think to know where to aim, and I trust that knowledge. The first throw lands in the bullseye, but barely. A fraction of an inch to the left and it wouldn’t be in the center. Still counts, but I grit my teeth as I throw the second one. Fuck yes, it lands perfectly.

      My stomach tightens. No showing weakness. I won’t lose this. But I still hold my breath as the third dart buries itself in the bullseye. Thank the universe for that. Though maybe I should have made it look like I was going to lose. Give him overconfidence. Inside, I shake my head. Never.

      There’s more cheering this time, and I find the tension in my shoulders relaxing. I don’t like that they’re staring, but at least they’re rooting for the home team.

      “You spend a lot of time in the back rooms of bars?” I ask. “Sounds like a thrilling social life.”

      “I don’t know. Some people I’ve met in bars are my closest friends.” He’s leaning against one of the pillars when I turn around from grabbing the darts, and I’m distracted by the way his shirt is stretched tight across his chest, the way his arms are crossed only emphasizing the fact that the fabric seems a touch too small. “It’s more fun than trying to generate a social life on an app,” he says. “My thumb gets tired of swiping.”

      Jenna laughs and quickly tries to mask it into a cough, but no one is fooled.

      “You should try a book club,” I say, sarcastically. “Slightly more strenuous than swiping, but maybe you’ll learn something.”

      I practically shove the darts into his hand, but he catches me around the wrist before I can pull away.

      “Why? Want to start one?”

      My mouth is dry, and I can’t find a ready answer. Because my mind is busy imagining a scenario where that deep, honeyed voice is reading to me. Or it doesn’t have to be reading. Just whispering things in my ear. Deliciously naughty things—

      “There’s one in town already,” Jenna calls, saving me from myself. “Mostly a bunch of moms, but I’m sure they’d like to have some variety in the membership.” She’s perched on the nearest table, with a huge grin on her face. And even though she just came to the rescue I still want to smack that smile away. “Next club is a book about a time traveling Viking, if you’re interested. Though maybe that’s not your type of thing.”

      He shrugs with a smile. “Vikings and time travel sound good to me. Maybe I’ll give it a go.”

      “It’s romance,” Jenna says, “just so you know.”

      I swear to god that his eyes flick towards me when he says, “I like a good romance. And a good story is a good story no matter the genre. Why should that make a difference?”

      “It shouldn’t,” Jenna clears her throat. “I’m just not sure that most men would agree with you.”

      “I’m sure that Ellie has already told you that I’m not like most men.”

      My mouth drops open. “Big of you to assume that you’re memorable enough to talk about.”

      “It’s not an assumption,” he says. “It’s a fact. Your friend—who you haven’t introduced me to, by the way—knows my name. So you’ve at least told her about me. And I already know that I’m not like most men.” His grin is so wide because he knows that he has me backed into a corner. Despite the fact that frustration roams under my skin from having lost the round of verbal sparring, I can’t help but notice the lightness that the grin brings to his face, or the fact that he notices details. Like the fact that Jenna knew his name.

      And that he didn’t blink at the idea of a romance novel. The few that I’d read while I was in New York I’d always had to hide from Chris, who thought they were stupid. Come to think of it, it wasn’t just the romance books. It was any book that wasn’t some non-fiction business how-to or biography. Fiction wasn’t welcome in Chris’s world.

      Ironic, considering the one that he’d fabricated about me.

      “You a big reader?” I ask.

      He studies me for a moment. “Maybe. Maybe reading is one of my hobbies and I consume books like they’re oxygen. Or maybe I read what I can so I have interesting things to talk about with interesting people.”

      “Maybe you’re full of it.” Just like at the diner, we’re closer than I realized, and I step back before Brandon’s magnetic draw pulls in in close enough for me to do something that I’ll regret later.

      “Full of charm or full of shit?”

      “Both.”

      “Maybe that’s true,” he says. “But you’ll never know unless you get to know me better.”

      Holding out his hand, he offers the darts to me again.

      “Ladies first,” he murmurs.

      When I reach to take them, my fingertips brush over his palm. The skin is rough with calluses, and that small sensation sends a thrill through my gut that absolutely does not belong there. Chris’s hands were smooth. He took pride in them. And I knew for a fact that Chris hadn’t truly worked for anything a day in his life.

      But Brandon…even though he showed up at Granny’s that first night looking like he’d walked off the floor of the Stock Exchange, the signs of reality were on his hands. I hated the idea that I might have to rethink my evaluation of him, but things weren’t adding up anymore.

      Again I had that image of him kneading bread to get arms like that. Maybe he was more hands on with Wolf Foods than I thought. A man who reads and works hard? He should have tried online dating—he’d have had women falling over his feet.

      “You might regret letting me go first.” I step up, squaring my feet. My first throw hits exactly where I want it to.

      “A real gentleman always lets a lady go first.” His voice is low enough that I’m the only one that hears it, and I have to stop my second throw before I release it. He could be talking about anything, and certainly not the thing that makes a blush creep up to my cheeks. The tone of his voice tells me that he is very much not talking about darts, and I don’t need that kind of distraction right now. “And not once have I regretted it.”

      I flash him a glare. “You’re playing dirty.”

      “I never promised I would do otherwise,” he says, his mouth curling into a smirk.

      Ignoring the things that smirk does to me, I turn and let my last two darts fly one after the other, sending them flawlessly into the center. It’s my turn to smirk, and he nods. “Well played.”

      But he doesn’t let me off easy. He’s got three more perfect shots in him, and so do I. We go back and forth, Jenna keeping the score and the crowd around us growing more invested in the outcome with each perfect shot. And they don’t even know what’s riding on it.

      It’s my turn again, and when Brandon hands me the darts, he glides his fingers up my arm to my elbow, sending shooting sparks through my body and down my spine. The feeling lingers enough that I don’t focus enough on the board, and my first shot goes just wide, landing in the bullseye’s outer ring.

      My stomach plummets. No.

      The other two shots are perfect, but it doesn’t matter. If he’s as perfect as he’s been, he’s going to win. The people around the bar have pulled in a collective gasp, but I keep my cool as I hand him the darts. Jenna looks at me in a panic, but I just smile. It’s fine. It will be fine.

      No matter what happens, I won’t let anything ruffle my feathers. The worst case is that I have to spend a couple of awkward hours with him at dinner. Nothing more.

      The first shot lands dead center, and the second one too. I bite my lip in spite of myself. I hate losing. Hate it more than I even want to win. I fight to not hold my breath and force my lungs to move evenly, and I watch as Brandon’s third dart lands in the ring just outside the bullseye. Another tie.

      Cheer’s erupt from the bar, and he grins at me. But I’m not smiling. He did that on purpose. He’s better than me at the game, and he had the chance to win. Why didn’t he take it?

      “You could have won.”

      The look in his eyes is one that I can’t quite interpret, but I feel exposed, like he’s pulling something out of me that I don’t want the crowd around us to see. “Maybe there are more important things than winning.”

      “So you’re just going to keep it tied?”

      Reaching over, he picks up his beer off the table and sips it with a smile. “I can go as long as you can, baby.”

      I roll my eyes. Baby so doesn’t fit his vibe. But we’ll be here all night if we keep going, ‘cause neither one of us is going to give up.

      Looking around, I look at the people in the bar. They’re happy, smiling, drinking well. This has been good for business. Jenna has pink cheeks and is practically giggling watching me with Brandon, three empty mojito glasses beside her. I take a sip of my whiskey—I switched, wanting something a little harder to steady me.

      And Brandon—when did his shirt come unbuttoned? Fuck, I don’t need another distraction when I’m already fighting to keep myself from imagining dragging him to the back room and having my way with him. The man is so fucking sexy, and I’m not sure why I’m wasting time trying to deny it.

      It doesn’t matter, because I’m not giving in. He’s not going to take the bar from me no matter how sexy he is, but I have to admit that Brandon Wolfe is sex walking, especially when he’s not in a suit.

      And the longer we both play this game, the harder it will be to keep up. I’m feeling the whiskey in my veins, and it’s only a matter of time before I slip again.

      “One more round,” I tell him. “And if it’s still a tie, then we call it a tie.”

      “We didn’t negotiate what would happen with a tie.”

      That’s true. We didn’t. “Let me think about it while I get another drink,” I say.

      You learn things when you’re a bartender. The kinds of drunks there are, and while there are always outliers, it’s pretty easy to peg what kind someone is by their drink order. Wine drinkers? Sappy ‘I love you’ drinkers. Vodka drinkers are the smilers that sit in the corner and then eventually go to sleep. Tequila drinkers are the ones that’ll end up leaving pockmarks on the surface of your bar with their high heels. And whiskey drinkers?

      We were the ones that ended up in real trouble.

      That didn’t stop me from pouring myself a tumbler of the highest shelf scotch that we had. Neat. Because that’s what Brandon Wolfe did to me. The man literally drove me to drink.

      Jenna snatches the glass from my hand when I make it back to her, and immediately gags when she goes to take a sip. “No, gross. That smells like wood shavings.”

      I steal the glass back and take a long, slow sip of the smooth flavor before letting out a satisfied sigh. “Doesn’t taste like it.”

      As soon as I set the glass down though, Brandon steals a sip. “Hey, that’s not for you.”

      He just shrugs and smirks. “You think I didn’t see you pour yourself Johnny Walker Blue?”

      “Doesn’t mean you can just steal it.”

      “I’ll gladly pay for my sip. Or maybe I’ll make it a condition of the tie.”

      I wasn’t going to let him win. “Johnny Walker or not, it doesn’t matter. They all get you drunk.”

      “Don’t let Johnny Walker hear that,” he jokes. “Maybe they won’t send you any more whiskey.”

      I bite back about fifteen different comebacks, all of which would make this mess worse than it is.

      Then, he adds, “ever try Korean whiskey?”

      I shake my head.

      “I can get some if you ever want to try it. Over dinner maybe.”

      “You haven’t won yet,” I tell him. Jenna is pressing her lips together trying to hold back her fucking glee. I was really hoping she’d be on my side here, but I think that she wants the two of us to go out more than Brandon does. “My bar is well stocked, and I’ve got plenty of options.”

      “So one more game,” Brandon says.

      I roll my eyes. “Maybe we should just call it now. We’ve both proven our skill. Unless you’re some sort of glutton for punishment?”

      The man has the audacity to wink at me while he steals another sip of whiskey. “Depends on who’s doing the punishing.”

      Jenna elbows me without a trace of subtlety. When I raise my eyebrows at her, she just sips her drink calmly, as if she isn’t visibly cheering for my competition.

      “Like you said, one more round. And if it’s still a tie, we call it. Did you think about what you wanted from the tie? There’s a lot riding on this for you.”

      “I haven’t forgotten what the bets are, Wolfe.” I ignore the fact that my face is flaming because his mentioning riding makes me think about anything but darts.

      “No, I imagine you don’t forget much, do you, Ellie?” Those brown eyes are filled with an incredible amount of heat, and we need to settle this or I’m going to spontaneously combust. And he’s right. I don’t forget much. Not what he’s here for or what it was like to have my life and heart irreparably shattered. “You could say that.”

      Jenna yawns. “I think it’s past my bedtime, and clearly you don’t need anyone to keep score anymore.” She hugs me tightly, and I make sure she has her purse.

      “You’re okay to get home?”

      “Fine. Short walk,” she says. “But I expect you to call me tomorrow with details.”

      “There will be no details,” I inform her, since she’s not being quiet and Brandon is right fucking there.

      “You will tell me everything!” She practically sings the words before heading to the door. I nod to Johnny at the door and he nods back. He’ll make sure that she gets home safely, and she’ll never know that he was there.

      When I turn back around, it’s to face a very smug looking Brandon. “Here’s our compromise,” he says. “You say something nice to me—”

      “Something nice. To you.”

      He leans in and I get a whiff of delicious aftershave. “Yes, Red. Something nice to me. And you agree to have one drink with me. Here, on your turf, without having a full audience.”

      That was his half of the bet. A decent concession. And since mine was making him drop everything, I suppose I should give him something. “And I’ll hear you out. Fully. No interruptions.”

      Brandon’s eyebrows rise into his hairline before he smiles. “I’m definitely making it a tie now.”

      I know that he will. No matter what I score, he’ll match me just to make this work. I’m not sure what game he’s playing, but I’m still not going to make it easy on him just ‘cause I know he’s better than me. Stepping up to the mark, I sink my shots in rapid succession, bathing in the applause from the people that are still paying attention. And then I hand Brandon the darts.

      He’s playing dirty, but this is a two-person game. As he’s lining up his first shot I step close—closer than I’ve been all night—and whisper so that he can hear me. “You smell amazing, and it’s been driving me crazy all night.”

      It almost works.

      I see the surprise on his face and the slight falter in his throw, but he still makes the inner bullseye. But that was really fucking close. He looks at me, and I just smile. “You said to say something nice to you. You didn’t say when.”

      “I guess I didn’t, but don’t think I won’t forget that,” he says. “I’ll pay you back later.”

      “You can try.”

      Brandon raises his arm, and never taking his eyes off mine, he throws the dart. It flies perfectly straight, burying itself right next to his first throw. It’s hard to do that in a place you know like the back of your hand, let alone a board that you’re using for the first time. But he just did it like it was easy.

      And that’s terrifying. Not because of the trick shot, but because of what it says. That he’d rather throw away the entire business deal than not have dinner with me. The intensity in his gaze shakes me to the core, and I think that for sure he’s going to look back at the board to make his last shot, but he doesn’t.

      He raises his arm and throws with careless grace, and it lands with perfect accuracy.

      The bar goes fucking wild, Brandon swarmed by a couple of drunk guys that are more than impressed by the feat. And it is impressive. We’ve been going back and forth for over an hour, and neither of us has given in. But even if the score is tied, Brandon won. With those trick shots, the support in the room flowed from me to him.

      I know when I’m beaten.

      Picking up my glass, I give him a tight smile. “Let’s go get that drink.”

      We grab refills and I lead him over to a booth that’s in the back corner—definitely not thinking about the fact that this is the booth that we’d use if we wanted to make out in high school. But all the same it’s out of sight and I feel like I’ve been watched more than enough tonight.

      I intentionally sit on the side that’s less visible, and Brandon stretches out across from me. “Talk, so we can get this over with.”

      “Don’t sound so excited.”

      I stare at him, daring him to joke around. When I said that I’d hear him out I didn’t agree to have an open mind about it.

      He sighs.

      “Honestly, it’s not a very complicated plan. I don’t want to change the vibe of Granny’s. I don’t want to buy it and manage and change everything about it. All I want to do is provide the capital to make it into the destination that it clearly already is. Renovate and replace the things that are older, give you better equipment, and some more capacity. As far as the sauce, it’s already popular locally. As it should be, it’s fucking amazing. Nationally I think it could become a staple barbecue sauce for a lot of households.

      “Wolf foods wouldn’t own the sauce. We would be licensing the formula in order to mass produce it. Granny’s name would be on the label, pointing to this bar as the originator. It would be hard to do one without the other, because people who follow Wolf Foods like to come to places like this.”

      I struggle not to roll my eyes. “So you’re saying you’re famous enough that the minute you deem our product worthy crowds that we can’t handle are going to descend on Devil’s Hood?”

      “Yes.” He doesn’t bother denying it.

      “Have you ever thought about the possibility that Devil’s Hood doesn’t want that? That they don’t want to be a tourist trap or a hotspot that’s going to be filled with strangers?”

      He studies me carefully. “I’ve done projects like this in plenty of small towns, and Devil’s Hood is one of the best. There’s a real sense of community already here, and I don’t think people will lose that because of some visitors, and I don’t think they’ll mind the extra revenue that it brings in.”

      It was hard to argue with that point. I would have to think about it, but I would find a way. Frustration was welling under my skin again. Because this was what men like him were good at. They knew exactly how to hit you where it was most effective to make you agree with them. And it worked.

      I hated that the more he talked about it, the more logical his plan seemed. Like I was mostly being stubborn in holding out against it. But I had time to sort everything out. Grandma still wanted to talk to him anyway.

      “When are you around this coming week?”

      He shrugs. “I’m here when you need me.”

      I pushed aside the little thrill at those words. “I’ll let you know when my grandmother wants to meet you.”

      “I’m flattered that she wants to,” he grins.

      “Don’t be,” I laugh. “She’s going to chew your ass up so fast it’ll make your head spin.”

      Brandon smirks and takes a slow sip of his drink. “I’ll be fine, Ellie. I’m already used to it with you.”

      “Ouch.”

      He just laughs. It’s not like he’s wrong.

      “Johnny is back,” he says. For a second I think he’s making a reference to my whiskey, but no, he means the bouncer. Leaning forward, I nod to him and he nods back, confirming that my friend is home and safe. That’s good. Devil’s Hood isn’t a very dangerous town, but I don’t think I’ll ever let go of those New York late-night instincts.

      “Nice of you to do that,” he says.

      “Send him after her?”

      “Yeah.”

      I smile. “It’s for my own peace of mind.”

      “I get that. Still nice though.”

      Knocking back the last of my drink, I glare at him. “I can be nice.”

      “You’ve definitely proved that,” he laughs, the words dripping with sarcasm. “I don’t know though. If you were really nice, you would have let me win at darts.”

      “So you can take everything I’ve worked for? You could have lost too.”

      When Brandon crosses his arms and leans on the table, I get distracted again by the way his shirt stretches and the width of his shoulders. I’m feeling the drinks in my belly and right now his eyes look warmer than my veins. “You know that’s not what I’m doing. And besides, watching the look on your face every time I hit a bullseye was way more fun.”

      “I can’t believe you hit those last shots.”

      “I’ve done more than that.”

      I shake my head. “Not possible.”

      “It is.” He starts to tell me a story about a dare when he was younger that he couldn’t hit ten bullseyes blindfolded. I don’t know if it’s true, but after watching him it’s possible that it is.

      And suddenly conversation is flowing between us easily, like we’ve known each other for years and we’re not on two polar opposite sides of this conflict between us.

      Around us, the bar slows down. I try to go help clear the tables and tidy up the bar, but every time I try I’m fervently waved off by my employees, who keep us both supplied with water too. I’m not sure what it says that they’re trying so desperately to keep me here, but in spite of myself I’m having a good time.

      I’m perfectly buzzed and enjoying the banter. And the view. Last call comes and goes, and before I know it, the bar is basically empty. And then Johnny is waving and heading out before I call out to him that I’ll lock up.

      “I suppose it’s about that time,” Brandon says.

      “Yeah.”

      We stand from the table together, and I walk with him to the door. There’s that hesitation to leave his side. I don’t want the ease of our conversation to fade. Because tomorrow we go back to being enemies, and it’s been nice to sustain the fiction.

      He matches my pace easily, clearly not in a hurry to leave either. When we reach the door I’m not sure what to do. I have to double check and make sure that everything is good before I leave, so I can’t just walk out with him even if the temptation is there.

      I push the door open with my hip and lead him outside. “Guess this is good night,” I say, trying hard not to look up at him. “Right?”

      “Right,” he says, the tone in his voice making me look up at him in spite of himself. We’re so close. Closer than I’ve let myself get to him before now. He’s too tempting and too gorgeous, and right now he’s too focused on me.

      Brandon’s hand rises to my face, a gentle touch, testing me. I have every chance in the world to pull away. To tell him no.

      I don’t.

      He closes the distance between us and this kiss is anything but gentle. It’s fire and heat. I could be standing in the Arizona sun and not burn the way this kiss consumes me. Brandon’s hand slides around my neck and our lips lock deeper together. His tongue dances with mine, and suddenly I find my arms are around his neck pulling him closer. I want him closer.

      I want him everywhere.

      We slam against the door to the bar, Brandon’s body pushing against me in all the right places. I don’t even care that someone could see us, I just want more of this feeling. A rush of dizzy pleasure that makes kissing him seem like I’m skydiving.

      The last time I felt like this was forever ago.

      With Chris.

      Instead of fire, a bucket of ice dumps over my head. The last time I felt like this with a man like him, I ended up with my heart broken and my life in pieces. And Brandon is still trying to change things. To take what I’ve worked for and make it different. It’s the only thing I have left. I’m not letting it go.

      It doesn’t matter if he really wants to kiss me or if he’s kissing me to soften me up for this deal. I won’t do this.

      Even with that conviction, breaking away from that kiss is the hardest thing I’ve done in years. Placing my hands on his chest, I shove. He goes, shock on his face, trying to orient himself.

      “Ellie,” he says.

      I open the door and slam it behind me before he can say anything else and try to change my mind. “Ellie!” He calls my name as I flip the deadbolt and shut off the front lights.

      No.

      I can’t.

      I won’t be the stupid, naive girl this time.
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      It’s been three days since the kiss, and I hate that it’s something that I still think about. Because it was a mistake. It was, even if my brain and body are busy trying to convince me otherwise.

      But I couldn’t get the comparison between Brandon and Chris out of my head. They were both from New York, businessmen. Cocky, confident, and handsome. They both looked amazing in a suit and they both knew exactly how to get their way.

      There were differences between them, like the fact that Brandon read fiction books and he stepped up to stop from Caleb getting back into the bar—I couldn’t ever imagine Chris doing that.

      Still, my heart was raw. No matter what it wanted, I had to be smart. It was stupid to dive headfirst into a rebound relationship with the person who was also trying to claim my business. I put a hold on that thought as it popped into my head. Brandon claimed that’s not what he wanted, and the plans that he had didn’t seem to lean in that direction, but that remained to be seen. I was still hopeful that my grandmother would hear his proposal and shove him out the door.

      We would see soon.

      I’m nervous to see Brandon today. He hasn’t come back to the bar. Which is good because I wouldn’t have wanted to talk to him. But he answered my call for the meeting today and didn’t sound like he was going to flake. That’s all I can really hope for at this point.

      After I went home that night, I couldn’t stop thinking about Chris. And everything that happened. But mostly about how I thought we had been happy. Even thinking back on the beginning, I can’t deny the sparkle and shine in the memories. He was my perfect guy, and I had been so convinced that I had the perfect life. It was only after that I saw the signs of imperfection, too late.

      And for the first time since I left New York, I cried.

      For everything that happened and the fact that I still felt so broken and so alone. For the fact that I couldn’t seem to let it go even though I wanted to. The only good thing was Jack—my little rescue kitten that was so sensitive to my moods—crawling into my lap and meowing until I cuddled him.

      I fell asleep with him on the couch.

      Pulling up to Grandma’s house, I don’t get out of the car yet. Brandon will be here any second, and I need a minute with him before we go inside. I haven’t really thought about what I’m going to say, but I know that I can’t jump straight into this meeting without talking to him.

      Dirt crunches under tires, and I see Brandon pulling up behind me. I’m out of the car before him, which is another mistake. Because now I have to watch him get out of the car like he’s the star of a fucking country music video. Jeans that are practically molded to his legs, dark t-shirt that shows off the arms I can’t seem to get enough of, and what looks like a couple days of beard.

      The stubble makes him look a little darker. Just a hint of edge, and holy shit what that image does to my insides.  I’m suddenly vividly remembering the way that his lips felt on mine and the hard lines of his body pressing me against the door.

      Brandon walks to me, never looking away. He stops a foot away, eyes dropping to my lips. He’s not bothering to hide the fact that he wants to kiss me again. I want to kiss him again too, but I can’t.

      I swallow. “I’m sorry about the other night.”

      “I’m not.”

      “It was a mistake, Brandon.”

      He tilts his head to the side. “Are you sure about that?”

      I nod. “It can never happen again.”

      There’s no way I’ll risk Grandma’s legacy for kissing a man like him. He’s delicious, and now that I’d had that tiny taste I want more. But there will be others.

      Brandon just smiles. He seems amused, like he’s not convinced. He doesn’t have to be. I have enough willpower for the both of us. “Come on. If we stay out here much longer she’ll come out and ask why we’re procrastinating.”

      Just like I thought, my grandmother opens the door before you reach it. I nearly laugh. She’s done her damndest to throw Brandon off, because she’s wearing her bar clothes. Not something you ever imagine a woman in her seventies wearing, a ripped up Metallica t-shirt, tight black jeans, chunky bracelets and rings.

      She doesn’t dress like that anymore, and even when she was at the bar it was mostly for show, but sneaking a glance at Brandon’s face makes my day. He’s trying to cover his shock and not doing a good job of it.

      God, I love my grandmother. Who knows what the outcome of this will be, but no matter what, I’ll always be grateful for this.

      “Grandma,” I say, clearing my throat, “this is Brandon Wolfe. Brandon, this is Dorothy Thompson.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Brandon says, offering his hand.

      My grandmother takes it and gives him the handshake that I know has taken down men three times his size. “Likewise. Come on in, I’ve got the kettle on for tea if you want some, or I can grab you coffee.”

      “Tea would be lovely,” Brandon says as I follow them inside.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I quickly swipe to answer it. “Hello?”

      “Ellie Thompson? This is Ed Jones with Corrigan Deliveries. I’m currently waiting outside but there doesn’t seem to be anyone here.”

      I curse silently. Last week I ordered new glasses for the bar since so many of ours were getting dingy. “I’m so sorry, the delivery was supposed to be tomorrow.”

      “Got moved up.”

      “I’ll be there shortly. Less than ten minutes.”

      Really, universe? Right now? I need to be here to monitor this meeting, but there’s no way I can let a couple thousand dollars in glassware just sit outside the bar either.

      “There’s an early delivery that I have to take care of,” I say. “I’m so sorry. Can we push back for like an hour?”

      “Go ahead, Red.”

      “But—”

      My grandmother gives me a look that dares me to argue with her. It’s very effective, especially with the outfit that she has on. I trust her, I just don’t trust Brandon and his fucking charisma. He’ll charm her all over the place if I’m not here to be a shield.

      Then she raises her eyebrows, and I remember that my grandmother has been putting men like Caleb in their place with this stare for my entire life. She’ll be fine. I take a deep breath and swallow my anxiety. “Okay. I’ll be back soon.”

      As soon as humanly fucking possible. I risk getting pulled over with the speed I drive to the bar. It’s only a couple miles but I don’t want to piss off the delivery guy, and the faster I get it done, the faster I can get it back. He’s leaning against his truck when I pull up. “Hi,” I say. “I’m really sorry.”

      He nods. “Not a problem. I need you to sign and then I can get things unloaded.”

      I scrawl my signature across the bottom of the form after making sure that he’s delivering what I actually ordered.

      “Look good?”

      “Yeah.”

      I unlock the door to the bar, and he starts to load in the boxes of glasses. I use my copy of the form to make sure that it matches up. Usually I’d open the boxes as well just to make sure that they sent me the right thing, but I’m going to skip that step of due diligence so that I can get back to Granny’s house. But still, it takes longer than I’d like. Solidly a half hour before I’m able to jump back in my car.

      I’m not exactly sure what I’m afraid of happening, but when I walk back into my grandmother’s house I don’t expect them to be laughing like old friends. “What’s going on?”

      “Brandon was just telling me a funny story about a harmless kitchen prank. You know how I love those.”

      “I do,” I say, taking the third seat at the table. “Did you have a chance to talk?”

      “We did,” Brandon says. He’s still smiling, but he looks hesitant, because he knows exactly how I feel and I’m not hiding it.

      “And I think it’s an excellent plan,” Granny says.

      “What?”

      She looks at me. “It’s well thought out, and I really think it will help the business.”

      I’m speechless. Really and truly speechless. And I catch the flicker of a satisfied smirk on Brandon’s face. But before it can stay there, Granny looks at him. “But in order for me to sign off on this, you need to convince her.”

      Brandon’s face falls, but he recovers it quickly. I try not to show my shock. A couple of days ago she made it clear that she wanted to be the one making the decisions. “Actually,” Granny says, “I think it would be a good idea if Brandon took you out to dinner where you can talk about properly.”

      I glare at Brandon. “Did you put her up to this?”

      “He absolutely did not,” she says before he even has a chance to defend himself. “Get your head out of your ass, Ellie. Let the man take you to dinner and talk.”

      Brandon covers his laugh, disguising it as a cough. But he’s not fooling anyone. “I’ll do you one better,” he says. “Let me cook for you. That way there’s no audience, and I can show you that I’m more than just a corporate puppet. That I know what I’m doing, at least when it comes to food.”

      Glancing over at Gran, she motions with her head. “Fine,” I say. “Tonight. I’ll text you the address.”

      “Guess I have some shopping to do,” he says, standing and shaking my grandmother’s hand. “Thank you for your time.”

      As soon as the door shuts behind him, Gran smacks my arm. “You don’t have to be rude, Ellie. You should be happy, I got you a date with a handsome man.”

      “Gran,” I sigh, “if I wanted a date with him I could have had one. He’s asked. Multiple times. Don’t you see what he’s doing? He’s in this for the money. They always are. You’ll say yes to this deal, and there will be something neither of us will see coming. And then he’ll screw us over and both of us will be left with nothing.”

      I suddenly run out of words and blink. For a moment, I’m not sure I was entirely conscious, and I don’t know where all of that came from. Gran looks sad, and she reaches across the table to cover my hand with hers.

      “I wish I could take that hurt away from you,” she says gently. “I know I don’t understand all of it. And I haven’t asked because it’s not my business. But you are never going to be happy if you keep holding on to the past. Believe me, it’s a lesson that I’ve had to learn over and over again.

      “You need to enjoy yourself, and I’m hoping that this deal might be able to let you do that. It would give you money to travel, and freedom. You wouldn’t be stuck in this town the way that you were always afraid of. And if you don’t can’t do it, or don’t want those things anymore, then please just try to enjoy tonight. For me.”

      “How do you know that he’s not trying anything?”

      Gran smiles. “My gut. And faith. Promise me that you’ll try?”

      I roll my eyes. As if I have a choice. “Fine. I’ll try.”
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      I’m standing in front of the deli counter, completely paralyzed. Usually I love shopping for food, but right now I’m plagued with the absolute sense that I cannot fuck this up. There’s a lot riding on this dinner for me. Both the deal, and more importantly, Ellie’s trust.

      The fact that she’s still pushing me away doesn’t bother me. All I’ve wanted is one solid chance. If after that, she still doesn’t want to explore the chemistry that we obviously have, I won’t push her. But I just want a chance.

      I was pleasantly surprised by how the meeting had gone with Dorothy. She seemed really enthusiastic about the changes and improvements that I wanted to make. I hope that I can make Ellie see that they are good things too.

      I’m keeping it simple tonight. There’s no reason to blow her head off with something too fancy or an obscure foodie recipe. Granny’s was a place with a down-to-earth vibe, so I’m matching it. It’s a chicken dish with a marinade that I developed myself. Not unlike Granny’s barbecue sauce, this was my own highly guarded secret.

      That, and I planned on baking her desert. Something sweet to go along with our meal. Hopefully we’d get that far.

      This place was quaint. It was clearly a mom and pop operation, and though it wasn’t the biggest grocery store I’d seen in town, I’d wanted to experience more of the local flavor. Despite the size, they had a really good selection.

      There’s something special about little family-owned places like this. They’re full of passion. The owners of the stores did it because they loved it and they genuinely wanted to serve their communities. I’d gotten more than one fucking fantastic recipe or tip from owners of shops like these. It reminds me a bit of the pull I feel toward Granny’s, and toward Ellie. They both loved the place deeply.

      “Need anything else?” the shopkeeper asks.

      “No, thanks,” I say with a smile. “You’ve got a great place here.”

      The older woman grins. “That’s kind of you to say. We try to keep it interesting.”

      “I’m really impressed with your selection. You’re helping me out a lot.”

      Quickly, she looks over my ingredients. “Cooking for someone tonight?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      Her eyes crinkle with the width of her smile. “I’ll be honest, most men I see don’t buy the ingredients for a cake if they’re just cooking for themselves.”

      The laugh spills out of me unexpectedly. “That’s fair. I didn’t think about it that way.”

      “Well,” she says, handing me my receipt and my couple of bags, “I hope whoever she is absolutely loves it.”

      “Thank you. I’m hoping for that too.”

      I’m hoping for everything. The kiss we shared lingers in my mind like a fucking firework. I won’t pretend that it’s not the best kiss that I’ve ever had. I’ve been dreaming about her mouth and everything attached to it. And for a second, when we were lost in that moment, she kissed me back. I felt it. Before whatever has her spooked got in the way.

      I stop by my hotel briefly to change. Not dressing up, but I don’t want to be wearing the same clothes that I left her in. Like hell am I wearing a suit. She had such a bad reaction to them that I haven’t done that again. Maybe someday I’ll understand her aversion, but until then, I didn’t need to torture her. Just simple, like the food I was planning. Jeans and a t-shirt.

      The address she gave me takes me right to the edge of town. But the opposite side of town from Dorothy’s place. It’s a quiet, cute neighborhood, and the houses almost strange for a town that’s in the middle of the desert. Small cottages that wouldn’t be out of place in a fifties suburb. The absolutely post-card picture beauty of a small town.

      The house itself is a beautiful barn red, and I wonder if that was an ironic twist on her name or if she didn’t have another choice. Either way, it makes me grin, and the house looks cozy as hell. Not exactly the kind of place I’d pictured for her, but I love it. It reveals a different side of Ellie.

      Before I get out of the car I double check the address just in case. It’s the right place.

      I’m right on time, because I couldn’t stomach being late. If this was my only chance, I wanted every second with her that I could manage. I wasn’t going to waste them trying to be fashionable. It only takes her a minute to answer the door after I knock, and she takes my breath away.

      She’s gone casual, like me. Even more so. What look like soft yoga pants and a t-shirt that’s slipping off one shoulder. It makes me grin because I know what she’s doing. By not dressing up at all, Ellie is trying to show me that she doesn’t care about this and that she’s not taking it seriously.

      But the blue of her shirt brings out the paleness of her skin and the redness in her hair, and she looks damn good. I don’t care that she didn’t dress up. I’d take this Ellie a thousand times over. Especially with the tempting glimpse of skin and collarbone that she’s showing right now.

      Our kiss flashes in my mind again, and I shove it away. I can’t think about that right now. Right now, my only job is to cook for her and prove that I’m a world class chef. Which I am. “Hi.”

      She looks me up and down once, and I watch her arch an eyebrow as she spins on her heel and heads into the house. I follow her, startling as something crashes into my leg.

      I shout in surprise, stumbling backward. A kitten’s tiny claws dig in as it attempts to climb me. It’s successful too, managing to get nearly to my hip before I set one of my bags down and pick the little thing off my jeans. “Who’s this?”

      Ellie is grinning now. “That’s Jack.”

      The kitten is almost completely black, with a little scrap of white fur on his chest and big green eyes. He meows at me when I lift him up to look at him. “Hello, Jack.”

      “I named him that because he likes to sit on my shoulder like a parrot, and he needed a pirate name.”

      I offer him my shoulder, and he clamors onto it immediately, turning and sitting wobbly. “Wow. How long have you had him?”

      “Not long. I found him near Granny’s. There wasn’t any sign of the mother or other kittens. I think he may have been the runt and gotten left behind. I couldn’t imagine just leaving him out there, so I brought him home. The little bastard has his claws in me now.” But she’s smiling as she says it.

      Yet another facet of Ellie Thompson. A soft heart who rescues animals. So many of our interactions have been harsh. Because she’s angry at me. And frustrated. I like seeing the side of her that smiles over her kitten.

      “Will Jack be my helper while I make dinner?”

      She snorts. “Maybe. But he might be more in the way than anything else. I’ll make sure to intervene if he is.”

      “Where’s the kitchen?”

      She leads me down the short hallway. “Through here. Make yourself at home.”

      “Anything that’s off limits?”

      “No,” Ellie shakes her head. “But don’t break my shit.”

      I laugh softly. “Noted.”

      “What are you making me?”

      “That’s going to be a surprise.” I pass Jack off to her. “Can’t have you critiquing the meal before you eat it.”

      She smirks. “Fine, keep your secrets. But you have to tell me one thing.”

      “Name it.”

      “You have to tell me if you really didn’t put my grandmother up to the idea of this dinner. I’m sorry, but I have to know.”

      I put down the second bag and turn to face her fully. “I promise that I didn’t. At no point in the meeting did I mention my interest in you personally. We only talked about the business plan. I swear.”

      She searches my face like she’s looking for the lie. But I must pass the test because her shoulders sag in relief and she curls herself into a chair at the kitchen table around Jack, who immediately climbs to her shoulder and sits in her hair. “Okay.”

      Poking around her cupboards until I find the pots and pans, I start making the cake first. It’s going to need to bake, so whipping it together first is the right call.

      “So,” she says once I’m cracking eggs into a bowl. “Is this something that you do? You sweep into small towns and wine and dine your way to success?”

      I smirk and grab a whisk from her utensil jar. “It would probably be easier if I did, but no. You’re the first potential client that I’ve ever cooked for. Or at least, cooked at home for. I’ve borrowed restaurant kitchens a couple of times, but it’s not the same.”

      “I’m sure you did well,” she says. “If your skills at darts are anywhere close to your cooking.”

      “Actually, my cooking is better than my darts.”

      She scoffs. “I’m not sure that’s possible. I’m still amazed that you managed to land those shots. That should be like…impossible.”

      “Impossible is only something that you haven’t practiced.”

      “Or haven’t had the luck to accomplish, or are you one of those people that don’t believe in luck?”

      I finish mixing in the flour and pour the batter into a pan. “No, I don’t believe in true luck. There’s some, of course, but I think what most people see as luck is actually more being prepared to take opportunities when they come.”

      “That’s not what happens in darts,” she mutters.

      “Nah, the darts were pure luck.”

      Ellie laughs, and I think that I could get used to the sound. It’s been pretty rare around me, with her preference being to glare at me.

      The chocolate cake is easy to put together, along with a couple of things that I’ve learned to add over the years that make it truly fantastic. I slip it into the oven and get started on the marinade.

      We’re going to be here for a little while, I might as well take the plunge. “You’ve asked me plenty about why I’m here,” I say. “And I know a few things about you.”

      “What do you know?” The words sound like a challenge.

      “I know that you were a bartender in New York. I know that you’re Dorothy’s granddaughter. I know that you don’t want me anywhere near Granny’s.”

      Ellie snorts a laugh. “Accurate.”

      “I also know that you’re absolutely fascinating to me because you want nothing to do with me or my business. That never happens.”

      I glance towards her just in time to catch her rolling her eyes. “Awfully full of yourself.”

      “Not trying to be,” I say. “It’s just the truth. I’ve never had anyone turn down this kind of deal before.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      Ellie pulls Jack off her shoulder and cuddles him in the crook of her arm. “That seems impossible.”

      “It’s not. Because despite whatever you think of me, I’m not actually trying to steal people’s livelihoods. I don’t have to. Believe me. I have more money than I could ever need.”

      “Just rub it in,” she says.

      I scrub my hands over my face. “Jesus, Ellie. Is there anything that I can possibly say that’s going to make you think I’m not here to destroy you?”

      For the first time she looks a little embarrassed. “Sorry,” she says. “I should try for her sake at least.”

      I set the chicken on low, and lean against the countertop to look at her. “Even if she’d told me to fuck off and never come back, I still would have wanted to cook dinner for you.”

      She looks up at me, eyes wary. “Why?”

      I chuckle. “In case you haven’t figured it out yet, I like you. I can’t get you out of my head. For me it stopped just being about Granny’s a while ago.”

      Turning away, I focus on the cooking, quickly preparing the chicken and some vegetables as a side. And Ellie changes the subject entirely. We talk about our favorite methods of cooking things and favorite flavors. She doesn’t say anything about my little admission, and neither do I. But Ellie seems more relaxed.

      She’s smiling and laughing, and dare I say it—flirting.

      I serve her the first portion of our meal while I finish mixing up the glaze for the cake, which will be ready soon.

      I watch out of the corner of my eye as she takes a bite.

      “Damn it,” she whispers.

      “What?”

      Jack tugs on her pant leg, asking for attention again, and she rolls her eyes. “I was really hoping that it would suck. That all those videos of everyone salivating over your food would just be PR lies.”

      “You watched my videos?”

      She blushes. “Everyone in the food world knows who you are, Brandon.”

      I sit down and take a bite. It is pretty good. “Honestly, this is one of my favorite meals to cook for myself.”

      “I can see why.”

      The smell of the cake is starting to permeate the air. “The woman at the grocery store totally had me pegged, by the way.”

      “Who, Helen?”

      “Is that her name?” I laugh. “She called that I was cooking for someone because men don’t buy baking ingredients if it’s just them.”

      Ellie’s face lights up with a laugh. “Oh my god I love her. It’s true too. Maybe not in every case, but in most.”

      “Absolutely in most. Smart men know that a way to a woman’s heart is sugar.”

      “It’s true.” Her tone is sarcastic. “We’re really very simple creatures.”

      I finish the last bite on my plate and hold my hands up in surrender. “Hey, it’s not an insult. Sugar is a worthy opponent. No one should be ashamed for surrendering.”

      Jack has weaseled his way onto the table, and Ellie grabs him before he can steal a bite of chicken off her plate. “Well I’m not giving up just yet. We’ll see if you’re as good a baker as you are a cook.”

      I lean forward in my chair. “Care to bet on it?”

      “No way in hell,” she says. “I remember what happened the last time I made a bet with you.” But just like when we were at the diner, she leans forward too, like we’re magnetized.

      “I remember that too,” I say. “One of the best kisses I’ve ever had. Until you ran away.”

      Her cheeks go pink and she’s saved from saying anything by the timer for the cake beeping. “Dessert?”

      “Yeah.” Am I imagining that her voice is lower?

      I pull the cake out of the oven and check it. It’s perfect, and it smells amazing. The glaze sinks into the warm sponge as I pour it over, infusing it with even more flavor.

      Once it’s cooled a little, I slice it and serve us each a piece, topping it with just a bit of whipped cream.

      “Chocolate cake,” I say, presenting it to her. “Featuring a couple Brandon Wolfe secret ingredients.”

      “Okay,” she says. “Here goes nothing.”

      I watch as she cuts a bite and tastes it. Her eyes close and she lets out a little moan that sends all my blood racing south towards my cock. “Fuck.” She takes a breath. “Fine, it’s amazing, okay? I admit surrender to the sugar.”

      “Did I win the bet?” I ask, sitting back across from her, not bothering to hide that my chair is much closer than before.

      “There wasn’t a bet.”

      I grin. “Come on. Yes there was. Am I as good a baker as I am a cook?”

      Ellie wrinkles her nose in mock distaste. “Yes. Asshole.”

      We laugh together. “If I won, then I think I should get a prize.”

      “You already got this dinner. What more could you want?”

      She’s so close, lips still shining with chocolate glaze, and I can’t stop myself. I lean forward and capture her lips with mine. She’s my weakness, and I groan like she had when tasting the cake. For one breathless moment, I think that she’s going to pull away.

      But she doesn’t.

      Ellie kisses me back, and the moment she does, everything changes. We’re no longer sitting in an attempt to get closer. Heat races through me, and I’m already hard. I consume her lips, tasting the sugar on them and brushing my tongue across hers. She wraps her arms around my neck and I weave my fingers into her hair so I can hold her still.

      I want more of her. All of her. Everything in the universe has narrowed to the space of her lips. I could kiss her forever and I would be happy with that.

      Ellie jerks in my arms, and then freezes. She jerks again and I pull her back, looking at her face. Her eyes are wild and panicked, hands going to her throat. “Can’t breathe.”

      “Ellie,” I say. “Ellie?”

      She tries to inhale, and the sound is ragged. What the hell? Again she tries to breathe—and it’s the worst sound I’ve ever heard. Her face starts to go blue, and Ellie stumbles. I catch her before she goes down. We need the hospital. Now. She doesn’t have time to wait for an ambulance.

      I haul her into my arms and grab my keys. I saw the hospital on the way over here. It’s a five minute drive. Three if I speed. Which I am one hundred percent going to do. The only time I take is to place her gently in the passenger seat before sprinting to the driver’s seat and pulling out so quickly the tires burn.

      Nothing is more important than getting her to the hospital, but I can’t help the question ringing in my mind.

      What the hell just happened?
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      I have a vague memory of being carried and the screech of wheels. But when my eyes open and I take what feels like my first real breath, I’m nowhere I thought I would be.

      Bright fluorescent lights shine down on me, and it’s noisy. There’s a blue curtain that’s around my bed, and as I move, I see the IV in my arm. I’m in the hospital. How the hell did I get to the hospital?

      “Ellie?”

      I turn to find Brandon sitting in a chair beside me. But as soon as he sees me awake he’s up and beside me. “Hey. Hey. How are you feeling?”

      My throat feels scratchy when I try to speak. Painful. “What happened?”

      He shakes his head. “Looks like an allergic reaction. They gave you an epipen when we got here and there’s Benadryl in that.” He points to the IV. “What are you allergic to?”

      I blink. Only a couple of things. “A couple weird things. Watermelon, cinnamon, and celery.”

      Brandon places his hands on the bed. “Cinnamon. It was in the cake. I’m so sorry, Ellie.”

      Something about the way he’s bent over the bed makes me smile. He’s distraught. And that shouldn’t make me happy. But I can’t imagine Chris looking like this if it had been him.

      Chris would never have cooked for me anyway, but he would have found some way to blame it on me. My cheeks flame, embarrassment heavy from even thinking about it. How could I not see that about him years ago?

      “It’s okay,” I say, reaching out a hand and putting it on top of his. “You didn’t know.”

      “No,” he says. “But I should have asked first if you had any allergies. It was careless.”

      “I’m okay though.”

      He stares at me, eyes fierce. “But you almost weren’t. I’m sorry.”

      I smile at him, and I feel myself warming. During dinner Brandon had managed to crack through my ice and my resistance. He’d been normal. Charming. And most of all sincere.

      And he was here. He hadn’t left. He was making sure that I was okay. Slowly, I curled my fingers around his hand, and he gripped them back. Before I had started choking, that kiss…

      It had been everything. And fuck if I didn’t want him to kiss me again right now. He looks like he wants to. And I barely care that we’re in the middle of the hospital.

      The sliding of the curtain makes me jump, and an older man in a doctor’s coat comes striding in. “Ellie Thompson,” he says with a smile. “Been a while since we saw you in here.”

      I squint, trying to place him. “Dr. Hammond?”

      The doctor chuckles. “The same. Pretty sure the last time I saw you I was treating you for a broken arm.”

      “Yeah.” That had been almost twenty years ago now. I couldn’t believe that was still here. But I shouldn’t have been surprised. People never left Devil’s Hood. It’s why I’d run away in the first place.

      “I need to examine you real quick, okay?”

      I nod.

      He leans forward and gently touches my throat, pushing and testing. It doesn’t hurt that much, but I can still feel the rawness when I breathe. “Sit forward for me?”

      Brandon helps me sit up and lean forward, and Dr. Hammond puts his stethoscope to my back. “Take big breaths.” He moves his hand around, listening to my lungs in different places.

      “Your lungs sound clear,” he says, “and the swelling in your throat is going down well. You know what it was that triggered it?”

      “Yes,” Brandon answers. “We figured it out.”

      He sounds miserable, and I squeeze his hand.

      “Do you have someone coming to pick you up?” Dr. Hammond asks me. “I don’t want you driving. Or are you—” He looks at Brandon.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Brandon says. “Any special instructions?”

      The doctor shakes his head. “Sleep off the medication, and Benadryl as needed until the swelling is completely gone. If you have any side effects, call us and let us know. I’ll send the nurse over to get you disconnected and then you’re free to go.”

      “Thank you.” I look at Brandon as he leaves. “You don’t have to.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      I felt like I should argue with him. Shouldn’t lean on him. I didn’t need him. But I’m so tired, the medication draining through me, and the thought of letting someone else take care of things…was nice.

      Leaning back, I didn’t realize that I was dozing until the nurse was pulling out my IV and she and Brandon were helping me into the wheelchair.

      “We know where to find her,” the nurse says gently. “She can come back and sign paperwork.”

      “Thanks,” Brandon’s voice. He had a nice voice. It was strong and melodic and I like the way that it resonated through my chest.

      He rolls me to the hospital doors, and the nurse stays with me while he goes to get the car. I don’t remember where we parked. How did I get inside the hospital?

      “How are you, Ellie?” The nurse asks.

      “I’m good,” I say. My head feels floaty and I think that I could probably fall asleep right here. I don’t think I’m high, but maybe loopy? What was it when you were so tired that you lost all sense of space and time?

      The next thing I know, I’m in the car and we’re driving the short distance to my house. Wow. “What did they give me?”

      “Just Benadryl I think.”

      “Feels like more than that.”

      He laughs. I like the sound. “Well, you did have it injected directly into your veins. That’s probably a different experience.”

      “Yeah.” I lean back against the seat.

      When we stop, he gets out of the car and comes around to my side. I don’t fight it when he lifts me out of the seat. Brandon smells nice. Like baked bread and a hint of cologne and something else. I can’t think of the name. And he’s warm. And strong. He’s carrying me like it’s nothing.

      “I want to watch you knead some bread,” I say.

      “Why’s that?”

      I sigh, head lolling back over his arm. “Your arms. They look like they would be good for kneading dough.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. That’s what I thought when I saw you in your t-shirt at the bar. Hella arms.”

      Brandon chuckles as he opens the door to my house and we’re greeted by a tiny meow. “Looks like someone missed us.”

      “Jack!”

      We make our way into the kitchen before Brandon looks around. “Where’s your bedroom?”

      My breath catches. “Upstairs.”

      It’s the only room on the top floor of my tiny house. That and the bathroom. It’s cozy. And it’s one of my favorite parts about having come back. I love my little space that I’ve made my own. But I’m nervous for Brandon to see it. What will he think about it?

      Did I leave my underwear on the floor?

      He climbs the stairs slowly, with me still in his arms. I like the feeling more than I probably should. It feels good just being held. I’ve missed that. Chris would hold me if I asked him, but it didn’t feel like this. It wasn’t a natural part of him.

      Embarrassment flushes my cheeks. How come I hadn’t seen who he was? He’d showed me plenty of times. And yet I’d pushed aside all those warning signs because he was the perfect guy. And when he did choose to look at me, he made me feel special. But he wasn’t good.

      Not the way Brandon is good—even if he does remind me of Chris with being from New York and wearing a suit and being a part of the corporate world. He’s shown me that he’s different. That he’s not like the person I assumed that he was.

      I like him, and that’s terrifying. My heart is still too raw, and I don’t know if I can open up to another person again. I don’t know if I’m ready.

      “I didn’t feed Jack,” I say.

      “I’ll do it,” Brandon says softly. “I have to clean up from dinner anyway.”

      I think I shake my head, but I still feel fuzzy. Like I’ve had one too many drinks. Or ten too many. “You don’t know where his food is.”

      “I think I can figure it out,” he says, laughing.

      He sits me on the bed and kneels down in front of me, taking off my shoes. And the fact that he’s even thinking about my shoes cracks something open in my chest. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      Brandon looks up at me. And he’s so handsome and so serious and I can’t believe that he’s this close to me and that he’s still here when I’m this messy. Guys don’t like messy. It’s too much.

      “I’m not being nice to you, Ellie,” he says. “This is just basic human decency.”

      “But I’ve been terrible to you. I’ve yelled at you and been mean.”

      Brandon smirks. “You’re protecting something you care about. I wouldn’t say that’s being mean. It would take a lot more than that to scare me off.”

      My shoes finally off, he helps me lay back on top of the covers. “Brandon.”

      “Yeah?”

      I know I’m falling asleep. I’ll be gone before I know it. But I need him to hear this. “I like you and I don’t know what to do about it.”

      A soft chuckle. “I don’t think you’re quite sober enough right now to say that.”

      “Doesn’t make it less true,” I say. My eyelids are heavy. They won’t stay open. But I reach for him anyway. Pulling him down, I kiss him. I see his shock only for a moment before he kisses me back.

      It only lasts a moment. “Sleep, Ellie,” he says.

      As I’m drifting off, I feel him leave a little ball of fur next to me that cuddles down to sleep alongside me.
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      When I open my eyes, I feel strangely clear.

      I was drunk. Or dizzy. Or completely fucked up on something.

      Everything comes rushing back in a whoosh, and I have to put my hands to my head. Oh shit.

      Brandon put me to bed. I told him that I liked him and kissed him. He’s probably back at his hotel right now laughing his ass off at the stupid bartender who spilled her guts on Benadryl.

      I glance over at the clock on the nightstand. Three A.M. Okay. I’m still in my clothes. I need to change and maybe brush my teeth. My throat still feels scratchy, but I can tell it’s better.

      Man, it’s been a long time since I’ve had a reaction like that. If ever. I usually don’t have to worry too much. The things I’m allergic to are pretty distinct, and I know ahead of time. I wouldn’t have thought to put cinnamon in a chocolate cake. But fuck, before my throat started closing up, it was one of the best cakes that I’ve ever eaten. Point blank.

      The man certainly knew how to cook. And the success of his business couldn’t be denied. After tonight, I certainly couldn’t argue that he was here solely to steal Granny’s or to scam me.

      I sit up and freeze. Brandon is in the chair that I have on the opposite side of the room, completely asleep. Jack is sprawled on his chest, passed out too. I have to pause and process the shock that’s rolling through me right now.

      He’s still here.

      Oh fuck, I am in so much trouble. The memory swims to the surface of what I said to him right before I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I like you and I don’t know what to do about it.

      It was the truth. I did like him. I’d been fighting that attraction and the instant connection and lust I felt because I was afraid of what he could do to me. To my life, that was already in shambles. But as much as I hated to admit it, Dorothy was right. I would never be happy if I held on to everything that happened, and while all the stuff that had happened was utter bullshit, it shouldn’t get in the way of me trying to find something new.

      Especially when that new person was here, snuggling with my cat, after taking care of me in the middle of a drug-induced hangover. Technically that had been his fault to begin with, but I still didn’t mind. And clearly Jack approved of him.

      Time to woman up.

      Moving slowly so I don’t make much noise, I get out of bed, slowly pick Jack up off Brandon’s chest, and move him to the bed I bought for him. It sits in my window, not that he ever uses it. He liked to sleep with me, and every other night I was very okay with that. But for now, he needed to be in his own bed.

      He’s so deeply asleep that he barely even moves as I picked him up. Jack is part of my happiness too. From the moment I’d heard his little cries, he’d sunk his claws into my heart and not let go. Now I can’t imagine living here without the tiny patter of feet running behind me wherever I am.

      Since Brandon is asleep, I take the chance to look at him. Really look at him. He’s just as hot while he’s sleeping—of course he is. And yet it’s different seeing someone when they’re asleep. They’re relaxed and don’t have the same defenses that they do when they’re awake. No pretenses. Just who they are.

      Leaning closer to him, I kiss him softly. He startles awake before realizing that it’s me and relaxing. He makes a sound that sends heat flooding through my veins before pulling away. “You’re awake.”

      “I am.”

      I climb into his lap, straddling his legs and kissing him again. Brandon’s arms fall around me like it’s the most natural thing in the world. And it feels like that. Easy and right. Not to mention that his lips send sparkling, sunny light through my body.

      “You should be resting,” he says. “Since you almost died.”

      “I’m still here. Seizing the moment.”

      He chuckles, “Ellie.”

      “Brandon.” Nerves swim in my gut, because I’m about to take a leap and I’m not entirely sure if he’ll be there to catch me. “I’m only going back to bed if you come with me.”

      Even in the dim light of my room I can see the way his eyes darken. And we’re so close that I feel him harden through his jeans. “Are you sure?” His voice is low and rough. It runs down my spine and makes me shiver.

      “I’m sure.”

      Brandon kisses me, and this time there’s determined intent behind it. He stands, taking me with him and carrying me to my bed. We tumble onto it together, his lips already on my skin where my shirt is falling off my shoulder. Fuck, I love the way it feels.

      “Ellie,” he says. “Before we do this—”

      “What?”

      He stares at me. “I just want you to know that this has nothing to do with business. Tell me to fuck off and never set foot in Granny’s again, and I would still be right here. This is about me and you.”

      Yesterday I might not have believed him. Now I did. “I know.”

      “Good,” he says. “Now I’m going to do everything that I’ve been thinking about. Because you, Ellie Thompson, have been driving me fucking insane.”

      “Oh really? How?”

      He drew his lips across my jaw and down my neck. Across my skin and to the edge of my shirt. I don’t want anything between us, suddenly working to get my shirt off as quickly as possible. Brandon helps, looking down at me when I tossed my shirt aside.

      I’d intentionally dressed poorly for the dinner. To make him see that I wasn’t taking it seriously. And that included boring underwear. The bra that I had on was simple and black. And yet the way that Brandon was looking down at me made me feel like I was wearing the world’s sexiest lingerie.

      “By making me wonder what you look like under all these clothes,” he says softly. “By making me wonder what you taste like. By dancing into my dreams and making me hard as a fucking rock when I wake up.”

      As he speaks the last words he rocks his hips into mine, illustrating how hard he is now.

      His lips continue their journey downward to the edge of my bra, and that disappears too so he’s suddenly tasting my skin, mouth brushing across my nipples and making them hard.

      I arch into him, goosebumps rolling across me. It’s been so long since I felt like this—like the world was at the edge of my fingertips and that a single touch from a person was all I needed.

      Brandon’s mouth closes over my nipple, pulling a moan from me. He’s all heat and fire, tongue swirling and moving and tasting before he moves to my other breast and repeats it all. Back and forth until my nipples are so hard they nearly ache. Until the faintest brush of his teeth makes me shudder with need.

      He doesn’t move on right away either. The way someone else—the way Chris would have. I don’t want to think about him right now, but I can’t help it. In the beginning, it was like this. But that quickly faded into something standard and satisfactory for me. He always seemed to have a good time. But this…

      I’d missed this.

      Missed the feeling of light and breathless tension from the unknown of being with someone for the first time. And the hope that you would make something magical.

      Brandon presses a kiss directly to the center of my chest. “One more time,” he says. “Are you sure that you’re okay and that you want this?”

      “I said yes.”

      He makes sure that our faces are close before he speaks again. “I know you did. But I want to make sure. You were just in the hospital. The last thing I want is for you to wake up with regrets.”

      I smile at him, slowly running my hands up through his hair. “I promise,” I say. “No regrets for something that I wanted the first time I saw you out of a suit.”

      He groans and his mouth falls on mine, absolutely consuming me. The feelings he pulls out of my body with just a kiss are fucking unreal. And when he sinks back to my body to resume his journey downwards, I feel like completely out of control.

      Brandon reaches my hips, and together we work to get the yoga pants off my body. The panties come off too, and I don’t expect the reaction that I have. It’s anxiety. Brandon is the first since everything happened, and I didn’t realize that I would feel this…vulnerable.

      “Brandon,” I say, and he looks up at me. He must see something there because he pulls back and pulls his shirt over his head.

      Everything that I imagined about him is true. He has a body to kill for, honed by care and hours of hopefully kneading bread and other vigorous activities I’m sure that I’d enjoy watching.

      He’s watching me carefully, taking in all of me. I can’t breathe. My heart is pounding in my chest.

      Leaning down, Brandon kisses low on my stomach, waking up butterflies of pleasure. “Do you trust me?”

      Did I?

      The question hangs for a long moment in my mind. I could tell him I changed my mind—that I didn’t want to do this. But I did. And as hard as it was for me to admit it, I did trust him. He was willing to walk away from everything just for me, and that meant everything.

      “Yes,” I breathe the word.

      “Then let me.”

      He doesn’t finish the sentence. Doesn’t have to. Let him make me feel. Let him in. Let him do this.

      The first brush of his lips on my clit banishes all my fears and worry as the chemistry that drew us together explodes between us. Slow, gentle kisses across my skin before he starts to explore me with his tongue.

      And that’s gentle too, but no one could say that he’s not thorough. Brandon licks every inch of me. Slowly. Deliberately. Until my thighs are shaking and my breath is coming in gasps. And every second I expect him to stop. That he’ll move on to the main act, having done his duty. But he doesn’t.

      He stays between my legs, working me with his mouth and tongue until I’m almost squirming. Brandon chuckles, the vibrations doing interesting things to me. “For being allergic to cinnamon, you taste a lot like it.”

      “Oh my god, no I don’t.”

      He looks up at me. “You’ve tasted yourself?”

      “No.”

      The smirk he gives me is wicked. “Then you’ll have to take my word on it. Maybe that should be your new nickname. Cinnamon.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “We’ll think about it.”

      I don’t have a chance to respond. He seals his mouth over my clit and sucks, and I no longer have the power of speech. His tongue swirls over me until he finds the spot that makes me jump. And then it’s no longer gentle. It’s relentless.

      Brandon scoops his hands under my hips, and it’s like he’s feasting on me. Never letting up as that bright star of pleasure rises higher inside my core. Long licks that cover me, and him plunging his tongue deep into my pussy, fucking me with it.

      And when he finally moves back to my clit, I’m past the point of no return. He focuses all his attention right there, and I can’t breathe. Over and over again until the bright star explodes through me.

      I don’t make a sound—I can’t. All the air in my body is caught, frozen. I’m taut, every muscle drawn tight like a bow, arching against his mouth for a breathless moment. And then it all comes rushing back in with the second wave of ruthless pleasure.

      “Oh, shit.” I can’t stop moving, thrusting against his mouth and trying to get more, grabbing the blankets just so I have something to hold on to. It lasts for forever and not nearly long enough.

      I drop back into my body with a gasp, breathing hard. God, it’s been a long time since I’ve done that. Holy shit. “You are very good at that,” I say.

      “Better than darts?” He smiles, standing off the bed and stripping off the rest of his clothes.

      And…wow.

      What I can see goes with the rest of him. Cut lines on his hips that drop directly to his cock. Powerful legs that make me very, very sure I’m going to like the view of his ass naked as much as I like it in jeans.

      And as soon as I rechristen the bottom I come back to his dick, cause that’s a work of fucking art. He’s already hard, not bothering to show me how aroused he is. And god, I want him now. I’m still dazed in pleasure, and I want more.

      “What did you say?”

      Brandon laughs, rolling on a condom. “I asked if I was better at eating your pussy than I am at darts.”

      His words shoot straight to my core. “I don’t know. I’ll probably have to evaluate you a couple more times.”

      “That can be arranged,” he whispers against my skin as he crawls up my body. I shiver, overwhelmed by being completely skin on skin.

      Settling between my legs, Brandon locks eyes with me as he pushes in. And in and in. He’s bigger than I thought, and when he’s buried inside me I’m so full that I lose my breath. And he feels so good.

      “You okay?” He asks softly, his voice raw.

      “Yeah.”

      I think I was afraid of this moment. After everything. I didn’t know what it would really be like to let someone in. But I’m glad that it’s him.

      Slowly, Brandon starts to move. A smooth rocking that keeps us locked together and lights me up from within. He kisses me too, never stopping that slow, even movement. And it’s just what I need.

      I get lost in the pleasure, the lazy, even beauty of it. Brandon slips his arms under me, reaching up to tangle his hands in my hair. I’m completely held by him, and I let go. Pleasure builds between us, steady and gorgeous.

      We almost lose our pace. It’s so close, the desperation for more of that delicious feeling faster. But we hold back. Until we’re both shuddering with every stroke. Until my nails are digging into his back and my legs are locked around my hips.

      When we go, we go over together, falling into bliss. It’s like drowning in a silver sea—bright and shining and drenching every part of me in tingling, aching pleasure. And each time we move it lasts a little longer.

      When I’m back, I’m still in Brandon’s arms. He’s so beautiful looking down at me like that, and I feel a little bit of that dizzy, drunken feeling come back. Or maybe that’s just him.

      I’m so sleepy that my eyes are already closing. But that’s not my normal. “I shouldn’t be this sleepy.”

      Brandon’s weight disappears from me for a moment, and then he’s back, helping me under the covers and climbing in with me. “On the contrary,” he says. “I think you should be. An allergic reaction, drugs, and sex will take it out of a person. And it’s three in the morning.”

      “Yeah.”

      He pulls me against him, and I settle against his chest, grateful for his warmth. That was perfect. Like our bodies knew exactly what we needed, working together with that explosive chemistry. The last thought I have is that I don’t think either of us will be the same after that. And that’s something that I’m very okay with.
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      When I wake up, it takes a moment to realize where I am. And the fact that I have a naked, sleeping woman in my arms.

      Ellie is so relaxed that I don’t dare move. I’ve never really seen her like this. Last night when she was sleeping I didn’t stare at her—there was no chance I was going to be that creepy. But now that she’s pressed up against me I can’t keep my eyes off her.

      Fuck, she’s beautiful.

      And given that it’s the morning I’m so hard that I’m aching. Even if it wasn’t, having felt what it’s like to be inside her, it’ll be difficult to not be hard in her proximity.

      But the more surprising thing is how…right this feels. Of course I wanted it, but this thing that’s stirring deep in my chest isn’t what I expected. Holding Ellie feels like something that I’ve been waiting for but didn’t know that I needed. And I think I’d be perfectly happy if I never left this bed. Just the two of us, like this.

      Ellie takes a deep breath and stretches, freezing suddenly. Her eyes fly open and lock on mine. Her eyes are clear in the morning light. Not dizzy with sex or the aftermath of Benadryl—though the way she’d been so sleepy and nearly drunk had been cute. More importantly, I didn’t see any horror in her eyes, or sudden realizations that she made a mistake.

      “Morning.”

      “Morning,” she whispers. Slowly, her smile grows. “You know what’s nice about running a bar?”

      “Tell me.”

      “I don’t have to be there until the middle of the afternoon.” She reaches between us, fingers stroking down my cock. Shit. I’m light headed with all the blood rushing south.

      “That sounds like an invitation.”

      “Yes.”

      I roll over her, taking control and moving faster than I did last night. I was afraid of overwhelming her or making her reaction worse. Now I don’t have those fears.

      Ellie’s hair spreads across the pillow in a riot of red like flames poured across the bed. She’s so fucking beautiful. “Where do I start?”

      “You took it easy on me last night,” she says. “You can start by not doing that. Don’t get me wrong, it was what I needed. But I need more now.”

      “I can do that.”

      I sink down to kiss her skin and pain rips into my spine followed by a meow that’s way too loud for the tiny body it’s coming from. “Fuck.” I press my head to Ellie’s shoulder, letting the pain subside for a moment before I feel her shaking.

      She’s laughing.

      Pulling back just far enough to see her face, she’s covering her mouth and absolutely dying. It’s hard to keep my own face straight. Jack is climbing up my back until he reaches my shoulder and peers down at Ellie.

      “How dare you laugh at my pain,” I tell her with mock seriousness.

      “I’m always on Jack’s side.”

      I smirk. “Traitor.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Are you going to be the one to tell him that he can’t have breakfast?”

      “Of course not. I think we have a special bond after last night.”

      She laughs and pulls the tiny cat off my shoulder.

      “Tell you what. I’ll feed Jack and make you breakfast in bed since dinner was interrupted—and I swear to god there won’t be any cinnamon.”

      “Hmm,” her eyes are sparkling. “I’ll take breakfast, but I don’t want to stay in bed.”

      “I was hoping the staying in bed would encourage restarting this later.”

      Her eyes go dark, making the green shade deepen and draw me in. “Believe me, getting out of bed for breakfast will have nothing to do with that.”

      She laughs at how quickly I scramble from the bed, and I pull on my jeans and nothing else. Cooking last night and cleaning up the kitchen, I’ve got a good idea of what’s in Ellie’s pantry. And she’s got all the perfect ingredients for pancakes.

      By the time she comes down the stairs I’m already whipping a batter together. The pantry door opens behind me, and I hear her whispering to Jack while she feeds him breakfast. And when I look back at her my mouth goes dry. She’s not dressed, only wearing a short robe that’s barely shut and nearly spilling off her shoulders.

      She’s looking at me the way I’m looking at her. “I could get used to watching you cook like that,” she says.

      “And what way is that?”

      “Shirtless. Sexy. And I get a nice view of your ass.”

      I turn on the stove and place the skillet on it to heat up before reaching out and catching her by the wrist. “I like this view too.”

      My lips find the space where her shoulder meets her neck, and I savor the little gasp that escapes her. And the way her fingers cling to the belt loops of my jeans. Gathering her hair in one hand, I pull her head to the side so I have better access to her neck and collarbone. Something this simple shouldn’t be this sexy. But it is.

      Ellie’s hands creep up to my ribs, nails gently scraping across my skin. “Mmm, you’re going to have to stop doing that if you don’t want me to drag you back upstairs.”

      “Same with you,” she says, voice breathy and just on the verge of a moan. “I didn’t know someone kissing my neck could make me feel like this.”

      God, she’s so sexy. I have to keep myself still. “Like what?”

      She looks up at me, and I recognize the look from last night. On the edge of pleasure. Her eyes look larger. Dazed and hungry all at once. I could spend hours with her looking at me exactly like that. “Wet,” she says softly. “And like I want you to spread me out on the table and have your way with me.”

      “I can’t say that’s not tempting.”

      Ellie bites her lip and takes a couple steps back so there’s distance between us. “You should make the pancakes.”

      “I should.”

      And so I do.

      Nothing quite like the smell of fresh pancakes to work up an appetite, though I’d still prefer to work up an appetite the more carnal way. But still, this is good, and I have a couple of questions for her. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “What made you change your mind? Up until I kissed you after dinner, I was pretty sure that your mind was made up never to give me the time of day again.”

      She’s quiet for a moment, looking down at the floor. “I told you I used to bar tend in New York. But that’s not what I did for most of the time I was there. I had a…different career.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Marketing and public relations. I was good at it too.”

      I frown, pulling a pancake off the pan and stacking it on the plate I’ve set out to hold them all. “But now you’re here.”

      Slowly, she sighs. “Now I’m here.”

      “Dare I ask what happened?”

      Her smile is sad. “You can ask, but I’m not allowed to tell you. I’ve signed about a dozen non-disclosure agreements that make sure that I can never talk about it ever again. But…it was bad. What I can tell you, is that I lost everything. In a way that makes me not want to trust people anymore.”

      My gut turns cold, and I finish another pancake. “I’m sorry.”

      “It is what it is,” she says.

      I look at her, and she’s not looking at me. “I don’t think that’s true.”

      She tries to smile and fails, her eyes watery. “What do you want me to say? Everything I had in my life is gone. Everyone I knew abandoned me, and I haven’t heard from them in months. And I’m back here now. The town I specifically ran away from because I didn’t want to stay here when I was younger.

      “I love Granny’s,” she says. “I really do. But the bar…and Dorothy. And now Jack, I suppose. They’re literally all I have left.”

      I pull one more pancake off the skillet. “I understand.”

      “So can you also understand why I don’t want that to change? Why I felt like you coming here and offering to make over Granny’s was a threat?”

      Turning off the stove, I lean back against the counter. “Yeah, I can see that. I’m glad you told me. But I swear to you, that’s not what I want to do. I don’t want Granny’s to change. Changing it would take away the magic that made a name for it in the first place. All I want to do is give it the power and polish so that it never goes away.”

      Ellie stares at me, and for the first time when we’ve talked about the deal that’s on the table, she’s not looking at me with disdain or anger. Just…looking at me. “I know.”

      I pull her to her feet from where she’s sitting and kiss her. She tastes sweet like toothpaste from when she snuck to the bathroom before coming down here, and the way she melts against my body is everything that I’ve wanted. And it’s not enough. I back her against the wall, peeling her robe further off her shoulders.

      That same feeling that I had in my chest this morning rises again. This thing between us is more than either of us anticipated. It’s real and deep, and I want to know just how far down it goes. I hope she feels the same.

      Her robe falls apart, and there’s nothing underneath it. I groan against her lips, reaching out to touch her, explore her while my body keeps her against the wall. “You can wear this robe anytime.”

      Ellie smiles. “Even while at the bar?”

      “You wouldn’t believe the number of tips that you’d get, but I think I’d rather you didn’t do that.”

      “So I can’t wear it anytime then.”

      “Anytime with me,” I clarify.

      A smirk tugs at her lips. “I didn’t take you for the jealous type.”

      I slip a hand behind her neck and tilt her head back so she has to look at me. “Depends,” I say. “Do you want me to be jealous?”

      Her chest rises against mine a little faster. “I don’t know if that’s the right word. I just miss—”

      She cuts herself off, but she’s still looking at me, desperately.

      “You can’t tell me.”

      Ellie shakes her head no.

      “Okay, then let me ask you. What happened to you…it had something to do with someone you were with?”

      Her eyes slide away from me, and she nods once.

      “And he abandoned you too. Or worse, was the cause of it. You don’t have to tell me which.”

      She nods again.

      Anger flares in my chest, a deep protective instinct rising to protect this woman even though we haven’t known each other long. No wonder she looked so nervous last night. The last person she was with shattered her. I can see it in her eyes.

      Slowly, I tighten my fingers on the back of her neck, pulling her gaze back to mine. She doesn’t want to look at me. “I see you, Ellie.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Yes,” I say. “You do.”

      She swallows and blinks away tears that she doesn’t want me to see. But she doesn’t need to hide from me. Because Ellie Thompson has done more than get under my skin. She’s drawn me in, and as far as I’m concerned, there’s no going back. I will follow this as far as it goes. And I’m not sure I’m ready to admit how far I actually want it to go.

      “I see you. And I want you to be mine. Just mine. I’m not going to walk away unless you tell me to.” I take a breath and close my eyes for a moment. “If you want me to walk away from Granny’s, I’ll do it. I’ll still help you however I can. But we don’t have to do this. I don’t care about it. As long as I don’t have to walk away from you.”

      I kiss her again, hard, showing her exactly how much I mean what I’m saying. This wasn’t what I expected when I drove into Devil’s Hood, Arizona, but I’m so fucking glad that I did because I can’t imagine not knowing her now. Even the way she’s fought me. I admire it, because she’s fighting for what she loves.

      Reaching down, I lift her off the ground and wrap her lips around my waist so we’re at a more even height, still pressing her against the wall. Fuck, I wish I hadn’t put pants on so I could be inside her.

      Ellie wraps her arms around my neck and throws herself into the kiss. Our tongues tangle together and all I want to do is stay like this. Dive deeper into this feeling. “Has anyone told you that you’re a good kisser, Cinnamon?”

      “That’s not my new nickname.”

      “I don’t know, I kind of like it.”

      She laughs. “You want to be constantly reminded of the time you almost killed me?”

      “More like I want to be constantly reminded of the first time we had sex.”

      A breathy moan escapes her as I rock my hips into her. “Before we go there—and we’re one-hundred percent going there, I want to eat some of those pancakes, because they smell amazing.”

      “We can do that. And maybe I can lick some syrup in off you in the process.”

      Ellie laughs, and it’s a gorgeous, open sound. I love how at ease it is. “And one other thing. Thank you for telling me that you’d walk away. That’s what I needed to hear. If you’re willing to walk away, then all of this means more to you than money.”

      “It was never about money.”

      “In my experience, it’s always about that.”

      I shake my head. “Not for me. I have enough money. I will never let that get in the way of something good. Something like this.”

      She smiles. “And that’s what convinced me. I’ll do it. I’ll let Dorothy sign the deal.”

      Shock rolls through me. “Really?”

      “Really. But first. Pancakes.”

      I set her down and grab her a plate with pancakes along with the syrup and hand them over, my cock growing hard with the sound she makes tasting them. “They’re so good,” she says. “Aren’t you going to eat some?”

      I shake my head. “Nope.”

      “Why not? Allergic to something you put in them?”

      A laugh bursts out of me. “No, I’m just not hungry for pancakes.” I look at her, drawing my wow up and down her half-naked form. “I have something much sweeter than syrup I want to have for breakfast.”

      Ellie blushes, but she doesn’t tell me no. And I could be imagining it, but I think she starts to eat a little bit faster.
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      The next month is an absolute whirlwind. Brandon and I hash out the details of the contract, and once I see the details, I acknowledge that it’s really not that bad, and now that Brandon and I are…doing whatever it is we’re doing, negotiations are a lot more fun.

      But contracts are contracts, and it takes forever to get everything finalized. That’s not to say that we don’t have a good time. We work on the formula that we’re going to bottle. The sauce at Granny’s isn’t something that’s ever been written down. So there’s a fair amount of testing and tasting in my kitchen.

      Which of course leads to other kinds of tasting—Brandon’s favorite kind of tasting, or so he tells me.

      We work on the ideas for renovating Granny’s, though it’s less of a renovation and more of a polish. Fixing things that have long needed like creaky floors and cracks in the booths. There’s a spot on the roof that needs fixing and we can get all new equipment and expand our bar. But on the whole it’s staying the same. Same feel, same place. Just a better version of itself.

      On the whole the biggest change is an updated logo which will be reflected with a large neon sign announcing our presence—part of the appeal, Brandon tells me, and it will help the out-of-towners find the place rather than wandering around Devil’s Hood, bothering the townsfolk, and constantly asking the way to Granny’s.

      There are lunches with Jenna—who completely approves of me and Brandon—rebuilding our friendship. I meet her daughter Hope, and I think I’m a little bit in love with her already. I never really thought about kids when I was in New York. My life didn’t fit with them, and I didn’t allow them to. But now it’s different. Now I could see myself starting a family.

      And me…I find myself healing little by little.

      Even though things with Chris fell apart not that long ago, looking back, it seems like our relationship had been over for far longer than I wanted to admit. Especially given everything that happened.

      And being with Brandon is like a breath of fresh air. It’s easy, spending time with him. He likes the things that I like, and there never seems to be a shortage of things for us to talk about. And no shortage of the time we spend in bed.

      He spends more nights at my house than he doesn’t now, and I keep telling him that he doesn’t need to pay for one anymore. Which leads to him silencing me with a kiss, or with something else, and distracting me until I forget. He doesn’t want to move too fast with me and wants a place to retreat in case I need time. Which is sweet, but all I do is crave him right now.

      His scent, his taste, the pleasure that he selflessly offers. And just the way he holds me. I hadn’t realized how much I missed simple things like that. Things that Chris dismissed entirely as beneath him or unnecessary to our relationship.

      Brandon and Jack have bonded too, with my little kitten almost preferring that Brandon feed him, since he sneaks him treats. I swear that he’s going to make Jack a fat cat by the time he’s a year old.

      But a month later, it’s time. The contract is in my hands and all it needs is my grandmother’s signature. I’ve been so busy getting everything ready that it’s been a while since I’ve actually seen her. I need to make sure that I’m better about that. She’s the most independent woman I know, and she would deny the fact that I need to dote on her, but I still want to.

      Unlike normal, she doesn’t peek out the window when I drive up. That’s weird. She knows that I’m coming.

      I grab the contract and head inside. Devil’s Hood, despite its name, is a really safe town, and even though my New York instincts beg her to, she rarely has her door locked. Today is no exception.

      “Grandma?”

      I hear running water. “I’ll be out in a second. Shit.”

      “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She curses again.

      Tossing the contract on the table, I head to the back of the house. The bathroom door is open, and my grandmother is picking pills up off the floor. She stands and starts to take them. One after another. More pills than I knew a person could actually be on.

      She looks at me as she knocks back the last one. “What?”

      “Are you okay? Do you need help?”

      “Do I look like I need help?” She asks, raising one eyebrow.

      “No. I mean, maybe. Are you okay though? Are you sick? That’s…a lot of pills.”

      Her face cracks into a smile. “No, I’m not sick. Not like that anyway. I’m just old. This is what you have to look forward to. Take a good look, sweetie, and take advantage of youth while you’re young.”

      “I—” I hesitate. “All right.”

      She puts all the pills out of the way and comes out of the bathroom, and even though she’s shorter than I am, I feel small when she puts her hands on my shoulders. “Ellie, I promise that I am fine. Mostly. But this is life. It’s one of the reasons I called you home. I’m old. I don’t get around like I used to, and all the pills help hold me together.”

      Suddenly I’m emotional. I meant what I said to Brandon in the kitchen that morning. She’s one of the only things that I have left now. And even though I have more now with Brandon, I can’t imagine my life without her. Even imagining it—

      “Hey,” she says. “There’s no need for that. I’m not dying for god’s sake.”

      “I know. I just…I can’t do this without you.”

      She laughs. “You’re not going to. Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me.”

      We walk back into the kitchen where she puts the kettle on for tea. “But now do you see why I wanted you to be taken care of?”

      “That’s why you wanted to take Brandon’s deal? In case you die?”

      “Not the only reason, but that’s part of it. You were so…” She comes over and sits at the table with me. “You were so lost whenever we talked. And even through texts. And I wanted something more for you. Something better. You’re a completely different person since you came home and started working here. It’s like you’ve come back to life.

      “And I saw how lonely you were, and I don’t think you’re very lonely anymore. Are you?”

      I blush, looking out the window. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I hadn’t told her yet about Brandon and I. Part of it is not fully knowing how to tell her that I’m screwing the man that we’re going into business with, and the other part is not wanting to let her know that she was right about him.

      She smirks at me. “Sure you don’t,” she says. “You’re not the only person who talks to me in this town, you know.”

      I open my mouth and close it again. She’s got me there. Brandon and I have been seen together plenty in public since we’re working on the deal. But I hadn’t exactly been careful either about keeping the fact that we’re together on the down low. He likes to surprise me with kisses, and I like being surprised with them. That’s been the cause of a couple of outdoor makeup sessions that weren’t necessarily appropriate. Or private.

      “I should have told you.”

      Grandma rolls her eyes. “Why?”

      “I don’t know, you’re signing a contract with him?”

      She snorts and gets up to pour the water for the tea. “And I practically shoved you at him. It’s not like it was entirely unexpected. I’m glad that he’s making you happy.”

      “He is.”

      “What happened to the guy you were living with?”

      I feel all the blood drain from my face. Someday I hope that I won’t have that reaction whenever Chris is mentioned. Clearly, I’m not there yet. But I clear my throat. “Turns out he wasn’t a good guy.”

      My grandmother isn’t stupid. She takes the hint and moves on. “Let me look through this, shall we? One last pass.”

      “Sure.”

      It’s a relief to focus on something else.

      She reads through the contract slowly, making sure that everything we’ve negotiated is included. Dorothy Thompson took no prisoners when it came to business, and I know that Brandon was impressed with her skills and forcefulness. He’d been incredibly lenient with the contract, but she’d still gotten him and the Wolfe Foods lawyers to cave on some things that I didn’t think would be accepted.

      “I think that’s it,” she says. “It’s everything we asked for.”

      “All that’s left is to sign it.”

      She nods and stands. “Actually there’s one thing that we have to do first. Well, two things.”

      “What?”

      I watch her disappear into the back of the house for a couple of minutes before she comes back with another folder. She puts it down in front of me. “I’ve been talking to my own lawyer.” Out of the cupboard she pulls a bottle of whiskey. “So I need you to sign those, and then we can have a toast.”

      “What is this?”

      Opening the folder, I start to read, and my jaw drops open. “Are you sure you want to do this now?”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s not necessary. If you’re healthy and around, why? You said you had it in the will.” The documents in the folder are transfer of ownership papers for Granny’s. They give me full control of everything, minus a living stipend for her that comes out of the profits. And knowing the anticipated numbers from the sales of Granny’s sauce and Brandon’s projections of the business, I’m not remotely worried about meeting the very modest number.

      “Because,” she says. “I don’t want you to have to run to me for every major business decision any more than I want to be on the receiving end of it. Now that the contract is ready with Brandon, you take Granny’s, and you sign the contract. It’s all you now. No reason to wait.”

      I swallow. “And you’re sure that you’re fine? You’re not doing this ‘cause of…I don’t know…”

      “How many times are you going to beat a dead horse, Red. I’m fine. Having you here keeps me healthy and not having the responsibility of the business anymore will be good for me. But I swear if you start to treat me like a goddamn old woman after this, I will throw a fit.”

      I laugh in spite of myself. Her health isn’t something that I want to joke about, but if she tells me that she’s fine, then I have to believe her. “Okay.”

      “Sign them both. Get them notarized and make it official.” She pushes the pen that she was supposed to use across the table to me, along with a very full shot of whiskey.

      Just like she did, I take the time to read everything carefully, and then I sign. She passes me the Wolfe Foods contract, and I sign that too.

      “How do you feel?”

      “A little like I want to throw up,” I say with a laugh.

      She lifts her shot glass. “This will help.”

      I’m not sure that I agree, but I raise my glass in toast, and savor the burn when I knock it back. Holy shit. I’m a business owner now. I can make the changes that need to be made without any approval. All the work I put in will be directly reflected back at me. It’s both a new source of anxiety, and a tremendous fucking relief.

      “Thank you for this,” I say. “You didn’t have to do it.”

      “Yes, I did. It was more than time. Besides. Let’s play out the hypothetical in the other direction. If I left Granny’s to you and then kicked the bucket, transitioning everything while also dealing with a funeral? Not exactly the ideal time to be learning the ropes on fully owning a business.”

      I roll my eyes. “Can we please stop talking about you dying?”

      “Sure. For now. But eventually it’s going to happen, and the more you’re prepared, the easier it’s going to be.”

      “Sometimes I really hate your pragmatic side, you know that?” I laugh.

      She holds up the bottle of whiskey. “Want another shot?”

      “I still have to drive home.”

      “It’s like a four minute drive.”

      I make a face. “As the previous owner of a bar you shouldn’t be encouraging me to drive under the influence. And as the current owner of a bar, you know I can’t take that risk.”

      “Good girl,” Grandma says. “You passed.”

      Stacking all the documents together, I shake my head. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “I’m aware.” She pours herself another shot and knocks it back.

      “Is your plan to get drunk tonight?”

      Grandma lifts her glass into the air in a salute. “Hell yes it is! I’m free now. Nothing to do but whatever the hell I want. And whiskey seems like the way to go tonight.”

      I laugh. “Do you want me to stay?”

      “When there’s an extremely handsome man waiting for you at your house, likely cooking food for you, and ready to drag your ass to bed? No.”

      “Grandma.”

      “Ellie Rosalyn Thompson, what did I just say about treating me like a goddamn old woman? I know about sex. How the hell do you think you got here?”

      I laugh. “Grandma. You knowing about sex and us talking about my sex life are two very different things.”

      She stands and walks me to the door. “Go home. Have fun. And promise me that you’ll take at least one more shot when you get there, because this is something worth celebrating.”

      “I promise.”

      She smiles. “Now shoo. Go tell him the good news.”

      After she closes the door behind me, I sit in my car for a minute. Holy shit. I own Granny’s. It seems too good to be true.

      If I’d known that this is where I would end up ten years ago, and that I would be happy to be here and running the bar, I wouldn’t have believed it. Even if I’d been shown irrefutable proof from this future version of myself that found a way back to tell me.

      But I am here. And I am happy. Happier than I dared that I would ever be again.

      Grandma is right. I need to tell him, because for the first time in what feels like forever, I have someone that I’m excited to share news with.
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      Exactly like Grandma predicted, Brandon is cooking when I walk in the door. Not only that, but he’s arguing with Jack.

      “No, you’re not allowed on the countertop. I know it smells amazing, but it’s not for you.”

      “He’s been trying to steal the food?”

      “Relentlessly.” He wipes his hands on the towel and captures me around the waist. The way he kisses me is hot, hard, and possessive. That flavor of an edge that I like when it comes to him and me. Brandon is unfailingly kind and caring, but the minute he kisses me he turns fierce and dominant, and I can’t say that I don’t like it. I do. A lot.

      “Hello,” he says.

      “Hi.” My body is pleasantly warm and my head is fuzzy, the way it always is when he kisses me like this.

      He grins and lets me go. “How’s Dorothy?”

      “She’s good. Scared me half to death, but she’s sassy as ever.”

      “What did she do?” Brandon hands me a serving of what he’s cooked. A stir-fry that’s making my mouth water.

      I take a bite and groan. “Fuck, that’s good. I walked in on her taking like a million and one pills. I thought that she was hiding some kind of illness, but she says she’s okay. Though I’m not totally convinced.”

      He looks at me, searching for the thing that I’m not telling him. “Why?”

      I smile and reach into my bag, handing him both folders.

      “She signed?”

      “Look.”

      He opens the first folder—which isn’t the Wolf Foods one—and scans the documents. “Holy shit. She transferred it to you?”

      “Every bit of it. Which of course terrified me more. But she’s just tired. So I signed those. And the other ones.”

      Brandon grins. “We’re in business?”

      “We are.”

      “Fuck yes,” he says. “I’m glad that’s out of the way. I’m so ready to move on and not have that on our plates.”

      I’m consuming the food on my plate right now because I forgot that I haven’t eaten at all today. “I’d rather have this plate.”

      He chuckles. “Anytime.”

      “Oh,” I say. “And I took a shot of whiskey with Grandma. She wanted me to take another one, but I was driving so I promised that I would take another one here. With you.”

      “She knows?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yes. I think she was trying to get me drunk for you.”

      He’s out of the chair and grabbing the bottle of whiskey before I can even finish the sentence, and I laugh. “You want me drunk?”

      “The last time we were drunk together it led to one of the hottest kisses of my life and it was never finished.”

      Jack jumps up into my lap, quickly climbing up to my shoulder and purring in my ear. He missed me. “We’ve finished that kiss so many times now, it doesn’t matter.”

      “I think it does,” he says, pouring us both shots. “This will be nicely circular. Coming back to the beginning.”

      “I did promise.”

      We lift our glasses together and knock them back. It burns going down, and with the other very full shot, I can feel the warmth spreading.

      “That one was for Dorothy,” Brandon says, pouring us both another shot. “And this one is for me.” He clinks his glass against mine. “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you.”

      This time I savor the burn even more. And I know that in about ten minutes I’ll be pleasantly buzzed and heading down the path to drunk. “There are definitely other ways we can celebrate.”

      Brandon picks Jack up off my shoulder and places him down by his food. “He’ll be fine for a little while.”

      “And where are we going?”

      “To celebrate.”

      He hauls me out of the chair and I yelp as he tosses me over his shoulder. “Oh my god what are you doing? Put me down!”

      All he does is laugh, carrying me up the stairs and into my bedroom—though it’s been more like our bedroom for the past month. He drops me onto the bed, and I bounce once, laughing. “You’re insane.”

      “Am I?” His hands are on my belt, already tugging off my pants. “Or do I just want to congratulate my new business partner in the best way that I know how?”

      The dark edge to his voice melts me inside. He knows exactly how to drive me crazy now. But I know how to do it to him too, and it’s only fair. “I should get to congratulate you too, partner.”

      He smirks. “I’ve made these deals before. You haven’t.”

      “But you’ve never made one with me.” I wriggle out of his hands and off the bed, pulling him with me and sitting him down.

      I’ve done this before. In the last month there’s…very little we haven’t done, and I’m blushing just thinking about it. But he’s never let me finish. He pulls me up and drives himself into me until I’m screaming. This time, I’m not giving him the option.

      “Ellie.”

      “Brandon.” I smirk up at him, undoing his belt. “Like you told me the first time, let me.”

      He’s already hard when I get his belt undone and pants open. Hard and glorious. And I sink down onto him before he can say anything else to stop me.

      “Fuck,” he mutters, hands immediately falling into my hair. I suck him down, taking him deep. This is something that I’ve always been good at, and proud of it. Time to show him exactly how much.

      This isn’t going to be long and slow. The alcohol is hitting my veins and I want to hear him groan. Brandon helps me get his pants off while my mouth never leaving his cock. And as soon as they’re gone, I take him.

      Brandon is big—perfect—but I can still handle him, and in seconds my mouth is sealed against his skin, nose pressed against his stomach, swallowing. He makes a noise low in his throat and curses again. If my mouth wasn’t full of him, I would smile.

      Pulling up, I take a deep breath before I push down onto him. Again, and again, and again, creating the rhythm and speed I know he likes when we’re fucking.

      “Jesus, Ellie. I’m not going to last.” The words are gritted through his teeth.

      I release him and lick my lips as I look at him. “That’s exactly the point.” Taking a moment to breathe, I stroke the length of him. I never look away. “Take what you need.”

      And then I swallow him again. “Holy shit.”

      I take him fast and deep, all the way. And when he grips my hair, doing what I asked and guiding me to what he wants, I let him. His hips rise up to meet my mouth, fucking my throat with every stroke.

      I let go, surrendering to the rhythm and the motion, savoring the sounds he makes. And it’s not long before the rhythm of his cock goes erratic. He drives into my mouth and holds himself deep as he comes, heat spilling across my tongue. The sound of him—the raw, unrestrained passion—sends arousal spinning down my spine.

      The alcohol along with desire are making me dizzy in the best way. I swallow Brandon whole, looking up at him to find his dark gaze locked on me. A combination of awe and lust.

      He has me off my feet in a second, bending me over the bed and pulling aside my panties. There’s no waiting, he just plunges into me, all the way. Oh god.

      Coming hasn’t slowed him down for a second. Brandon’s cock is still hard, still filling me up to bursting, still hitting that place deep in my pussy that somehow manages to make me see fucking stars.

      His arms are around me, holding me against him, one hand reaching down to my pussy and dragging across my clit. And now I can’t breathe. I can’t move. My fingers dig into the comforter, holding on while he slams into me.

      I’m made of nothing but pleasure. It’s lining me in electric light, straight from my core and along my limbs. Every brush of his hand and movement of his hips drives me higher, and I can’t hold myself back even though I want it to go on forever.

      Pleasure crashes over the edge, and I hear my voice echo off the walls. One bright surge of light behind my eyes. I swear that I’m lit up from within so bright that he’ll be able to see it. His fingers keep moving, driving me to the edge of a second orgasm, and his cock is the thing that pushes me into it. Drowns me in it.

      I scream his name, muscles entirely giving out. I’m nothing but a melted puddle on the bed, wracked with bliss. Brandon slams into me one last time, and pulls out, spilling himself onto my skin with a groan.

      “Holy shit,” he says, catching himself on his arms behind me. “That was—”

      “Fucking amazing?”

      “Something like that.” He rises to his feet and goes to the bathroom, coming back with a towel to clean up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t ask. Condoms.”

      I roll over, still boneless and pliant. There’s no way I can stand. “You pulled out,” I say. “And I’m on the pill. Have been for a long time.”

      He looks relieved. But even without the reassurance of birth control, I wouldn’t have minded. The realization shakes me a bit. Am I that settled already?

      No, I’m not. But the thought of going in that direction doesn’t scare me. Brandon and I have eased into each other’s lives effortlessly and seamlessly. Neither of us have talked about what might happen when the project is complete and he has to go back to New York.

      I don’t want to even think about it.

      Brandon pulls off the rest of his clothes, and I let him undress me. I’m deliciously buzzed now, swimming in that delightfully exhausted aftermath of really good sex. “I’m not sure I’m ready for round two yet,” I say.

      “I want to hold you,” he says, “and I’d prefer you to be naked while I do it.”

      I laugh. “You’re shameless.”

      “It’s a hell of a view,” he says with a grin. “And I happen to have a minor obsession with touching your skin.”

      He settles me against him, and for a minute, we just breathe. I could go to sleep right now and be perfectly content. But it’s still early. I’m glad to have a few nights off. Granny’s has been closed for the repairs that we’re doing, and it’s refreshing to be able to spend some evenings at home.

      “I had an idea today, about how to get the word out about the sauce.”

      “Oh?”

      He laughs softly in my ear. “You know the videos that I’m famous for? Celebrity cooking and taste tests? I thought it could be fun to do one in the bar. Great word of mouth. We get to shout to the world that you’re open for business, and probably lock in a shit ton of customers who just want to try it for the sake of being a part of something like that.”

      I swallow. Celebrity. Celebrities mean paparazzi. And that kind of publicity is dangerous for me. It’s barely four months since everything happened. Granted, any paparazzi that come down here won’t know who I am, but the tattoo on my spine…If anyone gets a look at it at all, they’ll know.

      “That’s right,” I say, trying to laugh. “You’re famous. I almost forgot. Why haven’t we been chased down by men with cameras trying to figure out what the great Brandon Wolfe is doing?”

      “I’m not that kind of celebrity. No one cares about what parties the food guy is going to. I’m not nearly scandalous enough for them.”

      No, I think to myself. He’s not.

      “I don’t know. You’re pretty fucking hot. One would think they’d be chasing you down anyway.”

      Brandon turns me around so he can see me and smiles. “I’m perfectly happy without that being an aspect of my life. I much prefer being able to kiss you in the street.”

      I groan. “We can’t do that anymore. My grandmother already knew about us because someone saw and told her.”

      “All the more reason to keep doing it then, if she already knows.”

      “Clearly you’ve never lived in a small town. I was already the subject of all the gossip because I moved back here in disgrace. I don’t need to be the gossip because I’m making out with you in the street.”

      Brandon smirks. “On the contrary. I did grow up in a small town. I just…like kissing you more than I care about the gossip.”

      He kisses me then, to prove his point, and I melt under his lips. The way he kisses makes me feel like anything is possible. “Who do you want to do the video? And will there be paparazzi coming with them? I’d rather not have the town have to deal with that.”

      “I’m not sure yet. I’ll have to reach out to some friends and see who’s interested. And I’ll try to make sure that they keep it on the down low so we don’t have to deal with the photographers. But I think it could be a really fun idea.”

      As much as the idea gives me anxiety, he’s right. Before everything happened, it’s exactly the type of thing that I would have planned to help a brand launch. Frankly, it could make a huge difference.

      It should be easy enough to hide from the cameras. This wouldn’t be about me anyway—it’s about the product and the location. No one ever has to know that I’m involved.

      “I don’t want to be on camera. Or to be mentioned in the video. Just keep it about Granny’s and the sauce.”

      He looks down at me. “Are you sure? I think the camera would love you.”

      “I’m sure,” I say too quickly.

      Brandon nods. “Okay. We can do that.”

      It calms the anxiety that’s building in my chest. “Who do you think you’re going to ask?”

      “I promise you I don’t know yet, but I also promise that it’ll be amazing. Will you let me surprise you?”

      I take one long breath in and out. “You’ve done this before, and you know what we’re trying to do. I trust you.”

      He smiles at me, and it’s a beautiful smile, because he knows that only a month ago I would never have been able to say that. And still, it makes me nervous. But if there’s one thing that I know now, it’s that Brandon isn’t here to steal from me or cheat me. He wants this to succeed. And I can trust that past all my anxiety.

      I pull his face down to mine and kiss him, the perfect antidote for all my worries.
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      Granny’s is swarming with people, and they’re not customers. Today is the day of the video shoot, and I’m vibrating with excited energy. It’s been a while since I’ve filmed anything, and while it’s exhausting, I love the frenetic energy of film sets.

      I’m even more excited to introduce Ellie to the person I’ve brought in to do the shoot with me. Chris Sterling. He’s one of my good friends and also one of my oldest. We met in New York back when we were both on our rise to fame. He’s an actor and a musician, and because our paths are different we haven’t seen each other nearly as much the past few years. But we have when we can.

      Chris is the perfect person for this video. We’ve never done one together before, but he’s young, sexy, and exactly the kind of person people love to see get messy with barbecue sauce, and then go out and buy to be just like him.

      Not to mention that he’s the one that set me on this path. He said offhand that he’d heard there was a place in Arizona that people were raving about, knowing that I was always on the lookout for fascinating finds. So the refurbishment of Granny’s, finding Ellie, it’s all because of him.

      Luckily for me, I was able to keep it quiet so it’s a surprise, and I haven’t seen any paparazzi stalking the shadows. Chris is due to arrive any minute, but Ellie is nowhere to be found. I know she doesn’t want to be on camera, but I want her to at least meet Chris. I think they’ll get along great.

      The door opens and a man talking rapidly on a phone comes in, followed by Chris. “Hey!”

      “Hey,” he smiles. “Long time no see, man.”

      “Tell me about it. I can’t believe you dragged me all the way out to the desert to come and see you. If you wanted to get a drink, there are plenty of places in Manhattan that I’m sure would be happy to take us.”

      “You know me,” I say. “Can’t resist the pull of a local delicacy. I owe you a big one for pointing me in this direction, by the way.”

      Chris waves a hand. “Don’t mention it. I don’t think I can take credit for a rumor.”

      The man that came in with Chris hangs up the phone and drags over our director. “All right, I need to have Chris back to the airport in four hours. So let’s get this show on the road.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I say, looking over at Chris. “I had the cooks here prepare a bunch of classic bar and barbecue foods, and it’ll just be a classic taste test. Tell the audience what you honestly think about it—though I have no doubt you’re going to love it. It’s truly amazing stuff.”

      He takes off his suit jacket and heads towards the portion of the bar we’ve lit for the shot. “Sounds perfect.”

      Looking around, I still don’t see Ellie. “I was hoping to introduce you to the owner before we started, but she must be running late. You’ll like her.”

      “I’m sure I will,” he says with a smile.

      Quickly, I type out a text to Ellie asking if she’s okay and if she’s planning on coming to the shoot before we start. And then we’re off.

      Chris and I have always been the type to have easy banter, and that easy dynamic fills the space as we film, making the crew—and ourselves—laugh as we work through a diverse menu of everything from ribs to cornbread.

      The formula that Ellie and I perfected is truly amazing, and some of the ingredients I never would have guessed, even knowing food and flavor as well as I do. It’s a secret that I’ll take to my grave. Because I would never betray Ellie or Dorothy in that way, and it’s legally required in the contract.

      It’s definitely a hit. Chris loves the sauce, and there’s not one thing on our plates that isn’t made delicious or at least interesting with its addition. We even have one of the crew members step into the video and taste it just to make sure that the audience knows that we’re not blowing smoke up their asses.

      I’m not on the other side of the camera, but I can already tell that this is perfect. Exactly what we need, and the kind of thing that will easily go viral.

      It only takes an hour, and then we’re wrapped. “Thank you again for doing this,” I say.

      “It was fun,” Chris says, putting his jacket back on. “But next time don’t drag me half-way across the country, no matter how good the barbecue.”

      I laugh, and my phone chimes in my pocket.

      

      Here, the text reads. Coming in the back.

      

      “Stay put for two minutes,” I tell Chris. “The owner is here, and I really want you to meet her before you leave.”

      He nods. “I can do that. I want to meet the person behind that sauce.”

      Ducking into the back, I meet Ellie as she’s just slipping in the door. “You made it.” I lean down to drop a kiss across her lips. “We’re just finishing up, but you can meet them before they leave.”

      “Okay,” she says. “Sorry I’m late. Lunch with Jenna went longer than I expected. And I figured you guys would be here a while.”

      “It’s perfect timing.”

      We head back out, and I stride across the space, “Chris, over here.” It’s only when I reach him that I realize that Ellie isn’t directly behind me. No, she’s frozen to a spot on the floor, staring directly at Chris, and I’ve never seen her look so pale.

      A curse sounds from behind me. Chris’s agent—the guy with the phone. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      And then Chris. “Hello, Ellie.”

      My stomach drops. Something is happening here that I don’t know about. The look on Chris’s face isn’t one that I recognize. He’s smirking and victorious, but cruel. He’s staring down Ellie like she’s some kind of prey, and I don’t like it.

      Protective, possessive energy surges through me, but I don’t know what to do with it because I don’t understand the threat. They know each other?

      Ellie’s looking at me now, sheer horror on her face. I see her swallow. “What is he doing here?”

      I shake my head. “Sorry?”

      Her voice is firmer this time. “I asked you what in the fuck he is doing here?”

      “I—” I clear my throat. “It’s exactly what I told you. The taste test video. I thought Chris would be perfect for the brand.”

      “It’s good to see you, Ellie.” But the look on Chris’s face says that it’s anything but. He’s practically gleeful at seeing her shrink into herself. I’ve never seen this side of him, and I’m suddenly wondering what the hell I walked into and who this person is.

      “As soon as I confirmed you were the owner of this place, I knew that I had to accept Brandon’s invitation to come here. I needed to see it for myself. Turns out it was everything I wanted and more. Quite the trade down, El. And no amount of barbecue sauce will ever change that. But still, I suppose it’s an okay place to slink into the shadows. Seems like this place could use some more photographers though.”

      Ellie shakes her head, her fingers flaring out and curling into fists over and over. “I’ve kept my side of the agreement,” she says. I hate how terrified she sounds. “You can’t do that.”

      “On the contrary, Ellie, I can do pretty much whatever I want.”

      What the hell is going on?

      Ellie looks at me then like she’s seeing me for the first time. There’s only pain in her eyes. “I should have known that it was too good to be true. Never trust a man in a fucking suit. I should have kicked you out of my bar the minute I saw you sitting there and never looked back.”

      “Ellie, I—”

      “I trusted you. You convinced me that you wanted to help me.” Her voice breaks. “That you wanted me. Guess you were here to ruin me after all.”

      She spins on her heel and retreats, and I follow her. “Ellie, wait. I don’t know what’s happening here.”

      “Really?” She shouts as she reaches the back door. “There aren’t enough numbers in the universe to calculate a coincidence that big, Brandon. The simplest answer is usually the right one. And the simplest answer is that you came down here to take the only things that I had left. Fuck off.”

      The door slams behind her, and I’m left staring after her, mouth open. What the fuck just happened?

      I walk back into the main room to the agent’s voice. “Well, clearly this can’t be used. It would violate both of your agreements.”

      Chris laughs. It’s a low, sinister sound. “Don’t worry. I was never planning on letting this go anywhere.”

      “Can someone please explain to me what just happened?”

      “I’m going to need you to sign this,” Chris says, still smiling, and hands be a piece of paper.

      The very clear print at the top tells me it’s an NDA. “Why?”

      “To make sure that you can never, in no uncertain terms, ever tell anyone that I was ever here in this shit hole.”

      I shake my head. The pieces still don’t fit, and I can’t see the big picture—there’s too much information mission. But the one new, big piece of information that I have is that Chris Sterling is not the man I thought he was.

      “You came all the way down here to waste my time? To film something worthless? Why?”

      He’s smug as his agent hands me a pen. “Oh, I didn’t actually come down here to film anything at all. The sauce is good, don’t get me wrong, but no. The only reason I came down here was to make sure that Ellie knows that she’s still nothing. That she’ll always be nothing, and no matter what she tries to do with this hole in the wall, it won’t be enough.”

      My fist is moving before I consciously realize it, slamming into Chris’s jaw with the force of a hammer. He goes down hard. I don’t need to know the details of why this is happening and I don’t care. All I hear is him calling Ellie nothing.

      She’s not nothing. She’s fucking everything.

      “Sign the paper,” Chris says, not even reacting to the fact that I just punched him in the fucking face.

      “No.”

      He rolls his eyes, and the agent steps forward and picks up the paper from the ground and shoves it towards me. “We really need you to cooperate with this, Mr. Wolfe.”

      “And I need you to fuck off. I’m not signing that. Now get the hell out of here before I call the Sheriff and have him escort you off private property.”

      I hate the smirk that’s on Chris’s face. He dusts himself off. “You used to have a rule about not fucking your clients, Brandon. What changed?”

      “Get. Out.”

      “Fine. Come on, Jeremy. Brandon is as stubborn as they come. He’s not going to sign. But if anyone knows that I was here to endorse this piece of shit bar and not some celebrity flight of fancy, you’ll be hearing from my lawyer.”

      He turns to go, and then turns back, stepping close so that I’m the only one that can hear him. “Her pussy is good, but you can do better. No need to settle for something that was mine first.”

      Cold, rigid anger roots me to the ground. The only thing keeping me from pummeling him into the ground again and not stopping is the fact that I need to get to Ellie. I need to find out what the truth is and help her through this. Explain that it was an accident. I didn’t know.

      “You have one chance to walk away, Chris.” My voice is deadly smooth and even. “If I ever see you again, you’ll get more than a punch.”

      One side of his mouth turns up into a smirk. He puts on a pair of sunglasses and strides out of Granny’s followed closely by his agent.

      The crew is still here, stunned and silent by what has transpired. I need to get them out of here and lock up the building, because I need to find Ellie. As soon as possible.

      The thing that I’ve been missing, or unwilling to admit, was what surged in me when Chris was striking out. The sheer anger and need to protect what is mine.

      Ellie.

      I love her.

      The headstrong, badass, red-headed bartender that could take down a man twice her size but was so vulnerable that she made me ache. I’m in love with her, and I need to tell her that. Need to find out the truth so I can help.

      I can already tell the look on her face is going to haunt me, and I don’t ever want to see that look on her face again.
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      The sobs that are coming out of me are not ones that I can control. Deep, wracking sounds that are rising from the depths I’ve shoved them down into. Everything that I’d pretended didn’t exist in order to try to move on…it’s all crashing down on me again.

      I thought that I was more past this. I thought that I’d let go of the hurt and betrayal, but it slices me open just as deeply as it did when it first happened.

      Chris’s smirk. The fact that he came here to humiliate me. And Brandon knew. He was friends with Chris, and he knew. There’s no other explanation. From the very beginning he targeted me because of my connection to Chris. And my douchebag of an ex must be working overtime to make sure that everything that I touch dies.

      I feel sick. Everything I did with Brandon. The way I trusted him and opened up to him. It’s all a lie. He took my heart in his hands easily and I just gave it to him. And then he threw it on the floor of Granny’s and stomped on it.

      Seeing Chris standing in the middle of the bar…it was like seeing all my nightmares come to life at once. The panic and the dread…I’m not going to recover from this. My heart won’t. I could survive the one break.

      But two this deep?

      I’m done with love. With everything. I’m putting the walls back up and this time they’re not coming back down. This is what happens when you let people in.

      I love Granny’s, and now that it’s mine, I’ll put everything into it. I’ll let Brandon do what he wants and kick him out. There’s nothing in the contract that says he has to stay here.

      This town was good enough for my grandmother, and I will let it be good enough for me. I will put down roots and make friendships and I would create a life here that was worth living. Alone. With Jack.

      My little kitten doesn’t know what to make of my grief. When I collapsed on my bed, unable to do anything but cry, he was with me in moments, staring at me, confused. I didn’t know what to do with him, and I was so far down that I couldn’t stop. Eventually he curled up against my chest and purred, comforting me in the only way that he knew how to.

      It’s exactly what I need. Jack’s little purrs resonate through me and allow me to breathe a little more evenly. Stop the desperate moaning that comes from the deepest form of grief. All I want to do is stay here with Jack and sleep.

      At least then I wouldn’t have to think. I could pretend that it was three hours ago when I was having lunch with Jenna and I was falling in love with a man that I finally thought that I could trust.

      My phone rings, and I ignore it. It’s probably Brandon calling to tell me another lie. I don’t want to talk to him, so I let it ring. And then again, and again. Finally I reach over to turn off the volume, and the call isn’t from Brandon, it’s from my grandmother.

      “Hello?”

      “You’re not picking up your goddamn phone?”

      I try to hide the fact that I’ve been crying. “Sorry. I thought that you were someone else.”

      “It doesn’t matter. There’s a haboob coming. Looks like a bad one. It’s moving fast.”

      Shit. With her house being on the very edge of town and the view of the desert, she can see the storms coming for miles. Despite the name that everyone outside the southwest makes fun of, haboobs weren’t something that we took lightly. They sprang up seemingly out of nowhere, and could wreak havoc and destroy things if they weren’t properly bolted down.

      “I’ll be right over. I can help you get everything closed up.”

      “Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. I’ve already got the shudders closed and I brought in the potted plants. You need to get over to the bar. They haven’t done the repairs to the roof yet, have they?”

      I pressed my head back into the pillows for a second. “Fuck.”

      The repairs on the roof were the last on the schedule. And there were pieces up there loose enough that they could be in danger of being ripped off if I didn’t do anything to fix them. And I needed to fix them, because like hell was I going to take a dime more of Brandon’s money than was absolutely necessary via the contract.

      “Yeah,” I say. “I’ll go right now.”

      “Hurry. You don’t have much time. And shut your house first.”

      The second she hangs up I turn into a whirlwind. There’s a window up here and I have to reach out and pull the shutters closed. I can see the sand shifting on the horizon. My grandmother is right. It’s coming fast.

      Jack looks up at me from the bed sleepily. He’ll be okay. I have to move. No more time to spend feeling sorry for myself.

      I shut the shutters on the ground floor at record pace and leap into the car. There’s not a speed limit in town that I don’t break, but I don’t care either. Granny’s is mine, and I need to protect it at all costs.

      We keep rope in the back room for emergencies like this. But I don’t have time to go through the back. Which is how I find out that Brandon is still here, cleaning up from the shoot, though he’s alone.

      “Ellie—”

      “I don’t have time, Brandon. Storm’s coming. You need to get back to your hotel right now.”

      Of course he doesn’t go, following me to the storage room and seeing me grab the rope and jog out the back door. Outside, the rounded front of the sandstorm is visible, billowing towards us, and Brandon curses loudly when he sees it. I’m already halfway up the ladder to the roof. “Go to your hotel,” I yell down at him.

      The slight shake of the ladder tells me that the command was ignored, and that he’s following me up here. I tie down the vents, making quick work of them, and then I go to work on the damaged portion of the roof, securing the rope in a net and reinforcing individual pieces.

      Brandon is beside me, silently noting what I’m doing and following suit. I don’t argue. He’s doing it properly and I don’t have time to refuse his help. The roof is done. Perfect. Now we need the windows.

      I slide down the ladder, moving swiftly around the exterior of the building and latching all the shutters. It’s unlikely that a sandstorm would shatter windows, but sometimes sand isn’t all that’s flying in the storm, and I’m not going to take any chances.

      When I reach the front of the building, Brandon is there. I see that he’s tackled the other wide of the building and the shutters. Fine.

      On the porch there are a few cacti. Chairs that people use to smoke and socialize. Ash trays. All of it needs to come inside. I haul the biggest cactus into my arms only to have it taken me from me by Brandon.

      “What are you doing?” I yell at him, the wind starting to pick up and steal my voice. “Get the fuck out and go to your hotel where you can ride out the storm.”

      Brandon doesn’t say anything, just carries the cactus inside Granny’s now dark interior. And he keeps helping me until everything is inside. Everything is tied down. Everything is as prepared as we can be, and the storm is almost here.

      Already the wind brushing against the walls is filled with the low hiss of sand, and it’s only going to get worse. It’ll be here in minutes. “Go, Brandon. You can make it to the hotel if you leave right now.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      It’s the first thing that he’s said, other than my name. “Yes, you are,” I say. “I’m not staying in here with you through a fucking sandstorm. There are a lot of things I’d rather do than that.”

      Slowly, Brandon shakes his head. “No, Ellie. You and I need to talk. Because I don’t know what the fuck happened, and like hell if I’m going to let you walk away from me over something that I don’t even understand. And since it seems like we might be here for a while, it’s the perfect time.”

      “Fine, I’ll go. I need to make sure that Jack is okay anyway.” I make sure I have my keys and head to the door. A little sand never hurt anyone.

      “Ellie, please,” he says, catching me by the arm as I pass him. “Talk to me. Tell me why my entire life just got turned upside down.”

      “Why? You mean the fact that you only ever came here to humiliate me and make me suffer? You mean that? Cause that’s the last thing I want to talk about right now. Let me go so I can drown my sorrows with the rest of the whiskey I have at home, or get out.”

      “Not without an explanation.”

      I grab his hand and rip it off my arm, and shove him towards the door. “Get out. Right now. This is what I should have done the first time you were in here. Get the hell out of my bar right now.”

      He turns to me, all pretense disappearing. Taking me by the arms, he pushes me against the nearest wall, both of us slamming together. We’ve been here before in breathless moments that are now too painful to think about, and my body is a traitor for still liking the way he’s holding me captive.

      The warmth that’s currently rushing through me used to feel like safety and happiness, and now it just feels like betrayal and despair. I’m not going to cry in front of him. I refuse. He’s never going to know how much he hurt me.

      Brandon’s mouth crashes down on mine, a kiss that’s as angry as it is desperate, and for a moment everything is washed away. That fire that he kindles in me is a perfect storm, taking me over. No one has ever made me feel like this. Ever. Not Chris, not the smattering of exes I had before that. It’s only been him, and it’s too late.

      It’s a bad time to finally realize that I’m in love with him after he’s already broken my heart.

      The way he’s kissing me doesn’t make sense. It’s so full of fire and want—things that he shouldn’t need now. Not after everything. But I let it happen. For just a moment, because this is the last time that I can live in the reality where Brandon can kiss me. I try to savor it.

      Outside, the storm slams into the bar. Roaring and hissing shake the walls as the wind hits in full force. It brings me back to myself, and with it, everything else. I can’t do this. I can’t do this.

      Anger surges, and I want to lash out. I want to hurt him, even if it’s only a fraction of what’s been done to me.  I bite his lip as hard as I dare, and he jerks back. “Guess you can’t leave now, but you stay away from me.”

      He steps back, letting me go. At the very least, I know he’ll cross a boundary like that once I set it. But he doesn’t look happy. In fact, there’s a fierce determination in his eyes. Now that we’re trapped here together, he’s going to want me to listen to what he has to say.

      Fat chance of that.

      The only good thing about this is the supply of alcohol. Time for a drink.
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      I shove myself off the wall and stalk to the bar, slamming down a shot glass on the bar. And what the hell, I put one out for Brandon too. If I’m getting drunk, so is he.

      He follows, watching closely. “I want to know what the hell happened. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. About anything. About myself. About Chris. But you have to be honest with me too. Why did Chris try to have me sign a non-disclosure saying that he was never here?”

      I give him the most scathing look I can muster. “Take the shot.”

      He does, and I do too.

      “Like I said, Brandon. I don’t believe in coincidences. And the easiest explanation is that you came here with Chris to continue burning my life to the ground.”

      “Just because you don’t believe in coincidences doesn’t mean they don’t happen, Ellie.” His hands slam against the bar. “This isn’t what you think.”

      I don’t really care about his frustration. “So what is it then?”

      “We were out for a drink, and Chris mentioned that he’d heard about a place in Arizona from a friend of a friend, about the best barbecue sauce he’d ever tasted. He knows I like chasing down food like that, and so I did. I had no idea who you were before I tracked down Granny’s.”

      I don’t say anything, and he just looks at me, misery plain on his face. “And the fact that I fell head over heels in love with you was not a part of the plan. It was the opposite of the plan. I tried to make myself stop, but I couldn’t. And now I’m here, fucking in love with you.”

      My breath catches in my chest.

      He’s never said that before. Even though it was fast there had been moments where we’d been on the verge of it, but never said it out loud. Even just now when I admitted to myself that I love him too.

      “And I don’t know what to do, Ellie. Except for the fact that I want to fix it. The things Chris said—” he looks down at the floor, leaning against the bar. “I punched him. And it felt fucking good.”

      All the warmth drains from me. “What did he say?”

      Brandon clenches his jaw. “Nothing that you ever need to hear.”

      I’m staring at him when something clicks in my brain. “Chris was the one that gave you this lead.”

      “Yeah,” he nods.

      “And you’d never heard of me before that? Didn’t know who I was? Or about the photos?”

      His head snaps up then. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Only that he made it clear that you two were together.”

      “I signed away my rights to talk about this,” I say softly. “If I tell you, you have even more power.”

      “Ellie, I swear to you. I swear that I had nothing to do with this and I would never hurt you. Please just help me understand.”

      I take a breath and pour another shot. Knock it back. “I guess it doesn’t matter anymore anyway. He’s already done everything he can.”

      Brandon starts to say something and I hold up a hand. “It’s going to be hard enough for me to get this out. Yes, Chris and I were together. For years. Two years. I told you I worked in PR and marketing. He was a client of the firm I worked for, and we met at a party. I was…completely swept away.

      “Because he was a celebrity, and a client, we had to keep it quiet. And I didn’t care because I was so in love. I’m talking about that kind of love that you see in cheesy romantic comedies. And we were happy—or at least I thought we were happy.”

      Brandon sighs. “That explains why I never met you with him, I guess? You guys weren’t really public?”

      “No. We thought it was better that way. Less attention from gossip magazines and online tabloids, and less trouble for me at work if people found out that I was dating a client. Wasn’t until later that I realized he was really just hiding me for other reasons.”

      I pour one more shot. At this point, I don’t care if I get drunk. Who knows how long we’ll be here, and this is painful enough as it is. “I thought we were going to get married. My entire apartment was in boxes ready to move in together.”

      “Clearly that didn’t happen.”

      A laugh escapes me, though nothing is funny about this. “No, it didn’t. There were rumors about Chris being connected with that actress Kira Harris. He told me that it wasn’t anything, just PR tidbits thrown to the media to help promote the movie that they’d done together. We’d done that same thing half a dozen times at the firm, so it didn’t even phase me. It should have.

      “And then Chris’s phone was hacked.”

      “Fuck,” Brandon says, and I can see him putting things together. But I still have to say all of it.

      “All those photos of me—nude ones—sent to the press. I suppose I was lucky that even the ones of us having sex didn’t show my face. But my tattoo…they showed that. And the intimate texts that he’d been sending back and forth to Kira.”

      I swallow and wrap my arms around myself, nausea invading my stomach with all the memories. “It wasn’t rumors. They were together. Every time he was in L.A. he was with her, but it was on the down low, just like me. But they were serious. They’d gone ring shopping. And I was just the faceless whore and home wrecker who dared to fuck a man who wasn’t hers.”

      “Ellie—”

      I push forward. “Kira dumped Chris, and he was furious at me for ruining things with her. His real relationship. And because he was so valuable, I was the one that took the fall. My firm was the one that made it look like I was a deranged stalker who made it my mission to seduce my celebrity obsession. He came out looking pristine. Like the victim. And I came out with nothing. No one would speak to me after that.

      “All of my friends were from work and they all knew that it wasn’t the all true, but they didn’t know the whole truth either.”

      There’s silence for a moment, and Brandon is staring down at the surface of the bar. His hands are clenched tight enough that his knuckles are white, but he doesn’t say anything.

      “They made me sign a non-disclosure, and Chris made it clear that if I ever came near him again that he’d use the evidence that made me look like a stalker to press charges, and ruin me—like he hadn’t already done that. Because he was somebody, and I was nothing. I was an acceptable sacrifice.”

      I shrug, trying to shake off the heaviness. “So basically overnight I went from having what I thought was my dream life, to nothing. The only good thing is that since my face was never leaked, I’m just a nameless slut in that story and I don’t have paparazzi banging down my door. So when Dorothy called and asked me to come home, I ran.”

      “I heard about that,” Brandon says. “Vaguely. I didn’t look too closely. I was busy with another project, and even though Chris was a friend, we’re not that type of friends. I really thought he’d been stalked and duped, and so did Kira.”

      I smile grimly. “So does the rest of the world. You’re not alone.”

      “Ellie, I’m sorry. No one should ever be treated like this. And if I’d known what he’d done, I never would have brought him here. Hell, if I’d known any of this he would have gotten a lot more than a fist to the face. He’d seemed perfect for what we wanted. Talk about a mistake.”

      “You couldn’t have known,” I say. “But I guess I’m going to have to start believing in coincidences.”

      “But it wasn’t. He sent me here indirectly, probably because he knew you were here and was hoping that I’d do something like this.” Brandon suddenly stands and walks around the bar. “That’s the one thing I don’t regret about this. Him telling me about the rumor. If he hadn’t, I never would have found you. And I can’t imagine that.”

      He’s in front of me now, not touching me, stopping himself before he does. “I believe you,” Brandon says. “All of it. And I’m so sorry. I love you. I don’t care if it’s fast or that it seems too good to be true. I love you, and I don’t want to hide you from the world. If there weren’t a fucking storm outside I would go back up on the roof and shout it for everyone to hear.”

      “I love you too,” I manage to say. My voice has nearly evaporated from emotion, but I’m already there. So much for not crying in front of him, it’s going to happen either way now.

      “Can I touch you?”

      “Yes,” I breathe, and I’m swept up into his arms before the word is complete. It’s so fierce and so tight that I can’t breathe and I don’t fucking care. One of Brandon’s hands weaves into my hair, pressing my face to his chest where I can cry. And I do. Again. I’ve cried more today than I have in months. Since the entire thing happened and I realized that I had absolutely nothing left.

      He holds me, never wavering as I pour the rest of it out. And when it’s gone, I feel empty. But not blank. It’s like I was finally able to purge some of that pain, and hopefully it won’t be back.

      “I ruined your shirt,” I say quietly.

      Instead of responding, Brandon just releases me long enough to strip the shirt over his head and toss it aside. “There.”

      “It’s still ruined.”

      “I don’t give a shit about the shirt, Ellie.”

      I take a shaky breath. This is all new now. No one knows about this—not the whole truth—except for me and Chris and the CEO of the PR firm. It feels good to have someone know. But there’s one more thing. “Will you tell me what he said to you to make you punch him?”

      “Do you need to know?” He looks at me carefully.

      He’ll gladly keep it to himself. I can see that. To protect me. But I’d rather know. “Yeah.”

      This time it’s Brandon that pours a shot and knocks it back. “Just like you said, he called you nothing. And I didn’t realize I was hitting him until it happened. He also implied that I was an idiot for settling for someone that he’d had first.”

      I’m glad that the words don’t hurt me. They roll off me like I’m impervious. He really can’t hurt me anymore. “That sounds like him.”

      “He’s wrong, by the way,” Brandon says, reaching down and tugging my shirt over my head. I don’t resist. “You’re everything.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      He unbuckles my belt and strips my pants off in one smith motion before he lifts me to sit on the bar. On this side of it, I’m at the perfect height for all kinds of…interesting things. “You are everything to me. And not that I know everything that he’s done, I wish I could go back in time a couple of hours and rip his fucking dick off.”

      I bite my lip to keep from smiling. He’s bringing me back piece by piece. “As entertaining as that might be, that would mean your dick is in jail, and I rather like your dick.”

      “You do, do you?” He smiles slowly. “That’s nice to hear.”

      He’s standing between my legs, grinning, and I’m very aware of the fact that I’m naked, and the only thing separating us is his jeans. But before we go down this road, there’s something else.

      “What happens when this is done?” I ask quietly.

      “What do you mean?”

      I clear my throat. “When Granny’s launches and you go back to New York?”

      “New York is just a place.”

      “But your whole life is there,” I say. “Your business.”

      Brandon takes my face in his hands. “My business is this,” he says. “It’s been fine this month while I’ve been gone. I’ve got good people running the place. They’re smarter than I am, and they let me do things like this. And the way I travel, my apartment is mostly a placeholder for stuff. That’s also what airplanes are for. I don’t care where my home base is, but I know that I don’t want to be long distance.”

      I thought that I was cried out, but my eyes blur with tears again. “Really?”

      “Really.” He kisses me, and this time I kiss him back. Wholly. Entirely.

      “You better let go of that hotel room then,” I whisper, and he laughs. “Maybe we should get a bigger place?”

      “Your place is perfect. But that’s something we can talk about later. Right now, there’s only one thing on my mind.”

      Reaching between us, he frees his cock. There’s nothing between us now. “I don’t have a condom with me.”

      “I don’t care,” I tell him. “I don’t care. I need you.”

      And I show him just that, grabbing his shaft and fitting him against me, urging him in. And he obliges.

      We crash together, mouths and hands and everything else. I wrap my legs around his waist and he fucks me like it’s the last time he’ll ever get to. It’s a revelation and a confirmation and a new beginning all at once.

      Pleasure like falling stars slams into us together, so in sync that when we fall, we fall together, and my screams are lost in the sound of the wind.

      But we’re not finished. There’s no way we can stop touching each other, and we make our way to the floor before coming together again, and a third time after Brandon consumes me so thoroughly that I’m not sure that I can see straight.

      When the wind subsides we’re still on the floor, a tangled mess of limbs and breath, clinging to each other. I’m very glad that the door to the bar is locked.

      “I know my last idea didn’t turn out that well, but I have another one. A way to fix all of this, with a bit of revenge as well.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “No surprises this time?”

      He smirks. “No surprises.”

      “Then let me hear it.”
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      Two days later, Granny’s is once again transformed into a film set. Bright lights point at the bar in a near identical set up to the one that I used with Chris. But this time, he’s nowhere near here. And if I ever see him again, I’m going to have a hard time containing myself.

      But I will, for Ellie’s sake.

      Right now I have other things to worry about, like the fact that Kira Harris just walked in the door. I met her briefly when she and Chris were together, and I’m lucky that she even took my call, given the fact she knew I was friends with him. But I explained that we were no longer acquaintances and asked that she come down. I may have also promised there was the possibility for some revenge on Chris.

      Reluctantly, she agreed.

      “Oh my god,” Ellie says quietly. “I can believe that I let you talk me into this.”

      “It’s going to be fine,” I say. “I promise.”

      From a brand perspective, Kira might be an even better option than Chris was. Everyone loved to see a beautiful woman get messy with barbecue sauce.

      “Do you want to meet her now or later?” I ask Ellie, pulling her into my side.

      “Later,” she breathes. “I don’t know if I can stomach doing it now and then having to wait through the whole shoot.”

      “Later it is.” I kiss her forehead quickly and head across the room. “Hey, Kira.”

      She smiles when she sees me, though it’s wary. “Hi Brandon. Good to see you.”

      “Thanks so much for coming and doing this on such short notice.”

      Kira laughs. “I’ll be honest, I’m here out of morbid curiosity. When does the revenge start?”

      “After the shoot,” I say, holding a finger to my lips. “I think it will interest you, and if it doesn’t lead to revenge, at least it will be some resolution.”

      One eyebrow raises. “Now I’m definitely curious.”

      “Let’s do this then, and we can get to it.”

      We start the shoot almost the exact same way, starting with just tasting the sauce. “Are you a barbecue girl, Kira?”

      “You know I am. Born and raised down south, we know the good stuff when we taste it.” She licks it off the spoon. “And holy shit that’s good. Wait, am I allowed to say shit in this video?”

      “You are more than welcome to say shit.”

      “Then this is the shit,” she laughs as the ribs to taste are put in front of us. “Tell me about this sauce, Brandon. Everyone knows you’re the king of food, so what makes this special?”

      I deliver the pitch as we taste the next thing on our menu. The fact that it’s a recipe honed by family legacy, and I was lucky enough that they’d agreed to partner with me to put it out into the world. And that it was just starting production. In fact, within a week, you’d be able to buy it. When we release the video, that will be the date.

      “I’m glad it’s that soon,” she says with a laugh, “because I’m one-hundred percent going to have to buy it.”

      The rest of the shoot goes perfectly, and out of the range of the lights I see Ellie smiling. The whole crew is smiling. They know it’s gone well.

      The director calls a wrap, and the crew immediately moves to start breaking down the lights and the set. They’re a good crew, and the same one that was here with mark. They know what they need to do and how to do it quickly. Ellie fades away to the back room, and I turn to Kira.

      “Do you have time to speak privately for a few minutes?” I ask.

      Kira smiles, sharp interest in her eyes. “Of course.”

      I lead her to the back room where Ellie is waiting, and Kira slows when she sees that we’re not alone. “Kira, this is Ellie Thompson, the owner of Granny’s bar.”

      “Oh wow.” A smile lights up her sauce. “Not a word of what I said was a lie. That stuff is amazing, and I’m probably going to buy a whole case of it when it’s released.”

      Ellie smiles, but I can tell she’s nervous. “That’s really nice of you.”

      “Okay, Brandon,” Kira crosses her arms. “What are you going to tell me about my douchebag ex that I don’t already know?”

      “Actually, it’s going to be Ellie that tells you. And hear her out in full before you make a judgement, please.”

      She’s on her guard, but she nods.

      Ellie takes a deep breath. “I’m the girl from the photos.”

      “You’re what?”

      “Please let me explain,” Ellie says quickly. “It’s not what they told you it was.”

      She runs through everything that she told me, and hands Kira a folder full of proof. Photos of her and Chris together. Dated text messages that go back to the beginning of their relationship. Emails between Ellie and the super of Chris’s building making an appointment to get her on the lease.

      At first, Kira looked shocked, and that quickly turns to sickness and anger. But she listens to Ellie through her whole story. “I wasn’t stalking him,” Ellie finishes. “And I had no idea that his relationship with you was anything more than a PR stunt. If I’d known…I’m so sorry.”

      Quiet hangs in the air for a moment, and then Kira laughs. “All of this and you’re apologizing to me? I got off easy. I’m the one who should be apologizing. I dumped him because he was a cheater, but I had no idea he was this much of an asshole.”

      “Tell me about it,” I mutter. “That was a punch in the face.”

      Kira freezes. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.” She breezes out of the room, and I hear her voice calling for something from the other room, but I’m focused on Ellie. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” she blows out a breath. “That went better than I expected, honestly.”

      Pulling her into my arms, I feel her relax. As long as I live, I’ll always savor that feeling, knowing that she feels safe with me, in spite of everything.

      Kira pushes open the door again. “I told the crew to stop breaking down.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “Because I want to help Ellie get her life back on track, and you mentioned revenge, so it’s been on my mind.” Then she looks at Ellie. “Ready to set the record straight?”

      “I’m not allowed to say anything publicly,” Ellie says.

      The smile on Kira’s face is sharper than a knife. “Maybe not, but I can. You can just happen to be in the same room in the chair next to me. You game?”
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      Nerves are swimming in my gut. It’s not my first time on a film set, but it’s my first time going in front of the camera. But if I’m being honest with myself, it’s not the camera that’s making me nervous.

      Kira’s idea is to film a follow up video to her and Brandon’s, calling him out on his shit. And that’s terrifying, given his threats of further trying to ruin my life. But Kira isn’t letting me be afraid.

      “Just let me do the talking,” she says. “Answer the questions that you can, and when you can’t, I’ll take it from there.”

      The make-up artist in front of me finishes touching up my face, and I look at Brandon in the mirror. He’s standing directly behind me, a reassuring smile on his face. Leaning down, he puts his face next to mine. “I’m not sure I can do this,” I say quietly.

      “Yes, you can.” His voice is quiet in my ear. “You don’t deserve to live your life in fear because some asshole made you the victim. You didn’t do anything wrong but fall in love and trust the person you were with.”

      I close my eyes. “Yeah.”

      “I have one last thing,” I say loudly enough for Kira to hear. “Everyone is going to know that those photos are of me. It was kind of nice knowing that no one knew my body was splashed all over every publication in America. But at least I won’t be a crazy stalker anymore.”

      Kira reaches over from her make-up chair and squeezes my hand. “Don’t worry, I have a plan for that too.”

      Two chairs have been set up in front of the bar in front of the bright lights, and Kira settles in easily like she’s born to be there. And she is. Kira is one of Hollywood’s darlings. All the reason Chris cheating on her was such a big deal.

      “Are we ready?” She asks the director.

      He gives her a thumbs up, and she starts talking. “Hi there! I’m Kira Harris, and I’m doing a follow up to my video about Granny’s barbecue sauce. And I hope you all went out and tried it, cause it’s honestly one of the best things that I’ve tasted in my life, and I’m still thinking about it.

      “With me is Ellie Thompson, the owner of Granny’s bar and part of the legacy of this amazing sauce, and we wanted to tell you a little more about how it came to be. So tell me, Ellie, how was this amazing stuff created?”

      “Well, it all started with my grandparents. They’ve owned this bar for my entire life, and honestly it came from both of them working long hours. They ate here, and they both loved barbecue. My grandmother—Dorothy Thompson—loved to cook, and figured she could make her own for less than she could buy it.

      “The rest is history. Over the years she refined the recipe and the more people tried it, the more they loved it, until people were asking for it so much they put it on the menu.”

      Kira laughs. “Well, it’s going to be on everyone’s menu now.”

      “I’m excited for people to try it, and I’m so happy you were willing to give us a shot!”

      “Me too.” Kira turns to me, mischief gleaming in her eyes. “It was an interesting proposal. After all, we met in a rather…unconventional manner, didn’t we?”

      I nod.

      This is the time where I let her take over. “Yeah, we did.”

      She turns back to the camera. “The truth is that this is not just a video about Granny’s. It’s far more than that. This is something we’re doing to help both Ellie and I take back power that someone has stolen from us.”

      Kira folds her hands in her lap, and I swear she looks like one of those super serious interview hosts like 60 Minutes, and the whole room is hanging on her words. As far as I know, she didn’t tell the crew exactly what we were filming. They’ll be finding out in real time.

      “A few months ago, I’m sure you all remember a scandal where my ex-boyfriend—Chris Sterling—was stalked by a crazy fan. Those pictures circulated, and everyone felt bad for him and the way he victimized.

      “But the thing is, that’s not the truth. The truth is that Chris Sterling was dating me, and Ellie Thompson at the same time. He led completely separate lives that both of us were unaware of, and when he got caught, he made her take the fall for it.”

      The words hang in the air masterfully. She’s not even acting, and she has everyone clinging to her words. She knows exactly what she’s doing, and it’s fucking beautiful to watch.

      “So this is a way for us to tell the truth. Chris was never stalked, never seduced, and never the victim. He threatened Ellie and made her sign an NDA, which is why she’s not speaking right now. I have no such agreement. And Chris, this is to you. If you come after Ellie for this, I will be fronting every one of her legal fees you absolute piece of shit.

      “And to the tabloids who think this is an opportunity to drag out the photos of Ellie and use them again? You’ll be hearing from my lawyers, and they don’t play games. I hope that Chris and his management take some time to think about the repercussions of his actions, and move appropriately. It’s long since time that we let men get away with things like this. Right, Ellie?”

      I smile. “You’re right.”

      “So that’s it,” Kira flashes a dazzling smile to the camera. “We’ll put the link to the last video below this one, and you should go watch this. And go buy Granny’s barbecue sauce if you want to support an amazing woman.”

      The director calls cut, and I sag in my chair, exhausted. Even just listening to all that had adrenaline surging through me that I didn’t realize until just now.

      “That was fantastic,” Kira says. “Really. I think it will go well.”

      “I hope so. Thank you for offering to cover legal charges. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Oh yes, I did, and he won’t be doing anything. Trust me. I have very good lawyers. There’s a reason you never see me in the tabloids, and it’s not because the paps don’t take pictures of me.” She grins, and her agent taps her on the shoulder. “I have to go, we’re a little behind now. But I’ll be in touch, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      She gives me a quick hug and waves to Brandon before being escorted out the door.

      “I feel like that wasn’t real,” I say. “Are you sure that I’m not dreaming?”

      Brandon laughs softly. “Very sure. Let’s get these guys out of here and we can go home.”

      I’m still in a daze while Brandon helps and directs the crew. I feel lighter than I have in a long time. Who knows how Chris will react? But Brandon is right. I don’t have to live with it hanging over me anymore. I have people who are on my side and willing to fight for me. I never realized before how much that would mean.

      And still, the anxiety of meeting Kira and filming that, all I want to do is go home and sleep. Preferably with Jason. Nap first. Then maybe sex. Because through the exhaustion I’m filling up with joy.

      Nothing is standing in front of us but the future, and that sounds pretty good to me.

      Brandon takes me home. And as soon as we walk through the door he lifts me into his arms. “I am so proud of you. I know none of that was easy.”

      “I’m glad that I did it. And that I did it with you.”

      “And I’m happy I could make it right.”

      I lean my head on his shoulder. “You do have some good ideas. Some.”

      He makes a low sound in his throat. “I’m having an idea right now that I think is pretty good.”

      We tumble onto the bed together, his mouth finding mine. “If you’re talking about a nap, then I definitely agree with you.”

      “What can I do to convince you to stay awake?”

      “Hmm…” I run my fingers through his hair. “What if you bake me a celebration cake while I take a nap? And then I promise, you can have your wicked, wicked way with me.”

      Brandon kisses my neck. “You’re very persuasive. I can do that, and I swear to you that I won’t use any cinnamon.”

      “Good.” Jack jumps up on the bed, squeaking a meow, wriggling between us and laying on my chest. “See? Even Jack votes for a nap. I think I’ve earned it.”

      The look shining in Brandon’s eyes is one that I hope I get to see every day for the rest of my life. “You did earn it. And you earned the cake too.” One last soft kiss on my lips. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I breathe, closing my eyes.

      Everything, everything was finally all right.
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      “Are you sure we have enough champagne?”

      Jenna rolls her eyes. “My god, yes. Would you chill? This is going to be amazing.”

      “Okay.” I’m not convinced. “I’m just going to see how it’s going in the kitchen.”

      She mutters something about me being a control freak as I walk away, but I ignore her. Today is the official Grand Re-Opening of Granny’s and the official launch of Granny’s Barbecue Sauce by Wolf Foods. The bar has been open these past few months as we completed the repairs and improvements and Brandon got the production and distribution of the sauce underway, and there’s been an uptick in visitors because of the rumors. But today is the big event.

      Last week we released the video of Brandon and Kira, and it went absolutely viral. People have been flooding us with requests for samples, restaurants all over the country wanting to see if they can use our sauce. Plus a truly massive amount of preorders for the sauce which started shipping today.

      It’s completely overwhelming.

      And the next day we released the video of Kira and I. It also went viral—or so I’ve been told. I’ve been keeping myself off the internet and away from anything that I might see. I know full well from PR that anything that gets a giant reaction is composed of both positive and negative. Brandon and Kira both promised they would take point, so I’ve been pushing it out of my mind.

      Still, it seems like I’ve been waiting for a week in perfect silence, waiting to hear the pin drop.

      Pushing into the kitchen, Brandon sees me and points. “No.”

      “But—”

      “No, absolutely not. Get out. You’ve been in here twenty times in the last hour.”

      The rest of the kitchen staff are smirking, more than used to the way Brandon and I banter by now. “I have not.”

      “You have too.” He takes off the apron that’s covering his button down and dress pants and tosses it aside. “Come with me.”

      Brandon catches my hand and pulls me out into the main bar and into the back room where he locks the door behind us. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine, why?”

      He grins, backing me against the door. “Because you’re running around panicking for no reason.”

      “I—” the words die on my lips when he gives me a look. He’s right. I’ve been checking details over and over and over, nervous. People are already gathering outside for the party and I just want it to go well. After everything.

      Brandon leans down and kisses me. Not a gentle kiss like when he teases me. It’s deliberate—a distraction from everything—and it’s working. His tongue slips against mine, drawing me out and begging me to focus on the here and now. The inevitable warmth that sinks through my skin as he runs his hands down my arms.

      “It’s going to be perfect,” he says, pulling back.

      “Are you sure?”

      He nods. “I’m sure. But right now we actually have something else that we have to deal with.”

      “What?”

      “I was going to wait to do this later,” he says with a smile, “but suddenly I feel like now is the perfect time.”

      “Brandon wh—”

      He’s bending down in front of me, and I suddenly realize that he’s on one knee, and one of my hands is in his. My left one. Holy shit.

      Reaching into his pocket, he pulls out a ring. No box, it just rests in his palm. A beautiful red stone surrounded by tiny white ones that look like diamonds. My mind is completely blank. Is this actually happening?

      “I know that by a lot of people’s standards, this is fast. But you and I have lived a lifetime in the seven months since we met, and I can’t imagine ever going back to a life without you.” He smiles and squeezes my hand. “Will you marry me?”

      “Is this real?”

      “It’s real.”

      “Like you’re sure?” I ask. “I’m not hallucinating?”

      He laughs, “Ellie—”

      “Yes. Of course, yes.” I’ve never been as happy as I’ve been with Brandon these last six months. Even with him having to travel, he’s been with me more often than not. When he’s gone, Jack complains. I swear that he likes Brandon better than he likes me. “I’ll marry you.”

      He slips the ring on my finger, and it’s perfect. Gorgeous. “Red,” he says, lifting it up so I can see. “I thought it was appropriate.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “You’re beautiful.”

      I blush as he kisses me, pressing me back against the door again. “And you’re still worried, even after that.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      He sighs in mock despair. “I guess there’s only one solution. I’m going to have to fuck the worry out of you.”

      “Brandon, there are people here and people outside waiting to get in.”

      “Then we better make it fast,” he says, unbuckling his pants.

      I shake my head. “We can’t.”

      Brandon lifts my chin so I’m looking at him. “That party out there is for us. In celebration of our success. We can do whatever the hell we want. And what I want? Is to make my fiancé come so she can’t think about anything else but my cock.”

      “Fuck, Brandon.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      The dress I’m wearing for this party is long and flowing, and thin enough that I’m not wearing any underwear because of seeing the lines beneath. And he knows that—he was there when I got dressed.

      Fingers slide down my hips, and he gathers my skirt higher and higher, still staring at me. “Say yes, Ellie.” Slipping his hand between my legs, he teases me, slowly dragging his fingers over my clit. My body responds to him like it always does. He knows how to play me like a first chair violinist. “I want to see if you feel different with that ring on your finger,” he whispers roughly.

      “You know I won’t.”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      I shudder, and nod. I’m growing wet under his fingers, and he’s doing exactly what he wanted to—distracting me. He lifts me up and presses my back against the door, dress pooling around my hips, and eases into me until we’re locked together.

      We stopped using condoms regularly a while ago, though I’m still on the pill. But both of us know that if something were to happen, neither of us would mind. And that right there is just one of the many reasons I know I want to marry him. The idea of starting a family in this town is no longer scary.

      And right now he feels so good as he starts to move. It’s been a couple days since we’ve been together, both exhausted from prepping for the day, and he just got back from a trip. I can’t believe I waited this long to have him inside me again.

      “Still thinking about the party?” He asks.

      “No.”

      A smirk. “Good.”

      The door jostles as he thrusts harder, and I can’t bring myself to care at all. The only thing that I can think about is him and the way he’s filling me up. It’s all too much and not enough, wringing pleasure from me and pushing it into me all at once.

      “Next time you leave,” I force out the words, “This is the first thing on the agenda when you get home. It’s been too long.”

      He slams his mouth down on mine, and kisses me breathless. “When we get home tonight I’ll be sure to make up for lost time.”

      Brandon reaches between us, stroking my clit hard and fast, driving me up to the edge. He’s driving into me with force that makes me blind, not allowing me to hold back even for a second. I’m so ready for him after days of deprivation that I’m already shaking, shattering, and the only thing that keeps me from screaming is another brutal kiss.

      He doesn’t stop. Fucking harder and faster, until I break. Ecstasy pours over me in a wave, golden light filling me up until it’s all I see. I moan into his mouth, trembling in his arms as the orgasm works its way through me and out. I’m falling into the aftershocks as he keeps going, his own pleasure hitting him seconds later.

      Brandon groans, his lips falling to my neck as he fills me with heat. “You’re fucking incredible,” he whispers. “And now you’re all mine.”

      “I’m all yours.”

      We come to stillness and catch our breath. Holy fuck. I’m engaged, and I just had sex in the back of my bar. We were not subtle. Everyone probably knows. And I still don’t care. “I love you. So much.”

      “And I love you. Now let’s go out there and have a kickers launch party, and enjoy the moment that we’ve worked hard for.”

      And so we do. We clean up and put ourselves back together, and to everyone’s credit, they don’t say anything when we come into the main space, in spite of the fact that we were fucking against the door.

      It’s Jenna that notices first. “Oh my god, is that what I think it is?” She’s pointing to the ring.

      “Maybe,” I hold it up. “What do you think?”

      She squeals and tackles me in a hug. “I’m so fucking happy for you!”

      The staff notices too, and they’re happier than I imagined they would be. Brandon has been integral to Granny’s these last few months, and he’s a part of the family. It feels good to be surrounded by celebration, and I am calmer.

      Dammit.

      I hate that he was right.

      “All right,” Jenna says, coming over to me in the swarm of people. “The display of sauce is ready, the line is out the block, and people are clamoring to get in here. You ready?”

      I take Brandon’s hand. “Now or never.”

      There’s no way we could have anticipated the amount of people that would show up. There’s way, way more than we could ever fit inside Granny’s. Even though we brought in more crates of sauce than we ever thought we could sell, we’re almost running out.

      People stream in and out, and I swear the whole town has stopped by at some point to congratulate me. The old guard is set up in a corner around my grandmother, and she’s regaling her friends with her best stories like the queen she is. When I have a free moment, she waves me over.

      “A little birdie told me that you have a new piece of jewelry.”

      I offer my hand for her inspection. “I do.”

      “Appropriate words,” she smiles. “Are you happy?”

      “More than I ever hoped to be.”

      Grandma nods. “I know. You can see it. It falls off you like glitter, Ellie. I’m happy for you.”

      “Well I wouldn’t be here without you.”

      She snorts. “Damn right. Now send that fiancé of yours over here with a shot of whiskey so I can give him a talking to.”

      “Grandma.”

      She smirks. “It’s going to happen sometime. Might as well be now when there are witnesses.”

      “I want him in one piece,” I tell her, rolling my eyes.

      There’s a bunch of bright flashes by the door, and some shouting as Kira walks into the party. This time there was no avoiding the paparazzi. Though amazingly, true to Kira’s word, they’ve left me alone. They really are truly afraid of her.

      I wave. “You came!”

      “Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss this.” She sweeps me into a hug and the cameras flash again.

      Brandon appears by my side. “Glad you could make it.”

      She smiles. “Me too.”

      “Oh, fiancé,” I say to Brandon. “My grandmother has demanded your presence and a shot of whiskey. I think she’s going to put the fear of god into you.”

      He chuckles and pulls me close to kiss my temple. “Nothing I can’t handle,” he says, and starts weaving through the crowd to get that shot.

      Kira grabs my hand as soon as he’s gone. “When did this happen?!”

      “About an hour ago.”

      “Holy shit, congratulations!” She hugs me again and then pulls me over to the bar and waves down one of my very busy employees. “We need a shot, because you’re celebrating. In more ways than one.”

      She hands me the drink, and I raise an eyebrow. “Is there something that I don’t know?”

      Kira grins. “Actually, there is. I dug a little deeper into our mutual unfortunate acquaintance. And as it turns out, his phone wasn’t hacked at all.”

      “What?” I stare at her. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that the asshole realized that he was getting in too deep with both of us and needed a way out that didn’t make him look like a total fucking prick. He leaked those photos of you to set you up. Which, coincidentally, is very much against the law. Specifically, the whole bunch of new sex crime laws that New York passed last year.”

      “I…” I shake my head. “What the fuck.”

      She checks her phone. “As of about…six hours ago, Chris Sterling was arrested. By morning it’s going to be on every tabloid in the known world, and people are abandoning his brand like rats on a sinking ship.”

      Kira clinks her shot against mine and throws it back. And I take mine too. “I’m equally horrified and happy about that.”

      “As you should be. But celebrate it, because your star is rising, baby, and we’re gonna help you shine.”

      Brandon’s hand slips around my waist. “We’re in the clear,” he says softly.

      “I did tell her I needed you in one piece.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      Kira grabs a glass and a fork and taps on it until the entire bar goes quiet. “Here’s to the happy couple, and the future of Granny’s!”

      The whole party cheers, and emotion washes over me. I never imagined that things could be this perfect, and when Brandon leans down to kiss me, I know that it’s going to stay that way.
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      “Aim. Release.” I mumble beneath my breath. Then I spot a fish zigzagging across the range. I thrust my limp arms in front of my body, trying to decide when’s the right time to shoot.

      “You can’t hesitate. Focus, Talia.” Bianca yells.

      Energy waves from my tail, through my torso, and out my fingertips in a wave of pale blue light. I shut my eyes and release it.

      “You missed Talia.”

      I open my eyes. Too slow, again. I push my glasses up my nose, watching my failed attempt swim off into the darkness, knowing her chastising is next.

      Bianca is my oldest sister. She’s usually the most patient with my efforts to stop being so freaking awkward. I begged her to help me practice, and after hours of practice, I don’t notice a change.

      “Talia.”

      Wait… that sounds like…

      I spin around and lock gazes with our mother, Queen Frances of the Malawi Kingdom. I haven’t met many queens, however, I doubt any compare to her in stature, beauty, or strength. And as one of her six daughters, those traits conveniently jumped over me and blessed my sisters in abundance. Which makes my obvious differences annoying, especially with Bianca’s recent engagement.

      I’m officially the last princess left. The Creator has jokes, and with his oversight this means one day I will reign over this kingdom.

      I, Talia Hudson, will be queen of Malawi. Maybe Mother will consider adding a seventh daughter on her itinerary because this doesn’t look good for any of us.

      I float over to them, and Bianca looks the way I feel. Defeated. The weight of my reality makes my plunder feel like an anchor chained to my tail.

      I need to find an official initiative to contribute to my office. Bianca and I thought security and military personnel was an option. But after shooting today, I’m canning this idea.

      “Maybe next time, sis.” Bianca tugs on a curl loose from my braid.

      I know all the facts to make myself useful. We have a strategic advantage because of our location in Imperial Bay, Oregon. Our kingdom provides access to fresh and sea water with tunnels that take us so far into the mainland that we’re able to assist the gifted whether by land, lake, or sea.

      I know the history of the Malawi Merfolk—a clan of freshwater mermaids and merman—like the number of scales on my iridescent fish tail. The strength of our guard, thanks to our coed military and our location in the depths of the Malawi Falls. But the introvert in me finds a way to sweat in water. Mumbling through every presentation. It seems I’m only good at embarrassing my title and my parents.

      How do they expect me to rule this kingdom?

      I cringe under Mother’s scrutiny. Her pinched expression tells me she’s frustrated. I would be too. She has six daughters, all destined for other waters except one. Me.

      Training to lead a kingdom is hard work. I have potential but at what I can’t figure out. I’ve tried all the major initiatives.

      Economics.

      Hospitality.

      Tourism.

      I’m an odd mermaid. Most relish in attracting the attention of others. How else can you explain our flashy tails, polished shells, and the pearls embedded in our skin?

      Then today, I’m showing why I should never be trusted to guard a living soul, not even my own. Because I can’t shoot to save my life.

      The armed guard is out. Now to tell mother. I swim over to her with my head so low that my lip drags across the lakebed.

      “Mother. I know this is required training. But I much rather spend my time in the library or maybe instructing the young mermaids.”

      Her lips thin, tapping the end of her chin. Then a slow smile spreads across her face and my heart relaxes for the first time today. I hate disappointing her, and I’m trying. I just don’t fit anywhere, not even here.

      “Talia, dear, I need you to accompany the guard. Close out your affairs and tell your assistant to block your schedule for three weeks.”

      “Three weeks?”

      “Yes. You’re going up top.”

      “Up top?” I float in a circle in glee.

      A trip, that’s much better than shooting at poor little trout. Images of bookstores and trinkets and people watching at restaurants flood my mind. Oh, and walking around on my legs. I grab her shoulders kissing her cheeks then swim towards the exit.

      “I’ll need you to represent the kingdom before the Dakes Elders.”

      “Mother?” I zip back to her side, certain I’m hearing her wrong. The Dakes Elders and Talia Hudson never should the two intertwine, as far as I’m concerned.

      She continues with no regard for my utter shock. “The Walker is two weeks early. It’s great for travel across country but awful for the kingdom. We have too much going on with the Blue Moon Celebration next week, construction on the castle, and Bianca’s wedding.”

      Mother carries on, but I blacked out at the Dakes Elders. They’re a council of immortals governing the gifted on earth. The mere mention of them invokes fear and awe because their leadership holds together the delicate balance of the multiverse.

      “Mother, please anything but talking in front of the council. I…. I…” I swallow. “I can’t.”

      “Are you quitting Talia?” I hate her challenging tone.

      “No, ma’am,” I whisper. “I don’t want to keep disappointing you.”

      “There’s nothing you could ever do to disappoint me.”

      I stare into her emerald green eyes. They glow without the assistance of light. Her power radiates and the contrast against her golden-brown skin is striking. No doubt she could zap a trout with her pinky finger.

      “Mother, I need to add that class to my roster.”

      Her affectionate smile tampers the ache in my chest. “What class is that dear?”

      “How to lie with a straight face?”

      Laughter bursts from her and I can’t help but join her. I’ll try anything. I guess not being a quitter is a talent, and people gazing. I can watch humans for hours.

      “You’ve always been a headstrong, resilient child. Now you’re a courageous woman. That’s all it takes to be an effective queen,” Mother adds.

      “But I can’t make my mouth catch up with my brain. The council will think I’m an idiot.”

      “No, they’ll know you’re a princess. Stop thinking so much. Your courage is best expressed from here,” she places a hand over my heart, then she gathers my head in her hands, kissing my forehead, “not from here.”

      I sigh. “I’ll go. But for the record, I told you so.”

      “Noted.”

      “Why am I meeting with the council?”

      Mother and I swim with our arms linked back to the castle as she fills me in on the trip.

      The Dakexon Empire is the source of our powers on this plain of the multiverse. The Dakes Elders, our council, are comprised from the original twelve tribes. Their jurisdiction expands from the top of the sky to the depths of the deepest ocean. They are the judge and jury for offenses against the kingdom, and she explains that we have to transport an offending merman to the Dakes Reformatory.

      “You’ll be accompanied by four guards. Colt is overseeing the trip. Did you know that he’s single? His folks own the construction company, updating the west wing of the castle. They’re honest, hardworking people with a large family much like ours.”

      I stop. “Mother, is this official kingdom business or more of your matchmaking?”

      “Both, dear. All you have to do is ask questions, get to know him. You have three weeks to blow. You’ll get to see the country. It’s plenty of time to feel comfortable.”

      I roll my eyes. My mother is tough but fair. The merpeople adore her and gladly defend her kingdom with their lives.

      “Now get ready. The guards are prepping.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I swim off to pack.

      The thought of traveling on land sounds better than playing target. I’ll make small talk with Colt and return to tell Mother I tried. Plus, traveling is a luxury most of us don’t have because it comes with significant risks, hence the three guards. Then I hear the other shoe drop along with my heart. “Wait, mother. Three weeks means…”

      I spin around, terrified. The flutter of bubbles clouds my vision and when they clear mother’s waiting for me to get a clue. Suddenly I’m before my queen, not my mother.

      She got me.

      Everything is a lesson, always a lesson, and I almost missed it like that trout.

      I have to get out of this trip. Staying on land for three weeks requires more power than I can generate. The royal blood in our veins gives me more leeway to dwell in fresh water and the sea. I can also live for extended periods of time on land, but not without a steep cost.

      “Talia, one day you will be queen. One day you’ll need your powers, and they will fail you because you haven’t learned to harness them.”

      I shake my head. “The longest I’ve restrained my tail is a week, and that was with help.”

      “You’re stronger now.”

      “But I’m not mother. That’s the point of this whole thing.” I swing my hands around to the space. Bianca left us alone. The range is nothing more than an old cave used for testing our powers without the risk of harming another merperson.

      “It’s the perfect time, dear. You won’t have to concern yourself with shooting or casting spells. Your only job is to behave like a princess and…”

      “Suppress everything that makes me a mermaid.” I drop, wanting to sink into a dark corner of the cavern. Scales, pearls, tail.

      Our powers are a mixture of magic and function. Existing on the surface requires both. The coming blue moon helps. But that only covers one of the twenty-one days.

      Can I do it without my mother and my sisters?

      “Yes, dear, you can. I’m counting on you.” She reads my thoughts, pulling me to her chest, and with a tight squeeze she adds, “Talia, you’re going to surprise yourself.”

      “What about when I’m interacting with humans? It’s one thing to suppress but to hold conversations too.” I shake my head. This isn’t happening. It can’t happen. “Are you prepared to receive word of a mermaid exposed in a downtown cafe?”

      “Talia, you’re too dramatic. You’ll have Asaad and he spends his life living amongst humans. Watch him, take in your surroundings, then smile and walk as if you belong.” She looks down into my eyes. “You’re still responsible for looking after yourself. But use this time to strengthen your core. Every now and then try something small—a chant, a spell, read a mind or two. Your powers will grow exponentially on land.”

      I nod. “I guess it’s now or never.”

      “Smile, dear. Your gift is what makes you powerful. Trust it.”

      Her aura calms my racing heart. I’m not the youngest, but I feel like the weakest. Unable to shoot, dance, attract a mate. But I’d give up all those for eyes like hers—glowing with my powers. Once a royal mermaid reaches that state, we don’t have to work so hard to generate energy or suppress our identity on land.

      Mother kisses the top of my head, brushing my wild springy curls back. “You’ll be there and back before you know it. Now hurry, you don’t want to keep the guards waiting. It’s best to pass through the channel before the moon is high.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I leave not as confident as mother but willing. The thought of aiming and actually hitting something would be kind of cool. I spin and thrust my hands, arms tight, aiming at the rock off in the distance.

      “Freeze.” The rock obeys my command. I scan the area and laugh at my antics. A wave of my body, and a powerful kick of my tail sends me speeding through the kingdom. I travel from one end to the other, entering the castle.

      Packing is nothing more than a camera and a couple of books—my notebook of spells and a novel. The trip to the Dakes Reformatory takes about forty hours without breaks or sightseeing. It’s a hidden location in West Virginia and requires a chaperone from a member of the Dakes guard.

      A couple of my sisters took the trip before and begged me to take pictures of the countryside. This is nothing more than time to listen to human music, sightsee, and read.

      I hug my family goodbye, promising to return with land snacks and plenty of pictures. My parents trust me in the hands of the guards. We swim across the land with the offender, Jude, secured with tungsten metal handcuffs, reinforced with ancient magic. His charges before the elders include fraternizing with humans, unauthorized use of his powers, and divulging our most trusted secrets—our location and our existence.

      The Malawi Community exists four hundred feet beneath the Malawi Falls in a cenote discovered by my grandmother. Humans and the gifted alike don’t know that we’ve lived here for hundreds of years.

      Our kingdom has a few natural safeguards from human detection. The depths of our location and the temperature of the pool.

      Last, humans believe we’re merely myths. A fairy tale.

      They visit the waterfall masking the entrance to the Malawi Kingdom. People sit on the cliffs of this mountain telling of magical mermen and enticing mermaids hidden in the depths of the turquoise water.

      Humans can’t know the tales are true. That we live beneath their world. That our kind protects their livelihood. That this is our post.

      Our role is to live life to the fullest, but when the time comes—if it ever comes—we’re responsible for protecting the bodies of waters on earth. Jude compromised the lives of millions of merpeople and even more keepers on earth. The Dakes handle traitors swiftly and with an iron hand, which probably accounts for the Walker’s early arrival. I don’t agree with the loss of life, but should we esteem one over millions? I’m glad the decision isn’t mine to make.

      What’s sad is he’ll probably die for it. I stall for a second looking over at Jude expecting to see fear or regret, instead he winks at me. I stop gripping the handles of my backpack.

      “Princess, we must keep moving. The time is upon us.” Colt reminds me, urging me forward.

      We leave the lights and noise of the kingdom behind, swimming through the darkness. I fall back a little as we approach the narrow channel. Colt enters first, followed by a guard with Jude, then another guard and I. A final guard covers our backs. No one speaks. I wrestle with my hair, I should have re-plaited it. I’ll do it once we reach the shore.

      Then we exit of the kingdom, entering the pool beneath the waterfall. The sound of rushing water absorbs the silence.

      It’s nighttime. The mountainside blocks the view of the sky. The guards mumble between themselves, preparing for our exit from the lake. The Walker and his soldiers are to meet us on the shore.

      I smile, fascinated by the white foam collecting on the surface of the lake. I’ve spent my entire life in water, but the sight of bubbles playing across the surface brings me joy. The water slips through my fingers. The guards take their positions and I float just over the left shoulder of Colt. We cover a few meters. The clear night makes the moon appear brighter, larger, as if it is guiding us.

      “Stay here,” Colt says, swimming ahead of us. He scans the area. Humans love to cliff dive off the mountain. The last thing we need is to have an audience when we emerge from the water.

      Colt nods, and the guards float like a barricade blocking me. I follow, unable to see the shore.

      “Princess, are you ready?” Colt calls out.

      “Yes.” I close my eyes, searching for the sapphire blue light inside me. This doesn’t require a spell or chant. Mother says is my birthright, my gift from the Creator. But it can be temperamental. I relax, focusing on the beat of my heart, and it appears.

      It’s time.
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      I swim to the shallow edge of the lake and focus on the heat moving from my chest through my arms, anticipating my transition. I signal to Colt, and the guards move forward to the open area leading to the forest on the mountainside.

      The sight of the large moon in a clear sky is picture worthy. I quietly grab my camera and capture it. I’m swiping through the shots to ensure the shutter setting is right when an odd sensation overtakes me.

      “Colt, do you feel that?” I whisper, quickly zipping my bag closed. I search the area for the source. The trees ahead are dense and essentially a black hole.

      “What is it, princess?”

      The cliff behind us is vacant, and so is the shore. The heads of the guards survey our surroundings.

      Where are you?

      I adjust my glasses, determined to find the source. The uptick of my pulse makes it hard to suppress my natural form. This is the mental exercise Mother wanted, and to think I have three weeks of this to look forward to.

      I shake my head, not enthused. “It must be me. I’ll transition. It could be the Walker I’m sensing.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Colt gives the guards their directives. They emerge from the water, falling to the rocky shore. Each shifting. Then a guard followed by Jude, then another. They create a wall blocking my exit.

      I’m the last to emerge.

      I close my eyes and hum a melody, and the pearls etched in my skin are replaced by ancient hieroglyphic tattoos designating my original tribe, my clan, and my royalty. But it’s the twelve stars running from my armpit to my waist that attests to my status as a keeper in the Dakexon Kingdom. The shift is instantaneous. Now for my tail.

      I’ve practiced this since I turned thirteen. Stripping a mermaid of her tail is painful. I claw at the pebbled ground. Air fills my lungs, and I exhale a groan, begging the light to make the transition easier. But it’s not so.

      Focus, Talia.

      This is the hard part, but it won’t last forever.

      Blue flames surge through my veins. I call on every lesson, on the ancestry in my blood, on my birthright to suppress my iridescent scales now shimmering in the moonlight. A scream escapes, echoing through the night.

      My tail flaps in protest.

      “We’ll be together again,” I whisper as a light breeze brushes across my sweaty skin. I open my eyes and legs extend from my torso, and because I can, I wiggle my toes.

      I did it and in less than five minutes. A quick chant covers my new body in a dress that would make Mother proud. I spin to watch the fabric flow around my legs.

      “Never thought I see some shit like that.”

      I turn to the voice and see unfamiliar men on the mountainside.

      The sense of danger vibrates through the air while I search the darkness for the one bold enough to address me like that. A guard, Dillan, sees the culprit first. He sprints forward with a gut-wrenching roar.

      Pop.

      Pop.

      Dillan crumbles to the rocks. Dead.

      I gasp, buckling under the weight of seeing his body sprawled on the shore, and he transforms back to his birth form.

      The sounds from the stranger and the guards muffle. I want to carry Dillan back to the water, where he belongs. My vision clouds as I reach for him, and the sound of Bianca yells in my head.

      Focus and shoot, Talia.

      I thrust my hands in front of me, spreading my legs to balance my weight, ready to zap anything moving, and I’m staring down the barrel of a shiny black gun.

      Dillan’s killer.

      I’ll never forget this man, and to ensure it, I mentally capture his face.

      Green eyes. Pale white skin. A thick beard. His everyday attire tells me he’s human until he talks over his shoulder, and I see his pointy ears.

      A faeus?

      Must be from the Naphiche tribe. What are fairies doing in our forest? Why did he kill Dillan? And why is he at our front door?

      “Look, lady, you don’t want to do that.” His smile doesn’t reach his eyes. Six men step from the shadows of the trees up the slight incline.

      “Cowards.” I step back, uncertain of what to do next, but I don’t drop my hands. I search for any exposed skin for tribal marks, anything to help this make sense.

      We’re outnumbered with Jude handcuffed. A knot expands in my throat, thinking about Dillan’s family. Anger fills me, and I level my gaze on the man in front of me.

      That’s it—electricity cracks between my fingers, radiating bright blue.

      “Princess…” Colt whispers.

      “You’re a tough one.” The murderer chuckles, and another pop sounds, sending Wren, another guard to the right, in a puddle at my feet. “I can put a bullet in your head, and you can join your men.”

      “Not if you want to live and collect your share.” The dark edge in the voice sends a shiver up my spine, and my eyes search the shadows for the speaker.

      I pull my gaze toward the hill. A man stands at the top without a trace of emotion on his face. He said the words as if he’d asked for the morning report or another cup of coffee.

      Standing in the authority given by my birth and my mother, I don’t have a choice but to negotiate for the lives of Colt, Adan, Jude, and myself. I look up, clearing my throat.

      “I’m Princess Talia Hudson of the Malawi Tribe.” I take a deep breath before continuing, “I’ll go without a fight if you’ll please allow the others to return to the lake.”

      The dark stranger walks closer.

      “I won’t let you kill another one of my men and live.” I etch the words out, not wanting to take a life, but I won’t stand by and watch another merman die. I force the energy down my arms until heat burns my palms, and the orb floating between my hands expands.

      The dark stranger doesn’t stop until he crosses into the light. Who are these miscreants? What do they want? I run every drill I’ve ever practiced through my head, waiting for someone to make a move.

      I feel my energy levels dropping, suppressing my natural form, and calling on my power has me near exhaustion.

      “You can lower your arms, princess. Your men are safe.” He looks back at the murderer. “This is not part of the plan. Put away your weapons.” Everyone—except the shooter—complies. “Gunner.”

      The murder’s name is Gunner. I save his name for my report, assuming I get out of here alive.

      Gunner stares at me with equal parts lust and rage. I can’t be left alone with that man. So, I will my mind to imprint the offenders’ faces in my memory. Crimes against the gifted incites an endless list of criminal offenses against the species, the tribe, the governing kingdom, and the Dakes Empire.

      To impose deadly force on a princess demands one sentence—death.

      Then the stranger’s words reclaim my attention. He said something about a plan.

      What plan? To ambush us. What do they want? What part did he not factor in? The deaths of Dillian and Wren?

      I stare through the dark night, trying to make sense of this situation. Then my mother’s face crosses my mind. They wanted my mother. But why? And what will they do with us?

      Will they kill us too?

      My mind races, taking full advantage of the silent standoff between Gunner and the man with enough authority to halt the killings. He’s more massive than the others, with jet black hair. His dark eyes lack depth. It’s like I’m staring into a vacant hole.

      Watching my mother all my life has its advantages. Beings with the most authority don’t need crowns to show it. There’s an aura of power, mother tells me, that comes from within and from the scene in front of me. The man with the long black hair and cold eyes has dominance over the others.

      I scan the other men. Are they fairies like Gunner? Yep.

      They outnumber the unknown man. But nothing about his posture shows he’s backing down. For that, I’m thankful. But it doesn’t solve my issue.

      How can we get out of this?

      I keep my eyes trained on the men. Specks cloud my vision. I’ve never used this much power and for this long, and I have no clue how long I can hold out. This is where paying attention in class would have served me. The expressions on their faces lead me to believe they’re talking without words. Maybe it’s time I do the same.

      Colt.

      Yes, princess.

      I exhale, relieved.

      We have to get out of here. If I—

      I wouldn’t do that if I was you.

      I break my gaze, looking over at Gunner. But the voice isn’t his.

      One of them can read my thoughts.

      It’s the loner. One side of his full lips tips up. Not quite a smile, but not a grimace.

      Fuck!

      He faces me, and for a second I think he might laugh. Then I clear my mind.

      “Drop the orb, princess,” he says. If death had an audible sound, it would sound like his gruff voice.

      Cold.

      Distant.

      Demanding.

      The constant flow of energy has my head hazy. I want to challenge him, but the survival of my guards demands I try to repair this situation. I know I can’t trust my own abilities to do it. Hence the whole trout scenario at the range.

      When I get back to the kingdom, and I will, I’ll practice day and night to perfect my control of my powers. But for now, my men come first. These deadly fairies shot down my men, as if they do this every day. They killed innocent men without warning, without a second thought.

      I won’t provoke them, and I won’t drop my hands until Gunner lowers his gun.

      “Do I have your word?” I ask.

      “I’ll give it, but I’m not sure it’ll do you any good.” The loner’s smile transforms his face.

      “Why? Are you not an honorable man?” I ask.

      “Xander’s a mercenary,” Gunner adds. “His only loyalty is to the almighty dollar.”

      I stare at the man called Xander, who doesn’t refute the statement. What is he? He has the same pale skin as the others, but he’s not a fae.

      Human, maybe?

      There are many tribes with human resting forms and the power to shift into other beings. He could be a dragon, vampire, werewolf. He could be the Creator himself. I don’t care as long as he lets us go.

      “There’s nothing here for you, Xander.” I use his name, hoping to lower his stance against us. “I don’t have any money. Neither do my men. How about you take your men, and I’ll take mine, and we’ll render this situation handled?”

      “I wish I could, princess.”

      I don’t believe his claim for a second. We’re too far from the lake to make a run for it, and if I take one of them out, they’ll kill the other men. I only have one option left.

      “Fine. Take me.”

      “Princess, you—”

      “Silence.”

      Colt and Adan obey.

      “Xander, I’ll go with you if you release my men.” I drop my hands, feeling lightheaded. “Do we have a deal?”
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      A mermaid with glasses. How in the fuck does a mermaid where glasses under water? She thrusts her small hand in my direction, but the princess doesn’t realize this game is much bigger than her.

      I waited against the tree further up the mountain. The moment Princess Talia emerged from the water, the air shifted with her beautiful brown skin that appears airbrushed. She’s perfect, from her fearless eyes to her tight-set jaw with a cascade of ebony curls hanging down her back.

      You have specific instructions, Xander. This is my crew. My job.

      The Dark One also said he wants her alive. I remind Gunner.

      “And she is, for now.” Gunner says and the men laugh, all with wild thoughts bouncing around in their heads about the state of the princess beneath her flowing skirt.

      The fabric of her dress clings to her curves, falling to the ground. I can see the magic holding the illusion together and a flinch of static scrambles before righting itself.

      Gunner steps closer to Talia, and she resumes her previous stance. The orb pulses blue with flicks of gold. I’ve never seen a gifted shift the frequency of their power—the two-tone color is a sure indicator of either her royal status or the genetic makeup of her parents. Maybe she’s like me, a hybrid keeper that was blessed to inherit the power of both parents.

      I’ve met mermaids on my journeys. I’ve never heard a single story that ended well for men—of any species. The color of her almond-shaped eyes changes to a sapphire blue. I don’t like Gunner, but he’s the most level-headed of his troop. And we need her alive to complete the assignment. I sigh at his ignorance, but we don’t have all night for them to mess around.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I warn him.

      Gunner smiles. “But you’re not me.”

      “Suit yourself.” I step back. The last thing I need is taking a shot meant for that asshole.

      I’m not here to save the princess from her fate.

      Gunner and his kind cause havoc for the sake of fucking with the Elders. My days of interfering with the affairs of the Dakes Kingdom ended years ago.

      They don’t mess with me. I don’t mess with them.

      I run my ranch in Montana minding my own business until the Elders locked up my father. Unlike the American justice system, there is no infrastructure for the gifted to challenge the ruling of the Dakes Elders.

      Dad and I rarely agree. His willingness to support the very system that imprisons him highlights how different we are. I refuse to blindly pledge allegiance to an ancient patriarchal structure. Allegiance without appropriate oversight sounds cruel and dangerous—for humans and the gifted.

      But on this, however, we stand united: We are wild centaurs.

      We ran wild for years as mercenaries for hire. No job was too small if the price was right. That was until he mated with a centauride. A beauty from Texas and he joined a herd. I told him it would lead to this.

      The Dakes eventually found him and sentenced him to life.

      Life confined in a cell without freedom to run the land, or love on a beautiful woman. Life unable to determine your own fate is death to our kind.

      My father won’t rot away in that hell they call a reformatory. It will be over my dead body. He’ll be released and free to run his pastures again. As soon as I complete this contract.

      The Dark One sent his representative Kaden to my doorstep with a guaranteed million-dollar payday and the release of my father from the Dakes Reformatory once Gunner and his troop gain a meeting with the Elders.

      The plan was to abduct the queen and await the arrival of the Walker. But either the merman lied, or the princess caught a bad break.

      I retake my position against the tree with the princess in sight. She doesn’t stand a chance in hell of making it out of this situation alive because she doesn’t hold enough authority to force the Elders to comply with Gunner’s demands.

      He must kill her, toss her body, and wait for another opportunity. That’s what I’d do if I found myself in this predicament. However, waiting screws us all. I cross my arms over my chest. That the area is clear on a night like tonight is a coincidence or another part of this plan.

      Life for the Dakes, on earth, is changing as the multiverse vibrates with a restless aura like a mare in labor.

      It’s coming.

      Gunner and his kind are only the beginning of the issues plaguing the Dakes Empire. However, I stay out of political shit. That isn’t my thing. Getting paid is.

      There’s a war on the horizon. I don’t know when. I don’t know where. But when the shit hits the fan, I’ll retreat to my ranch—off-the-grid—until the victor is declared. That was my plan until I learned about my pops locked in a cage. Knowing it partly my fault means I can’t ignore his plight.

      Gunner continues to taunt Talia. I scan the heads of the troops, finding the usual anxious energy, tasteless sexual taunts, and one wondering what we’ll have for dinner. I shake my head, focusing on Gunner. His thoughts catalog the fullness of her breast, the length of her skirt, and a promise of having his fill of her once he takes her back to the hotel.

      I can’t blame him. Every heart except the mermen races faster in her presence. Mermaids have a nature aura bordering on an aphrodisiac that’s hard to resist. The closer he gets to her, the more he’ll find himself caught in an inescapable danger that only leads to death.

      We’re bound to encounter humans here. Let’s take this back to the hotel. Ask your questions there, I suggest, without the others knowing.

      “We’ll leave when I’m ready to leave.” He mumbles taking another step closer to the smiling princess.

      Kaden paid the twenty-five percent deposit by wire transfer Wednesday and two days later I’m in Oregon. My instructions were to keep cool and call when I feel the mission skews from the goal. He didn’t specify why my presence is necessary. But I have a feeling they’ll need my shield to keep this princess from killing them all.

      That faeus lean towards short-range mischief could ruin any long-range plans for gaining an unsolicited audience with the Elders. But that’s not my concern. I lift my shield, blocking out the increase of her vibration.

      I relax in my impenetrable space, free from the interference of their barbaric thoughts and her alluring powers reaching for my phone. It’s time Kaden chimes in and tells us if we should throw her back in the lake. Regardless, my deposit is nonrefundable.

      The princess is on her own.

      I search my phone for the number until Gunner’s laugh penetrates my resolve to fall back. He instructs the troop to handcuff them. His command echoes loud and I drop my shield. Suddenly, waves of obscenities roll through the troop. Each with his personal plans and I don’t like the sound of it.

      That mischievous fae hold a consensus is a testament of the princess’ fate.

      Their voices ping pong with vile words and crueler imagines all with the Talia in mind. They voice no such words while handcuffing the useless guards by gunpoint. Then they move in a synchronize motion surrounding Talia.

      “Princess, you’re a feisty one.” Gunner runs a finger down the length of her cheek. The glow in her eyes waiver and the image of her human form scrambles again.

      I don’t have time to examine it because the sight of Gunner touching Talia lights a fire in my gut. Every muscle in my body hardens with rage.

      “You have no right.” She rolls back her shoulders, staring Gunner straight in the eyes. Then a deadly smile spreads across her face, stealing my breath. “They’ll toss your body to the depths of ocean.”

      “They’d have to find me first.” He grabs handfuls of her dress, yanking it up.

      I aim at his head. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “Stay out of this Xan—”

      Talia stumps on his foot. Gunner backhands her and in a blur of light she thrusts her knee so far up his balls we all cringe.

      Gunner hollers, falls to the ground with his dick cupped in his hands. “You fucking bitch. Tie her up!”

      The men surround her as Talia kicks and claws. Then Troy wraps his hands around her throat.

      “No one touches her… but me.” I thunder and the earth beneath our feet trembles.

      I have no right. Like the others, however, I feel drawn to protect her. There has to be a way to get an audience with the Elders and keep her safe. But first I have to neutralize this situation.

      I remove my other pistol. One aimed at Gunner. The other aimed at Troy.

      “Last warning. Get your fucking hands off of her.”

      Troy tightens his hold, lifting her body from the ground to the point that I feel the essence of her soul leaving.

      Pop.

      They both tumble to the ground, Troy’s dead and Talia’s coughing, gasping for air.

      The men stare between me and Gunner. They all have express threats against my life, but we’ll all die on this hill tonight if any of them lay a hand on me.

      I walk over, lowering to the ground beside their leader. I scan the troop.

      “Fuck with me.” Everyone halts, staring up at me. Then I rest the barrel of my gun against Gunner’s temple. “I’m not one of your men. Now reign them in or I’ll kill them all.”

      “Now!” Talia runs for the lake.

      Pop.

      Pop.

      I shoot at her feet until she spins back with her hands lifted.

      “Xander…”

      The sound of her saying my name captures my tongue. “Princess, don’t make me shoot you.”

      “You’d save me only to shoot me yourself?” Her chest rises and falls, gasping for air. “How chivalrous.”

      “It’s best you remember I’m not a gentleman. You’re a paycheck. Walk, princess, or I’ll kill you too.” I motion to the SUV.

      Her delicate jaw clamps in defiance.

      “I’ll kill you in front of your men.” Her eyes regard them for a second. I shake my head, standing up. She’s more concerned about their wellbeing than her own. Then I face the troop. “Handle the dead bodies and meet me back at the hotel.”

      “These are my men,” Gunner says.

      “She’s a fucking mermaid. She can sing and drop…” I stop myself glancing over at the princess.

      I stay away from mermaid because the tales told about them are true. They kill men with their sweet songs until darkness consumes the souls of their prey. Fairytales chronicle ships sucked to the depths of the sea, sailors dragged to the pits of hell. But I can’t stop staring at her.

      Damn, the Creator was having a good day when He made her.

      Talia must not know the power of her voice or the power of her beauty.

      “And drop what, Xander?” Gunner asks, yanking me back from my thoughts.

      He staggers to his feet. No doubt she crushed his balls like walnuts. The lethal glare he has on Talia tells me this isn’t over. Then a streak of blue zaps near my feet. I transport across the space until I hover over Talia.

      Chest to chest, nothing but air between us. I’m almost a foot taller than her.

      “You should aim to kill, princess.”

      She nibbles on her bottom lip, and I hear I did.

      Me or him?

      Her alluring eyes round. Either.

      I thought she was beautiful from the top of the mountain. I knew she was gorgeous standing a yard away. Now, I realize she’s perfection.

      Curious eyes.

      Kissable lips.

      Womanly curves.

      Princess, your glasses don’t have lenses. I slide my weapons back in my hostler, holding back my laughter. But I can’t stop the smile from tugging at the corners of my mouth.

      “It’s a stylistic choice,” she whispers.

      The heat of her intent gaze and the thoughts rippling through her mind concerning my broad chest, dark eyes, and imposing posture. Then the whisper of a prayer…

      Please don’t kill us. Her plea chisels at the block of ice in my chest.

      This isn’t about you. I’m trying not to drown in her eyes.

      “I’ll comply, do whatever you want. We’ve lost enough souls for a lifetime. Please Xander, no more.”

      “You’ll do as I say?”

      Talia hesitates, never looking away. The more she contemplates the lack of choices, the more an invisible bond seals our fate.

      “Yes,” she nods and sways.

      A compulsion unlike anything I’ve experience floods me with the need to see if her skin is as soft as it appears. Like Gunner, I run a finger down her cheek, cupping her face in my hands. Thankful she doesn’t pull away but the spacey look in her eyes concern me.

      How do you feel?

      I’m fine. Her long lashes brush the tops of her cheeks. Then she stands taller for a second, then her eyes roll back. I fall to a knee, and she drops in my arms.

      Her skin burns my flesh and I gather Talia to my chest.

      “Gunner, let’s go.”
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      I transfer Talia to the SUV, resting her head on my leg. The late hour makes it hard to see her face as Gunner speeds through the seaside town to the luxury suite he leased near the Saxe Pier.

      The lights from the Ferris wheel hold my attention and I block out the panicked state of the others.

      We don’t have the queen, and if the princess dies before we complete this mission, we’re all fucked. Her breathing is faint.

      Princess… Talia… Hold on…

      Okay…

      Humans ride beside us, oblivious to the supernatural beings occupying this vehicle. Imperial Bay hosts more tourists than locals with the waterfalls, lakes, and national parks. And for the water lovers, there’s sailing and the pier.

      A place like this makes it easy for seven guys to pop up and disappear without attracting attention to ourselves. Which is ideal for this type of work.

      The antsy energy of the troop makes it hard to focus. I strengthen my shield to protect her.

      The princess and I sit in the third seat of the suburban with the mermen in the middle. I dial Kaden, searching the princess for her heartbeat. I lay a hand on her chest, feeling for the thumb of her heart. Then run my fingers over her neck, searching for the same.

      Kaden doesn’t answer, and I leave a message. “Call me.”

      Species in the Dakes Empire vary, but the sign of life remains the same for all except vampires. They use legions of them to guard the Elders and the Walker. But Talia isn’t a vampire, yet I can’t feel her heart.

      Suddenly, the state of this mission takes a backseat to the woman resting beside me. This isn’t me. That I’m not this guy enters my mind more than once. But there’s something about Talia.

      There are certain rules that guide our kind. I learned them from my father, and he learned them from his previous assignment as a scout for the Elders until he met my mother.

      Hybrids are coveted and feared for our superior powers. We’re like the pure tribal members but better since we take on characteristics of both parents. Which puts me on the naughty list. The moment I cross paths with the Elders, I’m damned to a space in a cell next to my father. But the Dark One offered a fee that made this mission worth my time and the risk.

      He told me about the place and the job. I avoid the fine print. The less I know the better is is for me to slip in and slip out. However, with Talia’s head in my lap, I work through what I know about this job.

      The Dark One wants the queen. He plans to use the queen to get Gunner and his troops before the Dakes Elders.

      Why?

      Why what? Talia asks, not opening her eyes.

      Just thinking. How do you feel? Do you faint often?

      Faint? What’s that?

      Talia fades off again. “Open your eyes, princess.”

      “… I can’t.”

      “You promised to comply.” I caress her head, smoothing down the length of her hair.

      A soft smile touches her lips. I would if I could…

      My find wanders to my childhood. He told me stories about our people and our work on earth. That I was special because I have the ability to live in my human form or my centaur form. But he warned me I’d always be different. That no one would understand me because I’m one of a kind.

      Pops said it made me special.

      What he deemed special I later made me an outsider. People fear what they can’t understand, and I’ll give no one the chance to comprehend the depths of who I am. That I live in a world of one, whether I like it or not.

      But he never explained this. I look down in my lap. He never explained how someone could read my mind through my shield. Which is the single power that makes me a coveted mercenary and one of the most wanted keepers in the United States.

      Others, like Gunner and his troop can only get in my head if I let them. It’s like a frequency or a high-tech satellite requiring premier equipment to access. But Talia did it without issue.

      I run a hand through my hair, glancing up. The pier is a few blocks away. I slip a hand under Talia, lifting her until she’s cradled in my lap. No woman has trusted me enough to be this vulnerable. To sit in a killer’s lap isn’t at the top of any woman’s Wishlist.

      The presence of an unexplainable peace surrounds us. I want to look down and see her face. Ignoring reality—that Talia fainted—I hold her close to me.

      I remember reading my first mind at four years old since then I can identify and read humans, keepers, shadows, even insurgents. Which explains why Kaden would pay me a million dollars to oversee this mission.

      What does Talia have to do with this? Did he know about her?

      Xander…

      This time I feel her energy disappear and a sense of darkness descends around me. Her heartbeat slips from my grip.

      “Talia… Talia…” I shake her body. But she doesn’t move. She’s dying. “How can I help her?” I ask her guard in the seat in front of us.

      “She needs water.”

      Gunner slams on his breaks outside the resort. I stalk across the parking lot with long strides, pushing every living element from my path.

      People rush out of my way. Animals scurry behind their owners. The elevator doors open. The room to the suite unlocks.

      I don’t stop until I’m in the large resort-style bathroom. I turn on the water and lower Talia into the tub. The water runs as I search for signs that she’s still alive.

      “Princess… open your eyes.” I touch her forehead. She’s still burning up.

      I frantically cup handfuls of water covering her body. Not sure it will help or if it’s too late. The thought of watching her die seems unfair. After all the lives I’ve taken, even the one I took tonight. I find it ironic that I yield the power of life and death, yet I can’t save her.

      I gather Talia’s angelic face in my hands, calling to her.

      Talia… Come back to me.

      I still can’t hear her heart, but I’m not surrounded by darkness. I hope it means the water is helping her restore her energy.

      “What are we going to do?” Gunner asks from the doorway.

      “We?” I stand, it’s only a matter of time before we go head-to-head. “Nothing. We’ll wait to see what Kaden says. It’s obvious the princess isn’t a powerful one. You should be safe.” I chuckle, remembering Gunner rolling around on the ground.

      “And what gives you that impression?”

      “Because you’re alive and for the record keep your hands to yourself.” I say just as my phone rings. “Yeah.”

      “Do you have her?” Kaden’s voice booms through the phone, and I look at the woman lying in the bathtub.

      “We have a woman, but not the queen.”

      “Explain.”

      “I’ll let your team lead handle the explanations.” I pass the phone to Gunner and lean against the sink. He takes the call out in the suite.

      I cross my arms over my chest and take several deep breaths. Using my powers most of the day has me drained, but I need to see the next move before they do. I hear most of the conversation through Gunner’s thoughts.

      Kaden holds a level tone, but Gunner is wired with an anxious vibration. The dilemma rests with what to do with the princess. We have a week before the Walker and his guards arrive on the same mountainside outside the Malawi Kingdom.

      Asaad Walker is the reigning Walker of the Dakes Kingdom, he’s part human, part other, and part shapeshifter. He’s unlike the rest of us since he walks across the entire multi-verse. And the dude shifts to a big-ass lion and runs with vampires for guards. The shit is crazy, but I guess it’s not crazier than a man shifting to a horse-like creature.

      Supposedly, his senior guard, Drake, has protected a reigning walker for more than a thousand years. Pops says it’s true. The jury is out for me. I saw the man, and he looked about thirty-five years old to me. I can’t confirm his age, but what I know is Kaden steers clear of both.

      I look over at the princess and wonder if she needs more water. My head is throbbing after all the tonight’s activities. Dipping in and out of minds takes a great deal of focus and concentration. It will take days for me to get back to myself. She’s probably feeling the same. I plug the tub and turn on the water. Not too hot and not too cold. Then I stand back and pull the door closed.

      I lower the lid of the toilet and sit beside her, pushing the water further up to cover her arms and chest. She stirs. Then I check for her heartbeat when Gunner inhales sharply. I glance back and his eyes are glued on the tub. Following his trained gaze, I look down, shocked as the skirt morphs in a tail. I stand up but can’t turn away.

      Talia slips under the water. The garments once covering her skin dissolve and the end of her tail extends out of the tub.

      Well, I’ll be…

      I don’t blink for fear of missing a second of this amazing transformation. Cream shells cover her full breasts. A slight glimmer illuminates her exposed skin as a trail of pearls appears along the curve of her slim waist, stopping at the top of her tail.

      “Xander.” Gunner calls and I glance back.

      Please don’t let him in…

      I turn back and lock eyes with Talia. Her hair floating like a halo. I push him outside the door and lock it.

      Her tail flaps extending beyond the edge of the large jacuzzi tub. And I can’t pull my eyes away. And for an unknown reason, I drop my shield. The full beat of her heart fills my body and my heart skips until they beat in tandem.

      The LED lights shine against her iridescent scales. For a second they look teal, then purple, and sometimes green, and I wonder if they feel slimy or smooth. She squirms and I remove her glasses from my pocket, lowering until I slip through the water and position her black frames back on her face.

      This shouldn’t feel this good. My body shouldn’t yearn for the feel of her essence lingering in my mind. The length of my manhood stretches to life, pressing against my jeans. I move and Talia holds my hands while I search, her eyes missing the sapphire blue once hidden in their depths.

      Thank you, Xander.

      You’re welcome, beautiful.

      Her eyes squint and her mouth falls open. Little bubbles float from her nose. Are you jesting?

      Never about such an exquisite sight. My hands ache to touch her flat stomach adorned with a pearl, to use my tongue to explore each precious gem etched in her skin.

      Xander. She releases my hands, but instead of pulling away, like I should, I run my finger down her full lips. Her eyes widen and it could be from my touch or my words. I can’t seem to stop touching her, so I force myself to stand.

      Banging comes from the door.

      “Xander. Phone.”

      I nod but don’t move. Are you trying to seduce me, princess?

      She smiles and shakes her head. No, Xander. Just trying to ensure my men and I stay alive to return to my home. Will you help us?

      A chill runs through my body. Of course, I’m turned on by her, she’s a mermaid. I slip behind my shield. “No can do princess.”

      I turn and step outside to get away from her aura. She almost had me. I shake my head, but I can’t stop the beat of her heart vibrating through my chest. Another first.

      It’s either her species or her.

      I’d strengthen my shield, but it would keep me from sensing the emotions of the others. And with their heighten state of arousal and agitation its best I keep them away from Talia.

      Stop. I tell myself, knowing she can hear me.

      I can’t.

      What are you talking about? I open the door and glance back at her.

      I’ll stop when you stop. She sits up and the water swooshes around.

      My tongue moistens my dry lips with thoughts of sampling the length of her elegant neck.

      Turn off your mermaid vibes. My voice hovers near an internal shout.

      “Mermaid vibes?” Talia laughs. “Sorry, never heard of them.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I slam the door and retrieve the phone from Gunner. He steps forward and I lean against the door.

      “No one enters but me.”

      “Says who?” Gunner asks and his men stand to their feet. Loyal little bastards.

      “Says me.” I grunt a laugh and turn my attention to the phone. “Yeah.”

      “We’re moving forward with the plan. Princess Talia is the last princess in the Malawi Kingdom and the heir presumptive to the throne since the others are assigned to other kingdoms. Queen Frances will have no heir without Talia.”

      Talia’s heart stops, and out of curiosity I open the door. Our eyes lock and the hum of blue lingers in her eyes.

      “She wasn’t part of my contract.”

      “Fine. Keep the deposit. Gunner and his troop will keep her company for the next six days.”

      My mind wanders to the woman in the bathroom. It shouldn’t but it does. Leaving her doesn’t feel like a viable option. I don’t have any ties to this woman, which makes my growing need to protect her infuriating.

      “Xander, don’t forget what you’re doing there.” Kaden’s voice drops a notch. “Want to sample the merchandise? That’s fine. But you want to ensure the release of your father and collect the balance of your fee. This is a million-dollar job. Show me why you’re worth it.”

      I have a goal here. And it’s not to satisfying my curiosity about the texture of her shells and her tail, or how it will feel with her lips against mine.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because mutts like you mean nothing to them. It’s keepers like Talia who help them cling to their need to control every aspect of our lives on earth. Gunner and his men are there to do a job, and you’re there to keep everyone focused on the goal.”

      “And what’s that?”

      Kaden laughs. “To bring the Dakes to their knees. I’ll be in touch and keep her away from the ocean.”

      What am I involved in?
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      Today’s the second day as a hostage in a luxury suite, and I wake to the sound of laughter. I open my eyes and smile rolling over I follow the sound. Once I stop at the window, I see the source. Three kids are playing with what looks like bubbles.

      How can they have bubbles without water?

      One child holds a bottle, and the other has a little thingamabob in his hand. He dips it inside the bottle, then blows. And a stream of bubbles floats out and I laugh.

      "That's amazing!" I say to myself since Xander locked me in this room. Alone.

      I don't know the status of my guards or their plans for us. The kids continue to blow bubbles in the air, giggling as the wind drifts them off towards the sea. My constant companion since I’m stuck in this room with only my thoughts. And for some odd reason, I can’t get Xander out of my head.

      The thought of him watching me shift covers my skin in goosebumps. I've never had such an intimate encounter. Not once did I consider covering my exposed body or turning away. Which seems ridiculous since the man is holding me hostage for who knows what. I felt like we had a connection after he kept Gunner and his men from harming me. Then I heard his conversation with Kaden, he saved me not to protect me but to collect a million dollars.

      A million dollars.

      I live my life in the belly of a lake, but even I know that means they want my mother, and they want her bad. Bad enough to risk running into the Walker and his guards. Bad enough to hold me hostage knowing it is a direct offense to my Kingdom and the Dakes Elders. Now the question is why.

      I've asked myself this repeatedly and I end back where I began: I don't know. And without access to Colt and Adan, I can't brainstorm an escape plan, nor can I trust myself to do it on my own.

      Not after I allowed us to fall into the hands of the enemy. I thought I had them until I overheated. I never had that happen before. But I never used my powers for such a long time.

      Mother said my powers would fail me when I needed them most. She’s right.

      Thankfully, Xander shielded me from the others. I look over at the door. I've filled my journal with long lists of questions. And I pray I make it back to Malawi to ask my mother.

      How am I able to read Xander's thoughts? Why is he able to read mine?

      The rules taught to me were clear that mind to mind connections stem from three sources: family, tribal, and my royal bloodline. Each has its limitations and its advantages.

      I return to the bed and remove my journal from my backpack. I'm not sure how much Xander can read of my mind. Before I felt him and heard him, but I can't play it too safe because we're running out of time.

      My journal is old and holds the magic of the Dakes. I can use it underwater and on land. Normally, I think my thoughts and let the magical ink produce my words. But not today. I use a ballpoint pen I found in the nightstand's drawer to add a new entry.

      Day 2: I need a plan to of escape!

      I sit back and look back towards the laughter. This trip was supposed to be full of shopping and people watching, yet here I am literally sitting in my mother's place.

      What would she do?

      I tap the pen against my chin. I've run from my role as princess of Malawi, I doubt mother’s ran from anything or anyone in her life. She’d be worried sick if she knew that I'm stuck in this hotel with men like them.

      I glance at the wall, and my mind wanders to Xander. I shouldn’t think about the way he made me feel. But my heartaches for a moment.

      Why did he close me out?

      One moment he was whispering princess in my head and the next nothing. Except his heartbeat. I can still feel it beating in my chest as if it’s my heart.

      Why can Xander read my thoughts? He's not a member of my family. He's not a Malawi merman. Maybe he's a prince of a Dakes tribe.

      I laugh. "Now way, Jose."

      If Xander's a prince, I'm a jellyfish. Nothing about him says royal, he's too rough around the edges. He speaks and the other men move, although the tension between him and Gunner has heightened over our stay. Since the call from Kaden, Xander delivers my meals and locks me back in this room without a word of explanation.

      I toss the journal, then whisper a spell to hide the ink, and like magic, my mother's words resurface. Her warning of my lack of practice rings true, and I hate that I was too naïve to heed her warnings sooner. I know the spells, yet I never had a use for them. Now I need them, but the thought of overheating again has me scared to try.

      Pacing the floor, I focus my attention on my mother and returning home, to my room and my bed. And returning Colt and Adan home to their families. Without Queen Frances here, I’m responsible for ensuring no more mermen die under the weight of whatever Gunner and Xander are doing. This means I have to do something. But what?

      "Practice." I nod and retrieve my journal. I'll start with the easy stuff. They can't know what I'm doing, and I can't let my mind linger on the thought for too long.

      I run over and lock the door. Judging by the cadence of Xander's heart, he's sleeping. Oh, and there's that the man only sleeps a few hours a day. He's obviously a shadow or an insurgent.

      Xander stands over six feet but the Palgad usually start closer to seven foot and swell to high as ten feet. I'm leaning towards the shapeshifting tribes. That leaves me with dragons, werewolves, lions, and centaurs.

      Hum...

      He's not a merman or a fairy. I cross out vampire because he sleeps. Then I eliminate a chronicler, mainly because he lacks the calming, reasonable quality I've found in every chronicler I've met, and most of them are women.

      His dark brown eyes confirm he’s not a vampire, although his dark presence would lead me down the path of Xander being a werewolf. That would explain his predatory nature.

      I flip through my journal, looking for an easy spell. And the bubbles come to mind. I have a working knowledge of them. But I've never tried making them up here.

      How hard could it be?

      I feel for Xander and I listen for the others. It’s quiet.

      Then I return to the window. Bianca always says start easy. My sisters and I played many pranks around the castle using what we called our sister secret. I miss my sisters and if I let these men harm me or my kingdom, I'll never see them again. And with that I focus on the bubbles, the shape, the color, the way they float through the air.

      The sea rolls in the distance, and the sky darkens. A woman gathers the kids, and their bubble play ends right before the Creator lights up the sky. A bolt extends from heaven, as if kissing the rising waves stirred by the wind.

      It strikes again. I jump, startled by the grumble and the solution tosses in front of me.

      "I have to get to the ocean." I hold my breath, scrambling to my journal. That's it. The ocean feeds to the channel. Can I find it on my own?

      I have no choice. Stay and die for his million-dollar payday or take my chances in the ocean. Real talk, I'm scared. I've never traveled alone. I look towards the front of the suite. But I won't have to travel alone if I can get to Colt and Adan.

      How?

      My magic.

      I search the pages. The words appear and disappear as I turn the pages. I need to get out of this room and near the water.

      "The pier."

      Excitement bubbles in my stomach. Dare I hope to make this happen on my own. That's what my mother would do, and one day, as queen, I’ll have to figure this out on my own. I might as well start now.

      "It starts with a bubble. Then I'll get out of this room."

      I return to the window and halt at the sight of the blue sky and calm sea. That's a sign. Isn't it? It must be, and if it isn’t, oh well.

      Thank you, Creator.

      Mother was right. It's time to strengthen my control of my gifts. Because who's to say they'll stop at having me? Our merfolk are not safe with men hovering outside our lake waiting to use them as bait.

      Overheating is not an option, so I'll try something easy before turning my sights on the men. And against my better judgment, I search for Xander. That’s another thing I’ve notice, it’s easy for me to locate him. Which another question on my list for mother.

      No good will come of trying to get his help. I can't pay him, and he's been clear that money is all that matters.

      I'm on my own. The ache in my chest travels to my eyes and water flows down my cheeks. I brush them away.

      "I'm Princess Talia Hudson. My mother is Frances Hudson. My father is Jeffery Hudson. I have the blood of my ancestors in my body." I close my eyes and search for the light inside. I can't let fear stop me.

      My mother always says, Change starts with a thought. I'm a princess, not a helpless woman. Nor am I a helpless mermaid. But I hurt. The pain expands through my chest and I take several deep breaths.

      "Start with a bubble, Talia." I force myself to focus on a solution.

      I sit up again and close my eyes. We train for hours and hours, years and years. I never thought I'd find myself alone needing all of those hours to help me, but I do.

      I focus, demanding my mind to create a damn bubble.

      One fucking bubble and nothing.

      Nothing.

      Maybe I’m too uptight. I pull my shoulders from my ears and relax before trying again. I search for the blue light inside of me. Mother says, It’s the spirit seeking my soul. Every mermaid holds a different color of green, teal, lavender. My blue light lives in my core and when I'm truly one with my gift, it radiates through my veins, swirls in my orb, and consumes my eyes.

      I find it, a speckle of blue, and I beckon it forward. It's time to create a bubble. I start with opening my hands and clearing my mind.

      Magic, I need you, we need you. This isn't for me, but for my people.

      An invisible weight lifts and I extend my hand. And a bubble—a little one—floats into the air.

      I did it. I pop the bubble and do it again. And again. And again, until tiny bubbles float around the room, reminding me of home.

      "Princess, lunch."

      I freeze. Xander uses an index finger, popping his way forward until he stands in front of me.

      "Lunch." He extends a cheeseburger. "What's all this?"

      "I miss home."

      His head drops, and when our eyes meet again, I see beyond the man. He doesn't blink and I don't look away. It’s as if he's speaking without saying a word, and I take a chance.

      Xander... I call to him, but I can't hear him. I try again, this time reaching for his hand.

      "Help me,” I whisper, since Gunner is never far away.

      "Here's your lunch.” The wall falls over his eyes, and darkness descends over me, stealing the air from my lungs.

      "I don't want another fucking burger." I swing my hand, sending the plate and its contents across the room. “I want out of here. I want to return home, to my mother and father, and my people. I want to go home.”

      “Tough!” His face hardens, and I don't have an ounce of compassion for him or any of them.

      "What are they going to do? Rape me? Kill me? Toss my dead body into the ocean like the others? And then what you’ll collect your check?”

      "No!" Xander yells, not moving an inch.

      "You can't say that. Who pays a million dollars for a princess?"

      He steps back. "You were listening to my conversations?"

      Xander’s rage crawls over my skin, stirring my gifts. Bolts of blue flashes across my vision and I widen my stance.

      "Yes. How else am I going to convince you to let me go?”
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      I begged, and Xander didn’t budge. Today, I have a different plan. He places my plate of hot cakes on the table and I grab his arm by the wrist.

      “Xander, this is about more than money. Those men wanted to use my mother as bait, and now you’ll lead me to that same fate? Help me."

      He softens, I see it in his eyes. Then that damn wall returns with a vengeance.

      “It must be nice to block out the world.” I speak to the wall because until I knock it down, I have to pray for a move of the Creator.

      “That's between you and Kaden."

      “Fine.” I flick my hand and the plate flies across the room.

      He dodges and pivots. "You have to eat."

      "I don't have to do anything. Tell me something. Anything.”

      Bolts of blue light flash in my head. Frustration and fear are a deadly combination. I stare into his eyes. But I’m talking with the man that stood on top of the hill watching my men die, not the Xander who kept me alive.

      I intend to push him until he shuts me up or lets me go.

      “Why do you guard my door? Why not let Gunner and his men have their way? It will happen eventually, right? Why leave me here alone with nothing but my own thoughts? Just do whatever you're going to do—”

      My words are lost in the depths of his passionate kiss.

      Xander's mouth covers mine and the constant hum that's remained in my chest from the moment he stepped from the shadows consumes me.

      Wild, untamed, and aggressively his tongue fills my mouth. Dancing with my tongue. Demanding nothing less than everything. My knees buckle at the intensity, but the strength of his arms holds me, and keeps me from falling.

      And I surrender to the intensity, ignoring my questions, my doubts as the passion of his kiss reaches the tips of my toes. I’ve never kissed a man like this. I’ve never kissed a merman like this. And I know why, because my kisses are meant for Xander.

      His hands roam my body, sliding down my curves, and cups my bottom. He squeezes and a feeling I’ve never known awakens. He massages and a school of fish flutter across my skin and a moist heat gathers between my thighs.

      I want him…

      Then, just as quick as he started, he ends. Xander spins and stalks out of the room without a word, and I crumble to the floor. Not from exhaustion, but from need. It curls in my stomach, aching worse than any hunger pain.

      Heat covers my face as I stare at the closed door.

      How stupid am I? Needing his kiss, his touch. The man who holds me captive. Ready to turn me over to a man that haunts the nightmares of every species on the planet.

      How foolish am I? To think Xander will help me. That what he feels is worth more than a than money.

      I bring my knees to my chest. I need water to think without restrictions, without using my will to hold it together. What is it about Xander that makes me willing to defy my own captivity to have him?

      There are stories about mermaids and men. My sisters and I would sit around and laugh at how unrealistic we’re depicted. Singing songs and fluttering around lovesick over a human—a mortal. That we’d fall in love with a man and leave our world behind.

      Why would a princess leave her kingdom to live in this world?

      A world corrupted by greed. A world with such evil. What kind of love is so powerful that a princess would forsake her people, her parents, and herself to have? They don’t understand love, real love, eternal love.

      Love carved before creation, and that exists through eternity. All they love is money.

      With a flick of my wrist, the human clothes disappear, and I walk to the bathroom. I chuckle, mother was right. Not once have I struggled to hold my form in place. I’ve perfected mimicking clothes I see on television, and I held my human form a full day without overheating again. My powers are stronger now than ever. The door flies open and I'm standing face to face with Xander.

      "Where are your clothes?" Xander asks.

      "Where are your manners? I can't go outside, I can't go home. Can I not have some privacy before you kill me?" If they think I'm going to take this sitting still, they have another think coming. I'm going to bring them to their knees and turn their asses over to the Dakes guards to lock them away for life. All I need to know is if my men—Colt and Adan—are alive.

      I blink and Xander towers over me. The heat from his body warms my body. He did that once before and it adds another quality to my list. He can teleport—that rules out dragons. Very few keepers have that skill, at least according to my studies.

      "Put on your clothes." His eyes roam my body and fire covers my skin.

      Now!

      Get out of my head. I shout back.

      You have until the count of three. Xander smiles and my resolves shakes. The man is more beautiful than the bluest ocean or the cascade of the Malawi waterfall. His raven hair falls like a curtain as his mouth dips lower.

      "Damn, princess." It's one of Gunner's goons.

      Xander turns around, blocking me from his sight.

      Are you clothed? Xander asks.

      I sigh and cover myself. The beauty of the human body is wasted behind fabric.

      "Now leave."

      I step around Xander, done with his fake chivalry. From this moment on, he's one of them and I'm on my own.

      I walk towards the bathroom with the aroused state of the troop lingering in the air. It's time I used it to my advantage.

      "Need a hand?” The goon asks.

      “Get out. Get out. Get out. Get out.” I repeat the words over and over. Louder and louder until my voice reaches and an inaudible pitch taking Gunner and his men to their knees.

      Xander stands like an unmovable mountain.

      "Make her stop." Gunner shouts, covering his ears.

      Xander marches off and returns with Adan. His eyes bulge in fright. “Please, princess.”

      I stop, and the weight of unknown wraps around my throat depriving my lungs of air.

      Breathe, princess.

      I don’t want to listen, but I can’t fold. I can’t lose my shit. For the record, this isn’t taught in training. How to deal with hostile forces that want to kill you for money. How to save the guards sworn to protect me. How to keep this from ever happening to another mermaid.

      And it hits me, I truly am responsible for myself. This is what mother meant. It wasn’t empty motherly advice.

      “Adan, look at you."

      He looks frail. I reach out, but I'm stopped at the sight of the tungsten metal handcuffs.

      Are they feeding you?

      Sometimes.

      They must have them outside the distance of my powers. On land, our ability to communicate is tampered. But underwater it spans for miles.

      The more you fight, the more they take it out on us.

      I flinch. I'll get us out of here.

      Don't make a promise you can't keep. Xander adds.

      I look at him. Get out of my head.

      Stop acting like a spoiled little princess and eat your dinner.

      "You told me you'd comply if I spared your men,” Xander says.

      Gunner pulls out his gun and points it at Adan. The merman under my leadership. He’s here because he agreed to guard me.

      "I did." I respond to Xander, not taking my eyes off of Adan.

      These men don’t know who my mother is or who I am. I paste a smile on my face. We mermaids have a way of dealing with men like them, and they’re about to find out.

      I shift my shirt and jeans to a dress, similar to one I saw on a movie last night. The mustard yellow dress pairs perfectly with my skin. Gunner’s gun drops along with his mouth and based on the vile chatter of the troop, I’d say they all agree.

      "Yes, sir." I purr, releasing my aura.

      The gazes of the men burn with lust. I’ll have them so crazy they’ll willingly turn on each other for a chance to have me. Then I turn to Xander and he’s unaffected. He blinks and his chest swells. Then a cocky smile spreads across his face and he restores the equilibrium in the room.

      Nice try.

      This isn't over.

      I stroll away with a rocky plan and less than four days before Kaden arrives. From the bits and pieces of the conversation that I understood, he works for the Dark One.

      The Dark One is no mystery to the Dakes, but we don’t overly acknowledge his presence either. Mother calls him, The enemy of us all. Thus, him wanting mother can't be good. She taught us the only being powerful enough to challenge the Dark One is the Creator.

      How can we stand a chance?

      I run bath water. I climb into the tub, relieved I run my hands over the length of my tail. The tub is too little to extend to my full length, but it helps me reserve energy.

      I turn a few times, flapping my fin, and it makes me think about home. I don't care if I never visit up top again after this trip. And I'll be the first to cosign every cautionary tale mother shares, if the Creator gets me out of this mess.

      I wave goodbye to my toes. The transformation starts and I feel Xander before I see him. But I can't talk now with my insides crying for the change to end.

      I groan. Then I slip under the water, not acknowledging him. My lack of experience with men makes handling him a challenge. All I have are the naughty bedtime stories from my sisters. Then there are scary stories taught to us in school to kill our curiosity with humans. Mother made it clear we’re here to protect them. They're nothing more than glorified pets. But mother never said pets look like Xander or made me feel...

      He sits facing me.

      I feel seen and furious and aroused. I want to touch his raven hair, kiss his lips. And I wish we didn't meet on that hill, but maybe in a coffee shop in town over a book and a latte. That he'd tell me about his world and I'd creatively tell him about mine until the world fades away.

      We could do that.

      Do what? I question.

      Pretend.

      Pretend that you're not about to turn me over to the Dark One's assistant?

      Pretend that I could have walked away with a quarter of a million dollars and I stayed.

      I sit up. "Why? Why did you stay when all you do is huff and puff? You dive in my mind only to berate me. Then you slam the door, leaving me alone." I gather my legs to my chest, hiding my face from his sight.

      He's the enemy.

      "I'm worse than the enemy. I stay away because someone like you should stare clear of me."

      I look over at him. There's good in everyone, even Xander. And I'm tired of staring at these walls. Even people watching has lost its appeal because I'm too far away. I can't see their eyes dance when they talk or the animation of their facial features.

      "What would we talk about?" I lean back with no expectations.

      "Whatever you want..."

      I open my mouth to ask about his business with the Dark One.

      "Within reason," he adds.

      "What do you enjoy doing most in the world?"

      "Running in an open plain." Xander smiles and I study the curve of his mouth. The way his eyes warm. "There's something magical and unexplainable about the freedom I feel with the wind blowing through my hair, the sun beaming on my face, and the hard earth beneath my feet. Very few things compare. What about you?"

      "In general, or in my kingdom?"

      "I want to know everything about you." He moves and sits on the floor beside the tub.

      "Why?"

      "Is that your favorite question?" He laughs.

      "You sound like my mother. I'm naturally curious." I laugh with him and it feels good. Much better than being at odds with one another.

      "What fascinates you?"

      I drop my chin to my hand and decide to be myself. He has to see I'm an innocent bystander and release me, right?

      "I guess the normal things like why do people have legs? Do they ever wish they had a tail? And how do they keep their curly hair from drying into a massive knot? And food, what is so appealing about burgers? The meat makes my stomachache, the bread is dry, and that green stuff looks weird."

      Xander leans against the wall, rolling his head towards me, and there goes that smile again.

      "I guess we have two legs instead of four to distinguish us from other land roaming species. As for your hair, I'm sure a good conditioner could help you maintain the curls without the knots. The burger one has me. I can eat burgers twenty-four seven."

      "I know." I groan. “I’ve had burgers daily and I’m sick of them.”

      He laughs. “I’ll bring you the menu and you can order what you like. What else?"

      This is how we spend our night. I remain in the tub, changing the water several times. Xander sits with his legs stretched out, rocking his boot covered feet.

      I have another series of questions, but I'm not expecting him to answer, because unlike the others, they concern him and are personal.

      Ask. He takes a sip of his wine.

      "How can you read my mind? You defy every rule I've been taught."

      "Yeah, that seems to be my specialty." He takes another drink and I watch the way his throat moves. "Want to try?"

      I wag my head.

      "You sure, I think you might like it. Try a little." Xander extends the glass. "Wait, how old are you?"

      "Twenty-seven."

      "Is that the same in human years?" He asks.

      "I'm sure it's similar. We don't count by years but seasons."

      He nods and I take the glass.

      "What is it?" I ask, smelling over the rim of the funny shaped glass.

      "Wine. A fermented grape juice."

      "Fermented?"

      "Taste it, princess."

      It’s been days since he used that tone with me. And to get him to continue this conversation, I drink. Coughing a little as I pass the glass back.

      "I like pop better. It reminds me of the bubbles underwater."

      "What's up with you and bubbles?"

      "Nothing's up with it. Are you avoiding my question?"

      His head tilts a little. "What was the question again?"

      "You know the question. How can you read my mind?" I reach for his glass to try a little more. "You're not a family member. You're not a member of my kingdom. You're not royalty."

      "How do you know that?"

      I take another sip. I might enjoy this beverage. "Nothing about you says royalty."

      "What does my presence say to you?" He drinks, placing his lips exactly where my lips were.

      "Dangerous. Loner." I search the depths of his eyes, searching for the other word that overtakes my heart every time our eyes hold. "Sad."

      "That sounds depressing, princess."

      He doesn't refute my assessment. "So..."

      "I'm a hybrid."

      "And your tribes?"

      "I don't have a tribe." His nose flares.

      Hybrids are sometimes ostracized, caught between two independent but dependent units in a massive system. I can't count the number of times mother pointed out either a royal merman or one from one of the original settlers in our kingdom. Because no one wants to exist outside the parameters dictated by the Dakes.

      “Are you avoiding my question?”

      “My mother was Pesoh and my father is Issataur."

      "Chroniclers and centaurs. Powerful combination.”

      I take the glass, seeking its calming effect. The intensity in Xander’s eyes and the nature of this conversation have me a little on edge. However, knowing his tribe identification gives context to everything that’s transpired.

      Chroniclers hold the history of our kind, it’s as if the Creator etches thousands of years in their DNA. Every tribe has an active chronicler. But there are thousands of keepers on earth with the ability to move from their dormant status in the Dakexon Empire.

      The myth of centaurs doesn’t compare to the beauty they exemplify in the Empire. Thanks to my endless time in the library. So, according to my studies, Xander can read minds, manipulate emotions. He’s strong and fast and loyal. And I know for a fact he teleports.

      Every keeper is different. It’s probably wise to add this to my notes.

      “So, do you shift?”

      “Yeah. But rarely.”

      “I guess that’s why you didn’t freak out when I transitioned.”

      He nods.

      That’s one of our greatest fears to transition from what people expect to something they can’t truly define or categorize. No one expects to see a mermaid lounging in a tub, no matter what plane of the multiverse you call home.

      “But for your records, I’ve never seen anything or anyone as beautiful as you.”

      “Your travels must be limited.”

      “I’ve seen most of this country and many of the kingdoms overseas. You, Talia, are one of a kind.”

      “What’s it like? Seeing the world?”

      “Liberating and eye opening. To see that we all are the same, yet different. But little compares to home.”

      Home. The thought used to give me such peace.

      “Princess… Are you still here with me?”

      “Yeah.” I swallow.

      He passes the glass back. "How much do you know about the Dakexon Empire?”

      “More than most due to my title."

      Uh oh. This is when my conversations with men become awkward. I chew on the inside of my mouth and taste the bitterness of the wine.

      “Tell me about it.”

      I shake my head.

      “I can skip your version and read your thoughts.”

      “Don’t!”

      “Then tell me.”

      “I wasn’t always the pick for replacing my mother since I have five sisters. But slowly they found love or matched to other mermen. Then Bianca announced her engagement. From the moment, I’ve had this anxiety knowing I’m it. The last princess standing. One day I will be queen of Malawi.”

      The responsibility of thousands of merfolk will rest on my shoulders.

      I sigh, flapping my fin. “So, I’ve researched every shred of documentation about the Dakexon Empire, my kind, and how past queens have ruled over my kingdom. But the more I research the more I realized how inadequate I am for the role.”

      My fear of utter failure is crippling. Mother tells me I’ll grow and develop my own style of leadership. However, she never explained how a queen expands her love for her people to the point of operating selflessly. That her every decision and move isn’t about her but the good of her people.

      The failures of all my training pursuits hang like a black cloud, and here we are captive. So much for my leadership abilities.

      It will come in time.

      I look over at him. “How do you do it?”

      He shrugs. “I’m not sure. This is the first time I’ve had such a connection.”

      “With someone outside your tribe?”

      “With anyone ever.”

      I rest back, not sure if this is good or bad. “Can you hear my heartbeat?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I feel your heartbeat.” I place a hand over my heart and he’s there.

      He sits forward and falls silent. Suddenly the faint thump of his heart drums louder. Xander looks up and something changed as a light of awareness lingers in his eyes.

      “What is it, Xander?”

      “How about I explain over dinner tonight?”

      I stare at him, unsure of his intent. But my growing feeling jump at the chance to learn more about him and hopefully find a way out of this mess. “Together?”

      He nods. “I’ll do my best to answer your questions, and I promise not to bring a cheeseburger.”

      I chuckle. “Then yes, I’ll have dinner with you.”
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      Kaden spared no expense when securing this suite. We occupy the entire top floor of the hotel, which gives us privacy. The kitchen serves food around the clock, the concierge service fulfills every request without question. But neither can speed up the time.

      Three days stuck in this suite with Gunner and his troop is too long. I’m using my powers to oversee the troop and to keep the princess safe, and I’m about to explode. More than once I’ve asked myself is it worth it, then I see my father’s face. His freedom is worth this minor sacrifice.

      I grab the menu. Eating tonight away from the barbaric thoughts of the others feels like an oasis in a dry land.

      Talia doesn’t want a burger. I keep that at the front of my mind after she sent the last burger flying across the room. We’re all restless. The suite spans over four thousand square feet. However, I’m not the only one itching to get out. Gunner’s men are anxious, and we still have four days before intercepting the Walker. The more they pace the floors, the more I must keep Talia close.

      I order a little of everything–steak, chicken, chocolate cake, french fries. I passed on the fish and I can’t believe they don’t have ice cream. Who has chocolate cake and no ice cream?

      “Plan to have a little fun?” Gunner asks.

      “Nah, man. Taking a quick shower then have dinner. Why don’t you take your troop down to the pier? Let them have a couple of beers and relax. You need them fresh and alert for your meeting with the Walker and his guards.”

      “We’ll handle them.”

      “You sure about that. They almost cracked trying to take down a few mermen. How will they handle trained vampires?” I walk past him to my room.

      We have the mermen housed in the backroom outside the princess’ range. Neither seems willing to move without the other. The men don’t fight. Their only concern is whether Talia’s she’s safe.

      She seemed to handle it well until she openly flirted with me in nothing but her exotic tattoos and her curly hair hiding full breast.

      The sight nearly blinded me.

      “And you?” Gunner asks.

      “Eat dinner and keep her calm.” I toss fresh clothes on the bed. “Let me state the obvious. We are playing with fucking fire. I have the princess under control. Your concern is on how you plan to address the Walker and close this deal.”

      “I can close the deal with the princess and the Walker.” He smiles.

      “Touch her and the mission is over. Remember, I have a quarter of a million dollars in my account.”

      “We’re not the only ones defying the Dakes. You’ll be on their shit list with us.”

      “That’s where I live. Only I’m smart enough to leave them alone.”

      “You sure about that? Seems to me you’re sitting around waiting on the Walker’s appearance too. We want autonomy, you want money. Seems like we’re in the same boat.”

      “But I’m not asking for their permission, you are.”

      I enter the bathroom and slam the door. Gunner has a point. But my father’s fate means more than exposing myself. It’s my fault he’s there.

      Standing before the Walker with them could terminate my unspoken agreement with Asaad. Then it hits me. That’s why Kaden agreed to pay me a million dollars. I sit on the edge of the counter. Because Asaad owes me.

      I helped him with a side project a few years back, and he agreed to turn a blind eye if I stayed out of trouble.

      “Damn. How did Kaden know about that agreement?”

      The doorbell rings and I call out to the guys to get the food. “Leave it on the table.”

      Dinner’s here. I’ll be there in ten minutes. I tell Talia.

      Hurry, I’m hungry.

      You wouldn’t be hungry if you ate the burger. I just need to jump in the shower.

      Who eats the same thing every day for days?

      More questions, princess? I climb in the shower, continuing our conversation.

      Yes. How else will I learn?

      I have a question for you. What’s up with you and Colt?

      Wow, you went straight in. He’s my guard. Why do you ask?

      I throw on a pair of sweatpants and a shirt. The merman has more than diplomatic feelings for the princess.

      Why do you ask? She asks again.

      Curious.

      I pick up the service tray, walking across the suite. The princess occupies the master bedroom. It’s the only room on the far end. I push my chair aside, I might make a pallet tonight because my ass is tired of sitting on that chair.

      I push the door open and almost lose our dinner. Talia stands in an orange fitted dress.

      Do you like it?

      Maybe this isn’t a good idea. The color was made for her golden skin. I’ve never met a woman like her and to know she feels this odd connection has me entering the unknown. Is it worth it?

      Yes.

      Get out of my head, I tease, staring into her chocolate brown eyes. I remove the food from the tray, arranging it as best I can onto the small round table near the window.

      “You did some redecorating.” Talking is better than letting her roam the dark spaces in my mind. The table originally sat near the wall. Now it overlooks the pier.

      “People watching.” She sits in the chair across from me. “I’m accustomed to a castle full of merfolk. Several hundred thousand subjects. I’ve never spent a single day alone. Sitting here makes it feel…less alone, I guess.”

      The sadness in her voice ignites an ache, reminding me of the man I was before. I was never the boy next door, but my work changed me. This life changed me. The ache in her voice reminds me of my humanity, the part of me I don’t express because my life has no room for it. Civility could get me killed with men like Gunner. But Talia deserves more.

      My shield covers the suite, preventing her escape, and she’ll never leave without her men. Knowing this, I walk over and open the patio door. The noise from the pier—live music, the chatter of people conversing and laughing from enjoying the warming than normal fall night—fill her room.

      Talia stands beside me. I don’t need to look over to see her because I feel her. Right in the middle of my chest. Right in the core of my being and for a man that prides myself on not giving a fuck, I give several fucks.

      This woman is doing something to me, and she’s never asked for anything but my assistance. To help her escape her fate. But helping her means leaving my father to rot in the Dakes Reformatory. Can I do that? Can I leave him and set her free?

      No.

      My heart stops and I look down into her beautiful eyes.

      Tell me about him.

      She doesn’t belong in this world with her black frames, compassionate heart. You will be an excellent queen.

      No, I won’t. Because I’ll die before I let them use me against my kingdom.

      Talia…

      Tears glisten in her eyes, but she doesn’t relent.

      I’d rather pretend tonight. That I’m just a woman and you’re just a man. And in four days, the Creator will have his way.

      She walks to the patio and leans against the banister. The lights from the pier shine bright.

      “Have you ever been up there?” She points to the gigantic Ferris wheel.

      “No.”

      She glances back. “No? It must make people feel on top of the world. Like a bird without wings.” She smiles and I join her.

      “I’ll never know because I can’t swim.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “I don’t.” I turn my back to the world to see the lights in her eyes.

      “Horses are natural swimmers. People know how to swim from birth. Both mean you, Xander, can swim. You just have to let go. Let the water take you to another world.”

      “Is that how you feel, in another world?” I reach for a curl. I had the concierge send up several bottles of conditioner and I notice the difference.

      “Of course, we have an entire world. Shops and schools. We have concerts and events. We live full lives underwater. The lake is my home, my world.” Her eyes stare at my lips.

      “I can’t. Once was a mistake.”

      “In my world, denying me would sentence you to death.” She faces me, resting her body against mine. A seductive smile crosses her face and a soothing wave of desire spreads through my body. It’s her.

      Princess, we should get to our dinner.

      Her radiant blue eyes hold me captive. Then her head tilts and the scent of her arousal fills my nose and my cock springs to life. Her lips call to me, the curve of her hips begs for my touch. The urge to spread her legs and fill her, to hear her whispering my name consumes me.

      What are you doing?

      Seducing you.

      Talia returns to the room, and suddenly I can breathe. I fall back, not trusting myself. Fuck dinner, I’ll gladly eat her like a five-course meal. But this assignment is a matter of life and death—my father’s. Giving in to my desire to have her is not a choice. I look at the woman standing at the table. Her delicate hand cradles her chin and I lift my shield and join her at the table.

      She examines the spread, and I examine her. Full hips, a handful of ass, and thick legs. I could love on her body from her beautiful toes up, but it’s the beat of her heart that unglues me.

      Will you hide all night?

      I freeze, How’d you get around my shield?

      The same way I feel you here. She places that same hand over her heart. What is this, Xander? What does this mean?

      I stand.

      This is a mistake.

      “Enjoy your dinner, princess. I’ll be outside.”

      Xander… “Xander! Don’t leave.”

      I lock the door, ignoring her pleas. Leaving before I rip her clothes off, throw her on the bed, and tell her the truth.

      That the Creator is sick.

      I lift my shield higher, raising it to the point of canceling every external thought and emotion until I’m numb, stalking away from the woman he made just for me.

      How the fuck did I get into this mess?
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      The past two days have been hell. Talia has the troop running in sexually frustrated circles. No wonder Kaden sent me. She would have had her way and slipped out of their grasp without lifting a finger.

      I’ve stayed away from her because I know I fucked up. I let my shield down and let her in, violating every rule it takes for me to survive.

      The truth is, my shield blocks everything out, but it doesn’t stop my mind from spinning in circles. From having images of cream shells on brown skin to remembering the scent of her.

      Shutting Talia out leaves me stuck behind a wall of my choosing, and I’m left yearning for a woman only feet away. Who am I fooling? Talia crept around my wall from the moment she exited the water.

      I fold over outside her bedroom.

      What is it about her? I guess it started with the warmth of her smile as she stared up at the full moon. It felt pure and unworthy to behold. Then her strength consumed me when she stood up to Gunner and his troop. But it’s the essence of Talia that moves through me and found a secret place that longs for no one but her.

      Then I kissed her. I groan, massaging the base of my neck.

      Soft lips, smooth tongue, her sighs sound like a melody coaxing the length of my cock awake. All I have to do is hear her, see her, smell that damn conditioner.

      Why her? Why now?

      Talia’s a mermaid.

      Nothing can come of such a union. She’s a fucking princess and I’m a killer—if the price is right. The only reason I’m on this mission is because I collected a quarter of a million dollars. The darkness of the suite absorbs my laugh. It was a stupid call. Not even a million dollars is enough for a priceless gem.

      Talia Hudson is one of a kind. To which I don’t deserve.

      What the fuck will I do now?

      My head falls back against the closed door. The guard moves around the county undetected. The location of the reformatory is protected by legions of vampires with license to kill on sight. But even if the vampires didn’t stand guard, the magic of the Dakes Empire makes the place undetectable.

      The only way to gain access it through the transmission of the elders, the head of the Dakes armed forces, Drake, or the Walker. I can’t fathom what Kaden had to pay and who he had to pay to gain the Walker’s itinerary. But something tells me at least one involved party is Colt or Adan. Why else does Gunner keep them alive?

      The sound of Talia splashing in the tub puts a smile on my face. The troop took my advice and hit the bars on the pier again tonight. And against my better judgment, I drop my shield.

      Immediately her joy feels me as if it were my own. There’s only one explanation. Talia is my mate.

      I fall back behind my wall. Thinking about every interaction. Every woman I’ve known before. None have felt like this.

      It can’t be.

      It shouldn’t be.

      But it is.

      Talia hums and I’m on my feet entering her bedroom. Each step brings me closer to her until I’m standing in the doorway of her bathroom.

      The sight of her steals my breath. Her hair slicked back, exposing her beautiful face.

      How can I turn her over to Kaden knowing that Talia is my mate?

      We get one. It doesn’t me we don’t entertain others or find love with another. But there is only one true love. A love that solders to your soul until two become one.

      One love.

      One heart.

      One soul.

      Talia is my soul. But there’s no happy ending for us.

      She lives in the lake, and I live on land. She’s destined for the throne and I’m one hoof away from life in the Dakes Reformatory.

      I have nothing to give her. There’s me, my land, and my horses. I wanted no more than that until now. I want to free my father, and the selfish man in me wants Talia.

      The woman the Creator made for me.

      Talia glances over her shoulder, and I follow the curves of her body. She rolls in the water and without taking a step, I caress the trail of white pearls. The faint beat of her heart races in the far edges of my presence, and I do what I haven’t done since the death of my mother. I drop my shield completely.

      I’m slammed with the strength of her aura.

      Passion.

      Desire.

      Love.

      Our hearts race faster as blood flows through my body, filling the place that yearns to fill her. Her eyes round and I kneel beside the tub.

      I reach for her, and she floats closer. “Do they hurt?”

      She shakes her head. Need swirls in her eyes and until her brown eyes turn radiant blue.

      My fingers trace each smooth pearl embedded in her skin. Skin that is softer than it appears and contrast with my pale complexion. My hand brushes over every pearl until I’m at her tail. It seamlessly extends from the space right above her hip. The texture is not what I expect.

      It too is smooth, like silk. I run my hand down the length, and a moan escapes.

      You like that? I ask.

      Yes.

      And so, do I.

      I continue to explore her body, knowing I’ll have nothing but the memories of her to keep me occupied for the rest of my life. I don’t stop, despite her wiggling and soft moans until I reach her multi-color tail. Then I return, not with one hand but two, dragging up her curvy body. Talia twists and turns, but her gaze never leaves mine. Am not sure how, but tonight, I want to please her and it’s selfish of me because I have no solution for getting us out of this situation. I could let her go and my father will be lost to me forever, or I could turn her over and risk that Kaden will kill her in the name of the darkness he serves.

      I lift Talia from the water, pushing thoughts of our dilemma aside.

      Tell me to stop, Talia.

      I can’t.

      We don’t speak or think, but the beats of our hearts fall in sync. The scent of her fills my nose as her hands toy with the length of my hair. Then I lower her to the bed.

      I run back to lock the door, uncertain what to expect. I’ve only been with humans. It’s easier since there’s no reason to tell them about my hybrid status. They don’t stay around long enough to divulge my heritage—which is against the Dakes Empire, since we’re sworn to keep our existence a secret.

      I stop at the foot of the bed. Talia twists and turns and like before she scrambles, groans, and once my vision clears her long legs appear.

      Is your transformation governed by a spell?

      No, my blood. Once I’m out of water my legs return.

      I crawl up the bed, kissing all the places my hands touched. Her toes licking up her calf, suckling on her thighs, dragging my tongue to sample her sweetness. And the taste of her is like my own personal drug. I bury my face, exploring her womanly folds with my tongue.

      Talia pulls on my hair, rocking her hips as I drown in the taste. The sound of her breathing shifts and I increase my stroke caressing her ass patiently waiting for her to release on my face.

      Xander, what is this? What’s happening to my body?

      Ride the wave, love.

      She arches into me, riding my tongue as I eat the best meal of my life. Then I suckle on her pearl. Talia screams. The force of her release rocks us both. She’s panting and I’m panting until I climb up her body.

      “Yes, Xander.”

      I fill her.

      “Fuck!”

      Her sweet, tight pussy holds my dick like a glove. I stare down and her blue eyes command me and I willingly obey. She wraps her hands around my neck and pulls me closer. We kiss, but I hear the whispers of her pain.

      I’ll stop.

      No.

      Talia pushes me back, searching for the truth in my face.

      

      Xander gazes down at me and I everything in me burns. We’re joined. I reach up to find his lips.

      He whispers, “Ready?”

      I nod and he pushed another inch. Pain stifles the excitement of the moment, and I bury my face in his chest, seeking comfort. He kisses up my neck and stops with a tongue in my ear.

      “I can stop.”

      “Will it always hurt like this?” I look up into his eyes.

      “No love. It gets better. Relax and I’ll show you.”

      He eases out of me, sliding back in, and the pinch fades into pleasure. My body moves as if from memory of Xander filling me, loving me, as I hold my eyes closed tight.

      Light bounces behind my eyes as he moves inside me. I’ll never be the same, and I have Xander to thank.

      He increases the rock. Hands roaming over my body. Breathless kisses and I’m home in his arms, beneath him. My body groans, stretching until I know he’s exactly where he belongs. And so am I. Then a strike of light brighter than lightning cracks through my body.

      Xander… I gasp and my eyes fly open. “What is that?”

      A cocky smile spreads across his face. He opens his mouth to answer and I feel it again. I buck. My back lifts off the bed, running from it yet needing it. I grip his shoulders so tight that my nails dig in his flesh.

      “Xander…” I scream and he captures my question with his tongue. Stroking in tandem with his cock.

      “You’re about to touch the sky, princess. Are you ready?”

      He doesn’t wait for my answer. He pounds into me as a beg for more until I’m flicked to the heavens. I scream and his growl of release rocks the room like an earthquake.

      Xander leaves the bed and I watch his magnificent body. I’ve only seen a naked human in books. None of the books look like Xander. Hard, lean muscles. His straight black hair falls pass his shoulders.

      And like another strike of lightning, I’m hit again with a realization.

      I love Xander.

      Tears sting my eyes. I’ve done some foolish things in my life. Falling in love with my capture is by far the worse. But I don’t feel foolish at all, instead my heart breaks because we live in two different worlds. Two worlds that will crash around us the moment we stand before the Walker.

      Xander, Hunter, and his troop will die for abducting me and the deaths of my guards. Is there a way I can save Xander from his fate? Is there a way we can see each other again?

      My eyes fall heavy and for the first time since they brought me to this prison, I welcome sleep until Xander lifts me from the bed.

      “Time for your bath.”
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      I sit with my back against the wall, watching her.

      Talia lays in the tub with her eyes closed. From the rhythm of her heart, I know she’s not asleep, but she’s close. I don’t want to miss a single minute because somehow, I must let her go.

      “Xander, I love you.”

      My heart stops. No one has loved me since I buried my mother. Heartbreak killed her. It seems I’m fated to a similar death. But the cause is vastly different. She loved a man who was fated to another, and I love a woman that will never be mine.

      Eyes filled with love and fear stare at me. “Tell me I’m stupid, or childish, or naïve. How can I love you when so much hangs between us?”

      “Tell me everything about you.” A soft smile touches her lips and I lean over and kiss her. “Please leave nothing out.”

      For the next three hours she tells me about her kingdom, her sisters, her parents. She tells me about her fears of assuming the role as queen. But I know she has nothing to fear, Talia will serve her kingdom well.

      Her story end with the moment she emerged from the lake and her probing eyes turn on me.

      “What are you doing here Xander?”

      “I accepted a contract to oversee this mission.”

      “To abduct my mother.” I nod and she leans away from me. “What do they want with her?”

      “That’s outside my concern.”

      “So, you’d agree to take a woman and not at least ask why?”

      “It’s what I do.” I say the words, but they seem hollow speaking them to Talia. “I don’t ask questions. They ask. I give them the price. They submit the deposit. I handle the job. It’s business.”

      “But it’s not just business. How can you take a life without cause, without a reason, without knowing the cost of your actions? My mother has my father, daughters, sons-in-law, grandchildren, and an entire kingdom that depends on her. Hundreds of thousands of merfolk who love her and would give their lives for her. And you,” rolls off her tongue like I’m scum, “would take that away for a million dollars?”

      “I’d take that away to save my father.”

      The hardness of her eyes doesn’t change. “What makes your father’s life more valuable than my mother’s?”

      “It’s not. Your mother was the means to reach my desired goal.”

      Talia rolls her body away from me, and I don’t blame her. I’m a monster. And before meeting her five days ago, I didn’t care.

      My life suited me. It kept my pockets fat and I live life on my own terms. But through the lens of her grief, I’m ashamed.

      I don’t ask questions because I don’t want to know the details. Details like a spouse, children, and all the loved ones affected by my actions.

      “Talia, I’d never intentionally hurt you.”

      Like before, I remove her from the tub, and I dry her body. This time the beauty of her transition is lost in the way she rolls away with her back towards me.

      I take a few steps back. The pain she feels for her mother is mine to carry.

      How did this perfect woman land in the core of my darkened heart? I’d do anything to stop the insatiable ache.

      “Why Xander?”

      How much should I tell her? I wonder, sitting at the end of the bed facing the door. I can’t bear to look at her tear-stained face.

      “My life is tangled in this mess and if you care anything for me. Tell me the truth.”

      “I guess it started with my parents.” I climb up onto the bed and take the space beside her. “As your extensive research may have revealed, intertribal marriages and procreation carry extreme penalties.”

      Talia lays her head on my chest, and I hold her close. “Penalties. What penalties?”

      “Depends on the keepers standing in the Empire and their kingdom. But lower-level keepers may have their rights stripped. They could also forfeit their tribal inheritance, and some are sentenced to death.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they frown upon bastards like me. They can’t predict our powers. Because each of us, unlike them, are unique. Our genetic make-up splits and integrates the powers of two separate tribes.”

      “That must make you powerful.”

      “Some of us.”

      “And you.”

      “Extremely. I became a wanted man in my mother’s womb.” I take a deep breath. I’ve never shared my story with anyone. Only my parents know the hardships we’ve endure because of my birth. I wrecked both of their lives and now I’m about to wreck Talia’s life too.

      I move to get up.

      “You can’t leave. Walking away doesn’t change what we feel Xander.”

      I stop and I jump the moment her body presses against my back.

      “The only way we’ll find a solution is to do it together.”

      I sit on the end of the bed.

      Talia continues, “Mother always tells me that an effective queen leads from her heart, not her head, and maybe you need to stop throwing up your shield. Let me in. What do we have to lose?”

      “Everything, Talia. Everything.”

      “I’d rather lose it all standing on the truth than maintain my existence based on a lie.”

      I glance back over my shoulder. “You sound like a queen, princess.”

      “I have to be a quick study to keep up with you. Now lay back and tell me about your parents.”

      I obey because she is a queen, my queen.

      Talia makes the act of standing in my truth sound so easy. But I’ve maintained my distance for twenty-nine years and this one mission could expose me to the Dakes Elders. If captured they’ll kill me.

      “My mother gave birth to me and they went on the run. We never stayed in a place for more than a few months. We lived all over the country, changing cities, names, you name it, we did it, trying to prevent the inevitable.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Death.”

      “Is that how your mother died?”

      I nod. “She stopped running once my father found his fated mate.” I swore I’d never give in to the mythical concept of fated mates. I didn’t believe in it, thought father used his relationship with Filia to leave us in our plight alone. But after meeting Talia, my opinions have changed.

      “He left you?”

      “Yes, met Filia while scouting a location, and a week later they married. He settled on her ranch in Texas.”

      “And your mother. We kept running. Her from the sole desire to keep me alive into manhood. Me from the sole desire of one day killing everyone responsible for my mother’s pain. She died days after I turned eighteen.” The ache of her pain is as real today as it was eleven years ago. “He broke her heart and nothing I did or said could repair what he shattered.

      “And that’s how they found him?”

      I nod. “He stopped running. Now he’s on death row awaiting execution.”

      “So, you’re here to save your father?”

      “He’s an asshole for leaving us. But I can’t let another person die because I lived. That includes you.”

      I’ve done wrong. But saving my father by turning over Talia seems like a high price to pay. Haven’t we paid enough. To lose both of my parents all because they had me. To live off the radar because the Dakes fear my existence.

      I can’t fix it all. But I can save Talia. Because this world is nothing if her soul isn’t alive, giving it light.

      “What are you going to do?”

      Talia straddles my body, pressing her breasts against my chest. I cup the cheeks of her ass, ready to relieve the stress that’s headed our way. The Dakes are expected in two days, that gives me one day to get her far away from here.

      “It’s better you don’t know. I think it’s time we take a trip to the Ferris wheel. How would you like that? You can people gaze up close and personal.” I push her curls behind her ear, ready to make love to her again.

      “Really? I’d love to see it up close. What about Gunner and his men? And Colt and Adan?”

      “Princess, we have to handle this one step at a time. You first. Now kiss me.”

      

      I kiss Xander with all the love I have in me. Is this our fate? To find each other and lose each other in the same week. The Creator can’t be this cruel.

      It’s complicated up top. Our world below the line seems simpler. We have different Kingdoms, but we all exist as one, whether freshwater or saltwater merfolk.

      The darkness in Xander is the fruit of a hard life. I kiss my way down his chest, exploring the terrain of his body with my tongue. His nipples, his navel, and I see his manhood up close. I jerk in my direction and I look up at Xander.

      Have you seen one before? He asks with a smile on his face.

      In books. I stare at it. The thickness, the length. How did he get it inside me? The human body is truly a masterpiece. His cock jumps in my direction. I reach for it, then stop myself.

      Can I touch it? I ask.

      My body is your body. Touch and taste as you please.

      Taste?

      The way I devoured you.

      Heat burns my cheeks and I know I’m blushing. But I grab it and Xander gasps. I cup my hands around it and run them up and down. Feeling the ridges rippling against my hands, and the veins pulsating because of my touch.

      Then I kiss it. Xander groan tells me I did something right. I try it again this time taking the head into the depths of my mouth and he cups my head thrusting deeper.

      The sounds of his pleasure and racing of our hearts have me wet and the moment I pop Xander out of my mouth, he lays me on my stomach and fills me from behind. Deep with one thrust and we both exhale. I’m caged between his arms. His long, deep strokes have me crying out his name, begging for more.

      The more I beg, the faster he goes until all I hear is the slapping of his body against mine.

      “It’s happening again… Xander…”

      “Hold on princess, I’m coming with you.”

      Blue light radiates through my skin and I’m so near completion that I can’t marvel at the glow of my powers. He grips my shoulders, and my ass is bouncing off his hips. His strokes hurt so good, bringing tears to my eyes.

      I explode, throwing my head back. Xander holds my hips.

      “Fuck!”

      We tumble to the bed. Huffing and puffing. I look over at him. Words can’t express how I feel right now.

      Happy to have him. Satisfied with our lovemaking. But I’m terrified of what happens next. I close my eyes tight. Tomorrow is up to the Creator.

      Xander pulls me against his chest and right before I let sleep take me, he whispers, “You’ll always me mine.”

      I am. Forever and always.
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      Tungsten handcuffs hold my wrists in front of my body. Xander lifts me, sitting me on the cold leather seat. I’m overly aware of everything.

      The possessive hand Xander leaves on my lower back.

      The edge of danger in Gunner’s eyes.

      The utter silence.

      Death is in the air.

      Xander warned me he’d have to work behind his shield to keep the plans to himself. I asked for the plan and he merely said, “When I say dive, dive and never look back.”

      I slide over, making room for him on the seat. He stands outside the vehicle dressed in all black. The love in my heart races, but my uncertainty to the outcome of today has me almost willing to back out.

      Gunner is the last to walk out of the hotel. He’s throwing on a light jacket and I see his double holster. The terse exchange between them has me sitting near the edge of the seat.

      Focus, Talia. I remind myself. I sit back in the seat, trying to collect any details to share with the Walker.

      There is Gunner and four fae. Weapons? I check them as best I can from this position. The sun is setting, and it’s hard to see. But I’m certain they’re each wearing similar holsters and each fae is armed. Thanks to the little piece of brown leather that’s visible near the base of their necks.

      Now to catalogue his troop. I scan their faces to find any distinguishing details. One Black guy, three White guys, including Gunner. One Asian guy. I write the list in my journal. The magical ink transcribes the details I send about each man.

      “Hugon, what’s the ETA on Leesa?” The only Black man with the troop calls over his shoulder.

      “She’s in Paradise Falls. She’ll get here before the Walker.” Hugo, a White guy with red hair and extremely broad shoulders.

      Leesa? The name sounds like a female, but I’ve only seen men. I add the name to my notes too. The inside of the SUV falls silent while Gunner and Xander talk outside the vehicle.

      He made love to me all night and stayed with me until the drunk troops returned early this morning. Then he had a private conversation with Gunner. He slipped in my room, told me to be ready by seven o’clock, then he added, Bring everything with you.

      I had a million questions. Will I see Colt and Adan? Will Xander leave with me? Will he really let me swim away? But the question that rises to the service is what will happen to Xander when I leave?

      Minutes later, Colt and Adan climb in the SUV. Colt looks the same. His eyes seem to take in every feature of my face as if relieved to see me.

      I train my face and call to Colt, How are you?

      Good. Protocol. He sits on the front row with a fae on each side.

      Adan sits in the middle row with three fae. He appears healthier than before. The passenger seat remains empty. I plan to check in with him until I’m surprised by the appearance of Jude.

      He’s walking freely without cuffs and stops to talk with Gunner. The exchange looks awful, chummy. Then he climbs into the passenger seat as if he’s one of them.

      I stiffen. You did this. Didn’t you?

      Jude spins around and smiles at me. “Nice to see you too, Princess Talia.”

      Rage renders me blind. We are all in this situation because he couldn’t follow protocol. He wouldn’t follow the rules. All he had to do was keep his mouth shut. My mother could have died, and he’s walking around like he’s on vacation.

      Calm down.

      My head snaps to Xander. He’s folded over walking until he sits next to me. He takes my hand. I hold on tight and notice sapphire blue pulses through my skin. My mouth drops open. Streaks of light flick like shooting stars. I stare at Xander, shocked.

      He acknowledges the moment with a discreet smile, then faces forward. He can’t speak to me without the others hearing. Which leaves me to wonder if Colt and Adan will join me? And what will happen to Jude?

      Instead of worrying, I clear my mind and sit back in the seat.

      Gunner climbs in the SUV, sitting behind the steering wheel. It’s after eight o’clock and the nightlife on the pier shifts from families to adults bar hopping.

      Xander’s hand covers mine and his soft squeeze sends my eyes in search of his. His face is stoic. Not a trace of the man who loved me so tenderly last night.

      The ride doesn’t take long.

      Gunner parks, and Xander opens the door.

      “You have two hours.” Gunner opens the door.

      “I’ll call you when we’re ready."  Xander responds, helping me out of the SUV. I thought their interactions were tense before, but today takes it to a new level.

      Gunner turns his deadly gaze on me, and I freeze. “Must be some good pussy. Step out of line once, princess, and I’ll shoot a bullet between your blue eyes.”

      Blue eyes… Gunner threat falls on death ears because this is what mother wanted. He can see my blue eyes and I’m not even trying. But apparently Xander heard him and doesn’t appreciate it one bit.

      “Gunner, the bullet you’ve reserved for me will be the one that will end your life,” I say.

      The smug smile drops as Xander grips him by the throat, slamming him against the SUV.

      “Strike two. Speak to her like that again, and we’ll both draw our last breath on this pier. Because I won’t stop until you’re dead.”

      Gunner pulls at Xander’s hand, gasping. I place a hand on Xander’s shoulder, and he releases Gunner.

      “Kaden ordered us to keep our hands off of you. But that’s the last time you put your hands on me.” Gunner looks up and I know Xander has made another enemy. “Princess, your guards will remain at gunpoint. One suspicious move and they’re dead too.”

      I turn to follow Xander’s lead. Gunner’s time is coming. You can’t dish out evil and expect good to come your way. Xander places a hand on my lower back.

      Gunner slams the door shut and rounds the vehicle.

      “Princess.” The caress of my name makes me turn around. Xander motions to the pier.

      “It’s better from this angle.” I smile, not knowing where to look first. Restaurants, games, crowds of people. Large yachts float in the distance. I smile up at Xander and I’m met with his stern expression.

      The pier extends from the land for as far as I can see, ending with the gigantic Ferris wheel. It’s the one I saw outside my room, and it’s the one central to Xander’s plan for my escape.

      I inhale the salty air. The sea calls to me. After a week in a bathtub, I’m ready to stretch out in the open water.

      Xander glances around before removing the handcuffs.

      Hold tight until I give the signal.

      Xander…

      This is our only shot. Don’t blow this. Your men are on their own. You are my only concern.

      I look back at Colt. He mouths, Protocol. I give a discreet nod. I can’t leave them to die, and I can’t help them either. But the royal security plan demands I get away at any cost and the royal guard will take it from there.

      Princess, your people are depending on you.

      It’s just hard.

      This is the first of many hard decisions. But there will be no queen of Malawi if we don’t get you out of here. Remember that and the good of your tribe.

      I look up at Xander and nod.

      “Ice cream first.” He places the cuffs in his back pocket, guiding me away.

      We walk with purposeful strides as my eyes dart around the area. It is a perfect fall evening. The chill in the air means we’ll have a cold winter. This may be the last trip to land for our kingdom until late spring—especially after the obvious breach of security. I plan to submit a proposal to mother to repair the issues I experienced on this trip, starting with the gateway to our kingdom. There will be some major changes when I return home.

      If I return home.

      Xander opens the door to the ice cream parlor. In all my trips, I’ve never had ice cream. I revealed this to him last night, and he thought it was a fatal error by my previous tour guides.

      I feel like a kid. The bright pink walls with pictures of cakes, cookies, and ice cream. I smash my face to the glass with tubs of ice cream and Xander chuckles.

      “This is her first time. She’d like to sample them all.” Xander says, taking my hand in his. He lifts it and kisses the back before positioning my body in front of his.

      The kid behind the counter smiles and lifts the glass on his side. The pink and green and candy filled treats have my mind racing.

      “What does it feel like?” I ask no one in particular.

      “You’re about to see. Soft, creamy, cold, and sweet.” Then he lowers his mouth to my ear. “It’s like your trip to heaven except it’s on a cone.”

      “Nothing feels that good.” I turn and kiss him. Kissing him is at the top of my list. Because I don’t know if this will be the last time.

      “Stop worrying.” He kisses my neck.

      “Okay. I’ll try. What am I doing here?” I ask.

      “Start at the end and try them all. Then you’ll pick one and we’ll add it to a cone.”

      “Only one?”

      “Yes. You’ll die of a sugar rush after you try them all. Now move it, you have work to do.” Xander kisses my lips. I wiggle closer, deepening our kiss until I’m lost in the way we feel together.

      What if this doesn’t work? I ask.

      It will.

      How will I see you again?

      You won’t.

      I pull away, looking up into his eyes. “What do you mean–”

      “Your ice cream…”

      Xander points to the waiting server. How does he expect me to concentrate?

      You have to or I won’t be able to part with you, Xander says.

      I know the second Xander lifts his shield. The raw ache in my chest is strong enough to bring me to my knees.

      I don’t want to leave you.

      “I’ll always be with you.” He kisses the top of my head. “It’s best we talk to give you as much lead time as possible. All the background noise makes it hard for them to hear.”

      I lay my head over his heart, fighting tears.

      “Let’s enjoy the time we have. I’ll start with mint chocolate chip.” Xander points at the green ice cream with brown specks.

      It takes a while for me to ignore the melancholy feeling. By the time I sample forty flavors of ice cream I acknowledge, Xander is right. Ice cream helps. The cookie, candy, creamy, deliciousness overwhelms my tongue and numb the voices in my head.

      “We have to get this. The children will love it.” I say holding a double scoop of Xander’s favorite flavor, black walnut.

      “Underwater? How?”

      “Who cares?” I laugh.

      The sun has set by the time we reach the doors.

      “It’s almost time.” He slips his hand in mine, leading me down the pier.

      The closer we near the Ferris wheel, the less I taste the ice cream. Xander glances back. Then we stand in line for our ride.

      “Gunner’s on the hood of the SUV.”

      “Can he reach us?” I ask, trying to make out his image from so far away.

      “Gunner can’t but a bullet can. He’s an excellent shot, used to be a Marine.”

      Xander places a finger beneath my chin, turning my face until I’m staring into his eyes.

      Eyes that I categorized as cold and distant. I know now are thoughtful and loyal. He’s risking his life to give me back mine and I’ll never forget him.

      “Stick with the plan. Dive deep to steer clear of bullets.”

      I lift to my tiptoes and kiss the man who has made me believe in fated mates. Fate crossed tribal lines, land, lake, and found us. Here. Right now.

      “I love you, Xander.”

      “I love you too, Talia.”

      Xander wraps his arms around my waist. The drum of our hearts beats as one, and I wonder if I can do this. Can I swim away from my heart?

      “Ready for the best view in Imperial Bay?” The attendant asks with a jovial smile. “You’re taking a ride on the best night of the year. Tonight, is the Blue Moon. So, you’ll get four turns instead of the usual two.”

      “Thank you,” I mumble.

      “Ladies first,” Xander offers.

      I slip in the bucket seat. The attendant checks our belts before closing the cage covering.

      Xander extends an arm behind me, and I lean into his body.

      My mind searches for solutions to the point that I can’t concentrate.

      “Talia, love, stop. Look at this view. Isn’t that your mountain?”

      I look over the treetops, and just on the other side of the forest is my mountain. The Ferris wheel sweeps back up again.

      Today’s the night of The Blue Moon Festival. To think I’ll ruin it by showing up with such awful news.

      “How soon can you send the signal?”

      “The moment I hit the water.”

      “Will they hear from this distance?”

      “Yeah. Our signal travels faster through the water.”

      I visually map out my journey to the lake. I’ve never made the swim alone, but I trust in my ability to make it home.

      “This is the last round, get ready. Remember, deep and far. Don’t look back.”

      Fear grips me. “Kiss me, Xander.”

      He holds my face, moving his mouth over mine. The gentleness of his kiss feels like goodbye. I tell him I love him over and over and over to keep from backing out. Because I want to return home, but I don’t want to leave him.

      The rotation ends, and the attendant steps forward to help us out.

      “One more ride.”

      “Talia…”

      “Please…” I won’t beg, but I’m not ready to say goodbye.

      “One more ride.” He gives the attendant tickets and we’re closed inside.

      I lean my back against this chest, and we stare at the blue moon.

      “Thank you. I can do this.”

      “You can. I have complete faith in you.” His lips brush my neck.

      I glance over my shoulder. “Maybe, we can meet again in three years at the next blue moon.”

      He opens his mouth to respond and I stop him.

      “Pretend…”

      Xander nods, kissing my fingertips. “I love you, Talia.”

      “I love you more.”

      He latches on to my neck, slipping his hand under my waistband.

      “What are you…”

      “I want to take the edge off and give you a trip to heaven.”

      He lifts my leg, wiggles past my folds and slips a finger inside. I gasp, dropping my head back to his shoulder. Moist kisses line my shoulder, pumping in and out of me.

      Every time you stare at the sky, I want you to remember me loving you. How I gave you pleasure? How I fucked you, ate you, loved you. Do you hear me, princess?

      Yes, Xander…

      Then open wider and thank the Creator by screaming my name.

      I cry out until I’m hoarse.

      I’m weak, and if my count’s right, we have a last turn. Xander helps me put on my backpack.

      “I can’t see the vehicle from here. Gunner could be anywhere. It’s hard to scan for him with all these people.”

      “Okay.”

      “Dive—”

      “—deep to steer clear of bullets. I know Xander. I know.” I take a deep breath, searching for my mother’s voice, and instead focus on the mountain. My powers won’t fail me. I’ll signal the guards and get back to Xander.

      I can do this.

      Don’t worry about me. I’ve been responsible for myself most of my life.

      Not anymore. We’re fated. Right?

      Fate means I’m meant to love you, Talia. It doesn’t mean we’ll have forever.

      But I’ll love you forever, Xander.

      Don’t Talia. I’m not worth it.

      “You are.” I smile, knowing my heart is full and breaking at the same time. “Because if you’re meant to love me, then I was meant to love you. So, I’ll give you my love forever.”

      This kiss isn’t gentle, and it isn’t soft. This kiss demands everything, and I give it all because I don’t know how not to.

      “God, I love you.” Between each word, he kisses my lips, my face, my neck. He kisses everywhere he can touch.

      The Ferris wheel slows, letting people off. We’re at the top and there are several capsules before us.

      “This is it.” I check my backpack and look out at the mountain.

      “If you ever need to find me, my ranch is in Montana.”

      I know he’s pretending this isn’t goodbye. I feel the ache in my chest before he slips behind his shield. I wish I had a shield to block the gnawing, but I have a journey to focus on.

      “The moment he opens the cage, I’ll stand in front of you.”

      I nod. He kisses me as the attendant steps forward.

      “What a beautiful night. Step this way to exit.” The attendant points to the side.

      “Fuck,” Xander mumbles.

      “What is it?” I can’t see around his chest.

      “Gunner. Dive.”

      Pop.

      Pop.

      Splash.

      I dive deeper and deeper into the ocean. My clothes disappear and my tail emerges, jerking my body around, slowing me down enough for a bullet to nip my side.

      “Ahh…”

      Blood clouds the water. I stare up for a second, concerned, then I remember my mission. While dodging bullets I sing and draw deeper into the water.

      I turn to the east, toward the mountain. Sending a siren to the kingdom while bullets cut through the water. I speed up listening for a response when something changes.

      I stop and look back.

      I can’t hear Xander’s heart.
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      Gunner sends a bullet through my shoulder before I grab my piece. The crowd screams and scatters. He stalks through the crowd and we exchange shot for shot until I leap, following Talia into the water.

      The saltwater stings the wound in my chest. I dive, but with one good arm it’s virtually impossible. Just when I think I’m in the clear, more bullets cut through my stomach and my left thigh.

      I look and see two mermaids, but it’s hard to see through the cloud of blood swarming around me. No, those aren’t mermaids but Jude and Adan.

      That muthafucker!

      Talia… Talia…

      I call to her, knowing she should be near the mountain by now. Praying her guards have found her. Adan stops and sends a last bullet in my direction and instead of fighting, I let go.

      Sinking instead of swimming.

      Thinking about Talia’s smile and her eyes and how saving her means I’ve done something right.

      Then everything goes black.
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      Xander…

      Xander…

      I send one more siren to the kingdom and I turn around. The gash in my side throbs and I must see a doctor, but not until I hear his heartbeat.

      The blood-streaked ocean makes it hard to see. So, I listen for him using my hands for light. I sweep the area and oh my god there he is.

      Xander…

      I swim faster than I have in my life and just when I reach out a pain shoots through my fin. I spin around lighting the ocean with a small orb and I see them—Adan and Jude.

      “What are you doing? Where’s Colt?”

      “You can’t go back to the kingdom, princess.” Adan swims closer.

      “Freeze.” I thrust powerful arms in front of my body. “Don’t move. I don’t want to kill you. But I will.”

      Jude laughs.

      My body pulses with power and I send off a warning shot.

      “You missed, princess. I guess you need a little more practice.” Adan laughs.

      He sends a streak of energy my way and I dodge it.

      “I meant to miss you because I will not kill you. But you will die for your violations against the kingdom and for killing Xander.”

      I gather water, swirling around, creating a vortex to distract them. Then I dive for Xander and his pants are caught on something. I remove them and recreate the bubble spell, but make it large enough to hold him.

      He jerks gasping for air and the bubble bursts.

      I look back and it’s Jude, again. Oh no, Xander. He’s sinking. I look between the two and I can’t think of a spell.

      Fuck it! I’ll make my own.

      I summon the bed of the ocean to bring Xander to me. And I turn on the traitors, removing the magic cuffs from his pocket.

      Oh… the seal. I press Xander’s nose. This spell makes it possible for him to breathe underwater. And I feel his shield around us. Jude and Adan shoot at us, but they can’t touch us.

      I can’t hold it much longer. Xander says.

      I nod. I’ll meet you on the shore.

      I sigh. Relieved that he’s alive. The chief guard sends a response and I face Jude and Adan. The guards are coming, and I’ll be the only one alive when they get done with them.

      They turn and swim towards the shore. But I extend my arms.

      Freeze.

      They remain frozen. I slip up and handcuff them together.

      “Please, princess. This is all a misunderstanding.” Adan pleads.

      “You’ll have to explain that to the queen.”

      “They can start now.”

      I spin around. “Mother.”

      I swim into her open arms as the guards take Jude and Adan into custody.

      “How’d you get here so fast?”

      “The Walker arrived, and that’s when we realized something was awry.” She holds me tighter. “Come on, dear. Let’s get you checked out.”

      I float with mother, and I remember Xander. “I’ll meet you there.”

      “What? You can’t be out here alone.”

      “Mother, I made it this far. Plus, Colt is back on shore. I’ll get him and meet you at the castle.”

      I don’t wait for her response. I rush through the ocean searching for Xander. Hoping he’s still alive.
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      I find a place to resurface. I run along the coast, calling out to Xander. I’ve never been so scared in all my life.

      “Talia.”

      “Xander. Where are you?”

      “Here.”

      The beat of his heart is faint. So faint I can barely feel it. “Drop you shield, please so I can find you.”

      He drops it, and I follow until I see him. Face down on the shore. I roll him over on his back. Blood is everywhere.

      “Xander, we have to get you to a doctor. Come on baby, get up for me.” I reach for his arm.

      “No, Talia. No.”

      I stop. “What do you mean, no? We made it. They are in the custody of the guards. We did it.”

      “Talia, love, this is it.” He coughs and I’m not understanding. “Can you do me a favor?”

      I sit beside him, gathering his head in my lap. “Please don’t do this Xander.”

      “Talia, my love, sing to me. Please.”

      “Sing to you! What are you taking about?” Then it hits me. I shake my head. “No, Xander.” I won’t kill you. I can’t.”

      “You can.”

      “Xander, I will not... I can’t.”

      “You can do this. Please… Send word to my father. Tell him I’m sorry, but I met a beautiful mermaid.” He smiles and coughs, pulling my lips down to his.

      “Don’t ask me to do this. Please don’t ask me to do this.”

      “Don’t let them determine my death. You can do this, princess.”

      Singing to him is the kiss of death. The myth about mermaids and sirens are in fact one. Both are capable of death. Both have the power to end a life with the sweet melody of a song.

      The souls of humans enrich the earth of our kingdom. I can’t imagine letting Xander fall to that fate, not after he saved me.

      “I’ll honor your request if you make love to me one more time.”

      “It will be my absolute pleasure.”

      I climb on him, afraid to move him. Both of us wounded, but I want to take a piece of him with me. I told him I’d love him for life, and I will.

      Xander’s hands trace my markings and don’t stop until they cup my hips, lowering me. He guides my hips, telling me how our love story will be told forever. Then he whispers our story to the multiverse.

      “Once upon a time... A ruthless centaur met a majestic mermaid princess. One White, one Black. Both seeking and finding love. A love created at the beginning of time. A love they fought for and seal by making love on the shores of Imperial Bay under a blue moon. I will always love Talia Hudson…”

      “… and I will always love Xander Durante.”

      I kiss Xander from the depths of my soul, and with the last thrust we visit heaven together. And I surrender to our fate, praying the Creator grants my prayer.

      Creator, please give me his child.

      Xander’s eyes round. Talia you can’t.

      I can. You want to quit, and I’ll give you your dying wish, although my soul will die with you. But you will not deny my last request.

      He holds my face with tears in his eyes. “What if she hates me?”

      “She can’t. She won’t. Not when I tell her our love story.”

      I retell the story as we walk to the ocean. Xander lays back, staring at the sky.

      “Will it hurt?”

      “No.”

      His hair floats around his head, and I mentally take a picture. And once my body transforms, I swim us out into the night.

      “Talia, don’t let her end up like me.”

      “What?”

      “I blamed myself for my parents. I ruined their entire lives because they had me. Hold her identity to your heart and know she’s special. Make sure she knows she’s loved and not a mistake. I love her and you.”

      “I will.” My voice cracks and I’m numb. But I kiss him anyway. “How do you know she’s a girl?”

      “She must be a girl because one day she too will rule the Malawi Kingdom, like her mother.”

      “What should I name her?”

      He twists to the side. “Aaliyah. Aaliyah Hudson.”

      I nod, willing to give him whatever he wants.

      We kiss one last time and I turn my head to the heavens and sing. Until Xander slips from my hands and the bed of the ocean welcomes our soul.

      I love you.
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      I return to the shore, broken. I walk transitioning without thought, clothing my body with the gown I wore when Xander and I met.

      “Princess?”

      I hold up my hand.

      “Asaad Walker.”

      “The Walker.”

      “Yes, it’s nice to finally meet you.” He extends a hand and I change my attire to an outfit appropriate for my role. He stands over six feet in an expensive suit with golden eyes and a dimpled smile.

      I take his hand and give it a firm shake, then step back. “We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

      “That’s until we got word of your ambush.”

      “We?”

      “Yes.” He extends a hand over his shoulder and several men step forward. I see Drake’s amber eyes before he emerges. “Drake and Kordell. The others are on the hill collecting evidence.”

      “Are you alone, princess?” Drake asks, looking around me.

      “Yes.” I expected Colt on the shore, however at this point nothing surprises me. The betrayal of Adan, mother arriving in the ocean, and watching the love of my life take his last breath. It would feel like a nightmare, except I found love. How did this all occur in a single week? I face him. “Did you apprehend Jude and Adan?”

      “Yes, thanks for Colt.”

      “Colt, where is he?”

      “He’s assisting with the investigation. He escorted a small team back to the hotel.”

      Okay. He’s the only one that will understand the transformation I’ve experienced this week. Then I thought about the fae.

      “What about Gunner and his troop?”

      They exchange a glance. “We apprehended two men. Gunner isn’t one. They also said one died by gun shot by Xander Durante. We’ve been hunting him for a while. Did you see him?”

      Both await my response about Xander. I glance out to the ocean. “He was swept away in a wave.”

      “So, he’s dead?” Drake asks.

      “Yes, sir, Xander is dead.” I turn my gaze away. I expect it will hurt for a while, but first I want to find the man responsible for his death. “Do you have plans to track Gunner?”

      “We do, with your help, of course.”

      “Of course. I’ll gladly tell you everything I learned. And what about the other two?”

      “What other two?”

      “Gunner had five associates, not including Xander.”

      The one Asaad introduced as Kordell gathers the notes while whispering with Drake.

      I walk towards the lake. “What about the Dark One and Kaden?”

      “What about him?”

      “Him? As in they’re one in the same person?” I face the three men, seeing this situation in a new light.

      The men share another look, as if trying to discern how much to tell me.

      “Sirs, I have carefully transcribed notes. I’m sure I can answer your questions and then some. Including several conversations with Kaden and a substantial payment made for the apprehension of my mother. You do understand that leaving such man free places our kingdom in imminent danger.”

      “Yes, princess,” Asaad says.

      “And you can also understand my desire to find the men responsible for ambushing me minutes after I transition, which is the most vulnerable time for our kind.”

      “The safety of your kingdom is a priority,” Drake adds.

      “I’m glad we are in agreement. I’ll share my notes and I’ll probably remember more if you ask the right questions.”

      “Like the circumstances behind Xander’s death.”

      “Yes, Walker. Especially if it means his murderers will receive their just due.” I face them secure in my stance as the voice for my people, my love, and the future of our kingdom. “Will we leave for the reformatory tonight?”

      “Dear, you don’t have to go. Come home and get rested up. I want to hear about your encounter, alone.”

      I shake my head. “Mother, I’ll tell you everything. But I respectfully request permission to complete your original request.”

      Mother looks at me, searching my eyes. Then a soft smile touches her lips. “I would decline your request if I didn’t trust Asaad and Drake. You’re in great hands.”

      I nod.

      “Can I accompany her?” Colt steps forward, passing a pair of handcuffs to a guard.

      I run and jump in his arms. He knows what I’ve endured, and I’m thankful when he holds me tight.

      “Yes, Colt,” Mother says.

      “Then we’ll leave now,” Asaad states.
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      I journal and cry my way across country. Stopping at every ice cream shop, remembering the time I had with Xander.

      Asaad and Drake take turns gathering information about our week. I share the details about Xander’s contract, his thoughts about Kaden’s involvement, however, I leave our personal relationship private.

      Then one evening while stopping at a rest stop to stretch our legs, I broached the subject of Xander’s father. Asaad told me his father was executed last year.

      “Why would the Dark One promise him?” I asked.

      Finally, Asaad leveled with me. “Princess, we believe Kaden is building a militia of hybrids and insurgents against the Dakes Empire.”

      “Do you think an uprising is heading our way?” I ask Asaad, thinking about Xander’s predictions of the unrest amongst the gifted.

      Asaad regards me for a moment, then dismissed it. “You’ll always have a level of tension between the haves and have-nots. Leadership and civilians. But not everyone understands the delicate balance the Dakes Elders must uphold to ensure we, as a people, do not become extinct.

      “Inactive keepers who align themselves with our enemy and hybrids who have no direct leadership are grounds from unrest. My role is to ensure the wellbeing of most, not some.”

      I nod, but it doesn’t change the fact that Xander risked his life for nothing.

      My time at the reformatory went fast since I had a week to tell Asaad and Drake about my experience. The testimonies of the two troop members shared no more than what I told them. And as predicted, they were both sentenced to life in the reformatory.

      The biggest takeaway on the return trip was consulting Drake and Kordell about securing our kingdom from similar attacks. And getting to know Colt.

      Mother was right, we have a lot in common. Who knows what would have happened if I would have had time with him first? But he’d never be what Xander is to me. And I’m okay with that.

      I spend the rest of my time resting and sketching concepts for installing a vortex to keep trouble outside our waters. Maybe a vortex and security cameras. And at the close of our trip, Asaad agreed to a pit stop by the ice cream parlor and the ocean in Imperial Bay before taking us home.

      I get a double scoop of black walnut and sit on the shore.

      “Xander, we did it.”

      The waves crash and I listen for any confirmation that his soul is at peace. I rub my hand over my belly and stare out to the horizon.

      We created a child.

      “This is where we’ll met and one day, I’ll see you again.” I brush away my tears. “You’ll have my love for always.”

      Mermaids carry our children for no more than five weeks. And if my calculations are correct in two weeks, I’ll have the surprise of my life.

      Will I have a mermaid, a merman, a centaur? I don’t know and I don’t care. I’ll cherish her because she’s part Xander and part me. However, the thought of how others will treat her keeps me up at night. I’ve called her Aaliyah the entire trip and if it’s not a girl, I’ll have to find a new name.

      Either way, I have a couple of hours to decide how I’ll break the news to mother. All I know is I’ll keep the truth of Aaliyah’s identity to myself for as long as possible.

      The sky opens, and a bolt of lightning kisses the surface of the ocean.

      Xander…

      “How will I do this without you?”

      “Marry me.”

      I jump at the sound of Colt’s voice. “I can’t do that it wouldn’t be fair to you.”

      “I’ll love you enough for the both of us. We’ll raise Aaliyah as our own and when the time’s right we’ll tell her together.”

      “Are you sure?”

      The Malawi Kingdom is a matriarchal system, therefore, governing without a husband isn’t unheard of, but a pregnant princess without a husband might send shock waves through the kingdom.

      Colt nods, “And one day maybe you’ll learn to love us both.”

      I look out at the water and back at Colt. “I will.”

      We hug and Colt leaves me alone with Xander. I walk to the water and once the water reaches my stomach, I’m swimming with my tail to the horizon telling our daughter our love story until she kicks.

      And I’m certain Aaliyah Durante Hudson will be the best of both of us and our love.
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      Thank you for reading Dive, if you want to read about what happens to Aaliyah in Under.

      

      
        
        Subscribe to my newsletter and receive information about releases, exclusive reads, and giveaways.

        You can unsubscribe anytime.

        http://www.selenedrake.com.
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        Mia

      

        

      
        We found love in high school. He a football star, me a cheerleader. It began as a wholesome, all-American happily ever after story. Not how it ended.

      

        

      
        I wanted a career fighting crime, he was determined to join an outlaw biker gang. We had no future so I let him go.

      

        

      
        Now, almost twenty years later, I’m back in my hometown, helping my mom close down her business. I thought enough time had passed to see him again, catch up, talk about old times. I was wrong. The love we shared still burns.

      

        

      
        But the obstacles are still unsurmountable too.

      

        

      
        Axle

      

        

      
        Twenty years ago she broke my heart. Since then, I devoted my life to fixing cars and my MC.  I never thought I’d see her again. Now she’s back, with all my feelings for her in tow. Feelings I thought I killed and buried a long time ago.

      

        

      
        But she’s a public prosecutor and I’m an outlaw biker. The two don’t mix.

      

        

      
        The trouble is, I can’t let her go a second time.

        I won’t.

      

        

      
        Axle is a steamy second-chance romance novella set in the universe of Lena Bourne’s bestselling Devil’s Nightmare MC series. HEA guaranteed!
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      Car windows down, music blaring, the subtle scent of redwood trees filling the car, its tinge of sweetness undercut with earthy tones, spice and dry wood. Freedom and the smell of home. Two of the best things a person can feel. It’s just too bad that I’m faking feeling both.

      I’m driving too fast down this forest-lined, narrow, blacktop country road, trying to catch those feelings for real. Or just trying to get this visit over with as fast as possible. Or trying to escape the inescapable.

      The wind is messing up my loose brown hair. I’ll have a hell of a time getting the tangles out tonight, but in this moment I want nothing more than to feel the fresh, fragrant, cool air. Mom will help. She’s a master hair stylist and my hair’s in need of a cut anyway. Her expert hands working on my hair will feel good.

      It’s been too long since I’ve just existed in the moment. I’ve lost the ability to just be so long ago, I don’t even remember ever having it most of the time. But these scents of home along the empty country roads surrounding my hometown always bring it back at least a little. At least they bring back the memory of the carefree, love and life loving girl and young woman I used to be.

      Hoping to get to this state of Zen, I turned off the new highway that everyone now uses to get where I’m going. It’s good to remember those better times. Good to sing along to old hits from my youth blaring on the radio, even if the only place they still play them is the oldies station. Good to leave the world behind and just enjoy the fresh air and the beauty of this world, stretched out on either side of this narrow, pristine because of disuse, two-lane country road, taking the form of tall redwoods and pines and other majestic trees I won’t even try to name. I don’t know their names. I just know they’re beautiful.

      In my youth, almost twenty years ago, I’d make this drive often. Alone or with Axle. It was a glorious and exciting time, full of hope and possibility and love. Now I hope I don’t run into him on this visit.

      When I first moved away, I came home every weekend. But later, after I broke it off with Axle and started law school, these trips became few and far between, dwindling to nothing in the last few years.

      I’ve been trying to convince my mom to move to San Francisco with me for years. But she’s always refused until now, claiming her small beauty salon in the small town of Pleasantville-my hometown-is too much part of the community there, too much her home to ever leave.

      That’s changed now that she’s being evicted from the place where her salon has stood since I can remember. She’s sixty years old and according to her, too old and too tired to start fresh somewhere else. Which she would have to, because the rents in the once quiet, out of the way town of Pleasantville are suddenly sky high. I disagree that it’s too late for her to start over, but she refuses to let me pay the difference. It’ll be great to have my mom nearer, but I’m afraid she won’t be the happy, bubbly woman she’s always been. Not after she’s forced to close the business she’s worked her whole life to build. And leave the town she’s always lived in.

      As soon as thoughts of that creep into my mind I turn the radio volume higher and start singing along louder.

      Nothing is decided. Nothing is set in stone. I’m taking this week off work, even though I’m at the start of the biggest case of my career as a public prosecutor, so we can try  and find a solution. And that’s all I’m going to focus on.

      The town of Pleasantville is just over the next hill, less than twenty miles away.

      Homecoming is supposed to be bittersweet, isn’t it?

      I’m afraid it’ll be nothing but bitter after this visit.

      And I don’t want to make it so before it even starts.
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      If I hadn’t read the sign—the words Pleasantville, population 12002 in sea blue letters against pearl white—I’d be sure I was in the wrong town. When I left, this town had a population of a little over seven thousand, but now I passed two large shopping complexes containing everything from huge hardware stores to sprawling cineplexes on my way in, and now I don’t recognize anything along this road that merges with Main Street up ahead I must’ve entered the town from this direction at least a thousand times, but it’s as though I’m in a completely foreign place. The redwoods used to come up almost all the way to the sign back then. Now I passed the last of them at least five miles back. They’ve all been cut down to make room from those shopping villages, which are both larger than my hometown used to be.

      Not so anymore.

      Everything is different. I don’t recognize any of the buildings lining this road. What used to be Smith’s and Sons Hardware Store is now a high end fashion store, the mannequins in the large windows dressed in hues of lush purple, deep yellow and forest green. What are those supposed to be? The colors of fall? But it’s almost summer.

      Quaint, phony-retro boutiques, coffee shops, tea shops, and just random stuff shops continue, each more ornate and more soulless, despite trying to be so hard to be unique, the closer I get to the town center—if that’s even where I remember it being. Mindy’s ice cream shop is gone, I realize with a twist in my stomach. You could get every flavor of ice cream imaginable and unimaginable there—pumpkin spice for Halloween before it was all the rage, cotton candy that tasted better than the original, and minty-chocolate chip cookie dough. Mindy’s shop is a bank now. A piece of my childhood is gone like it never existed.

      Pop’s Diner on the corner of Main Street and Sycamore, the place where I went on my first real date, because it was only one of three places where you could go on a dinner date—is a pancake place now and exactly the same as every other pancake place by this chain in every other city or town. No soul, no history, no memories. Just cheap, generic pancakes with syrups so sweet they’ll make you gag guaranteed. At least they make me gag.

      Mom’s always telling me how much Pleasantville is changing, how modern it’s becoming, but I always only half-listen to her. I should have been paying closer attention then maybe I wouldn’t be this shocked now.

      Her salon—Little Escapes—is on the other side of Main Street in a small, quaint strip mall type place, but it might as well be on the other side of the world judging by my anxiety to reach it already. I recognize none of the buildings leading up to it now and I can see why they want to tear it down.

      What used to be a new, modern, minimalistic place to shop, do your nails and hair and grab a bite to eat, is now an eye-sore amid the fake-quaint little shops selling homemade stuff, vegan restaurants, hipster cafes, and manicured parks. In one of those, a yoga class is underway. Why practice yoga on Main Street? When you have the majesty of the forest all around you. I get the necessity or rather desire to attend classes like this in parks in the city. But not here. Not when you’re surrounded by the very thing you’re trying to get closer to—nature. Though I’ve long suspected that most people who do yoga nowadays do it for the status it brings. The only place that mars the phony perfection of the little yuppie/slash hipster village is a boarded up shop front covered with angry, undecipherable graffiti. I don’t even remember what that shop used to be, nor do I understand why no one rents it. It’s sandwiched between a natural juice shop and a boutique sports apparel store, so I’m sure a vegan snacks place, or something like it would fit right in.

      Relief floods me as I finally reach the mall and park in front of my mom’s salon. The purple letters on the pink sign over the door is the same as it’s always been. A familiar island in a sea of strangeness. Finally, I’m seeing some of my hometown.

      I park next to a huge champagne colored Range Rover in front of mom’s salon and step out of my tiny rental Honda to the sound of hissing and tongue clucking.

      “Did you just bump it?” a woman my age snaps. Hurrying to check the door and fender of her car. Her platinum blonde hair pulled up into a tight, high ponytail, and she’s wearing pale pink yoga leggings slashed with pale yellow and matching sports bra under a pristine white hoodie.

      My heart starts racing even though I’m sure I’ve done absolutely nothing to her car.

      “No, I don’t think I did,” I say calmly and kindly as I check for myself. No scratch in sight, just as I thought.

      “I’m pretty sure you did this just now,” the woman says, running her long-nailed, perfectly manicured index finger over a non-existent scratch.

      “There’s nothing there,” I say in my snide voice, the one I reserve for the courtroom. “And with a car like that, I’d imagine you have the money to get it fixed without resorting to what could be called insurance fraud.”

      Being back home always brings out the rebellious teen I used to be. Not that I ever moved very far away from the opinionated teen I used to be. I just grew up some.

      “Insurance fraud? I never,” she gasps in fake indignation.

      “What else do you call hanging around in the parking lot accusing people that they bumped your car?”

      She opens and closes her mouth a few times, then waves her hand at me dismissively. “Think what you will. I honestly thought you banged my car with your door just now. And there is a scratch, but whatever.”

      I bang the door of my rental shut. “I never touched your car, so I guess you’ll have to wait around a little longer.”

      “If we had a decent mechanic in town, a little scratch wouldn’t be a problem,” she says. “But the one we do have is so full of himself he’ll overcharge me for sure.”

      She flips her long, platinum blonde ponytail like a horse flips its tail and stalks off in the direction of all those phony shops, cafes and parks just beyond the parking lot of this mall, head held unnaturally high, leaving me wondering about the difference between yuppies and hipsters. And whether the mechanic she was speaking about is Axle. He would overcharge a haughty woman like this in a second. That sounds just like him. Especially if she came to him to fix an invisible little scratch.

      “There you are,” my mom’s cheery, deep voice that always perfectly carries her smile sounds behind me. Lately, it carries her sadness too. “Finally.”

      I turn to her and smile, then open my arms before walking to meet her and hugging her tight.

      “It’s good to have you home. It’s been too long, sweetie,” she mumbles into my shoulder, squeezing me very tightly.

      “It really has,” I say and find I mean it one hundred percent.

      She takes my hand and leads me into her salon. The smell of shampoo, hair spray and coffee lingers, but it’s faint, almost gone. Soon it will be less than a memory. Light brown boxes are scattered around the shiny, pale green linoleum floor, some filled with towels, some with hair spray, some with shampoo, some with combs and brushed, some with hair dyes of every kind. None of them are full. A knot of sadness the size of a fist forms in my throat. My mom really, truly doesn’t want to leave this place.

      It’s her life.

      I hate the man kicking her out with such a passion right now it’s hard to breathe.

      But I love my mom more.

      The little bell on the door as it closes chimes the melody that was a constant in my life growing up. It’s the same bell, the same chime that rang all through my childhood, which I spent running in a out of this place since I could walk.

      How can it be almost gone?

      How could I not miss it more while I made my life elsewhere?

      “Would you like some coffee?” she asks. “Or do you want to grab some lunch first?

      I shake my head and smile as I grab a handful of my hair.

      “First, I could really use some expert loving care for my hair, Mom,” I say. “It was frizzy and in need of a cut to start with, and I’m afraid I let the wind get into it on my ride here.”

      She smiles at me, her eyes a little sad around the edges, but mostly happy.

      “We’ll fix that right up. Take a seat,” she says and leads me to the back where the hair washing sink is.

      My mom’s salon has been closed for a week now, and she only has another week before she must vacate the premises. But this isn’t the time to worry about that. This is the perfect time to savor what used to be.

      She’s done my hair here for every special occasion in my life, and every occasion in between, and I refuse to fully accept this is the last haircut I’ll ever get here. But I don’t have to. All I have to do right now is let my mom’s deft, soft hands work on my hair.
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      Windows and doors wide open, the slight early morning breeze wafting in through the wide open garage door. As always, it’s laced with the smell of petrol, oil, grease, and metal—all the best smells, in other words. The only sounds are the chirping of birds and my wrench unfixing the wheel screws on the Pontiac.

      Every once in a while, a stronger gust of wind brings the scent of redwoods and catches the pages of the requisite naked lady calendar on the wall to my left, making it rustle. The calendar is years old, and now one of three, but I won’t toss it. I like the look of Miss July.

      It’s because she looks like whatshername, the garage co-owner and my best buddy, Diesel always says when the subject turns to it.

      Whatshername is Mia, my first and long-lost love. Truth be told, she looked better than Miss July. She probably doesn’t anymore. It’s been more than fifteen years since we broke up and almost that since we saw each other last. I still run into her mom from time to time, but we don’t speak of Mia.

      She wanted to conquer the world and I was happy here in this small town. She also wanted to have a career fighting crime, and I was slated to become a member of an outlaw MC, like my father and his father before him. It never would’ve worked out. She saw that faster than I did, but I got there eventually too. I’m over it and I don’t think of her often. There’s nothing to think about. So I don’t know why I’m doing it now.

      There’s no real reason for me to be here this early. Me and Diesel have a staff of eight eager and quite competent mechanics, which is more than enough to cater to the whims and caprices of the townsfolk around here. I can indulge in my one true passion now-restoring old cars—24/7 now.  And that’s exactly what I’ve been doing most of the time lately. I can’t sleep. I wake up in the early morning hours and can’t go back to sleep. It’s why I’ve finished the restoration of three projects way ahead of schedule and after I put the finishing touches on this Pontiac, that’ll be four.

      Four beautifully restored cars that will take up even more space in my already full garage and loft. Eagle, one of the younger MC brothers who enjoys helping on the rebuilds came up with the bright idea of opening up a website to get rid of the excess stock. So far, we’ve sold thirty cars in less than three months, but there’s still at least fifty to go and I’m not sure it was a great idea to start selling them off in the first place.

      I gave my heart and soul to restoring those thirty cars and they went to yuppies, hipsters and other rich pretentious bastards, who have no idea how to appreciate them. One of them was a cocky, arrogant internet video star, whatever the fuck that means. Well, I do know what it means. I found out the hard way. The guy proceeded to wreck the car in an online video that got like a million views, and half that many comments of the vein that it was the coolest thing they’d ever seen. I almost went over to his house to give him a piece of my mind about that and a taste of my fists, but Eagle and the guys stopped me. Probably for the best that they did. It wasn’t best for my peace of mind, just in terms of not being in jail right now.

      Goddamn it. A month of work went into restoring that old Cadillac. How do you even fucking wreck a Cadillac? I travelled halfway across the country to get all the parts I needed. And for what? So an entitled, rich, dumbass can run it into a light pole and then proceed to smash the hell out of it with a baseball bat and with the help of his friends. I’d like to fucking show him what else a baseball bat can do.

      The wrench I’m working with slips, damn near breaking my thumb. I toss it across the room, cursing so loud my voice echoes along with the clinging of metal against the concrete floor.

      I should calm the fuck down. My father died of a heart attack way before his time because he was always so high strung, and while I followed in all his other footsteps, I don’t want to follow him in that.

      It doesn’t matter what happens to the cars. It really doesn’t. I enjoy putting them back together; I enjoy working on them until they’re as perfect as they were when they first rolled off the assembly line. After that I don’t much care. It’s why so many of them are collecting dust and inching back to ruin in my garage.

      The office phone starts ringing for the third time this morning. I’d rather not, but I suppose I better answer it.

      “Is this Three Stars Garage?” a posh, slippery man’s voice asks after I answer the call with a gruff, “Yes.”

      I tell him it is. No doubt this is yet another hot shot CEO, or lawyer, or another nerd turned rich wanting a piece of Americana history that he can’t possibly appreciate. I detest them all.

      I’d be perfectly happy to keep all my cars right where they are. The problem is, without either getting a bigger space or keeping them one on top of another, or both, there’s nothing else I can do.

      “My name’s Ron Harvey,” he says as though that name’s supposed to mean something to me. It doesn’t. “I’ve been checking out the 1966 Shelby Mustang on your website.”

      “The Le Mans?” I say into the pause once it starts to drag. I already know I don’t want this man anywhere near that car. It’s a one of a kind, well, one of two that I own, since the other one is sitting in my garage at home where it will stay.

      “The what?” the guy asks, making me wince.

      “Le Mans,” I repeat. “The black with the gold stripes.”

      “Yes, that’s the one,” he says. “But I’d like it to be red with white stripes. Can you do that? I’ll pay extra. I can pick it up this weekend.”

      I almost slam the receiver down hard enough to break the phone. Almost. The younger me would’ve.

      “Man, that car is practically one of a kind. Only about 800 of them were ever made, and this one is as true to the original as it’s possible to get. There’s no way in hell I’m painting over it,” I say. It took me nearly six months to get those colors just right. But explaining all this to this dimwit would be words wasted. He gasps.

      “You can take one of the other Mustangs,” I offer. “Maybe the turquoise 1967 one. I’d be happy to paint that one whatever color you want. Baby pink and blue if you want. But not the Shelby.”

      His breath hitches and I can practically see his mouth opening and closing on the other end of the line. I might’ve refrained from slamming the phone down, but I let every bit of that anger into my voice as I spoke.

      “Alright, we’ll see,” he says and clears his throat nervously. “I’ll be there this Saturday. We’ll talk then. I’ll have the money with me.”

      He says it like I’m supposed to piss myself with glee at the mention of money.

      “I suppose I’ll see you then,” I say and hang up without waiting for him to say anything more.

      It would’ve been so much better if I hadn’t picked up the phone. What little peace I found working this morning is gone.

      I should let one of the younger guys handle this buyer on Saturday. But good luck to me getting any of them to come to work on a weekend. Sunday night is usually the earliest I can depend on any of them to be here. I was that young and reckless once. I was the guy who’d drink and party the weekends away.  But now I’m older and wiser and can’t hold my liquor the way I used to. I’m closer to fifty than twenty and all I’ve got to show for my life is a garage full of old-timer cars and little else.

      This garage has been my life since I could walk and my dad would bring me to work with him almost every day. Now he’s gone and I’ve got no sons to pass it on to.

      I should just sell that car. And all the rest too. Start something new. I’m ready for a change. I think that’s the reason I haven’t been sleeping.
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      Only my mom can cut and style my hair in a way that perfectly complements my face. The waves she created are bouncy and light, and full of volume and shine. They frame my face and rest easy on my shoulders. No other hairstylist has ever been able to give me a cut even remotely as good as my mom’s. And that’s over now.

      I bite the inside of my lip to banish the thought and smile wide at her through the mirror in front of me.

      “It’s amazing, Mom,” I tell her. “Thank you.”

      She nods and smiles back, that damn edge of sadness and grief outlining both her lips and her eyes.

      “Why don’t we go look for a new place?” I ask, swirling in my chair to face her. “I’m sure we can find an affordable place for you to relocate the salon to.”

      She holds up her hand to stop me talking and shakes her head. “It’s over and I have to accept it. You know the state of my finances, you know how high the rents are, and now you’ve seen the town, you know that’s unlikely to change. There’s no space for me left in this town. All my regular customers are aging and I’m aging too. It’s high time I retire anyway.”

      She gives me a lopsided grin, picks up the broom and starts sweeping up my hair.

      My mother’s always been a proud woman. She was widowed while pregnant with me, and she raised me and built this business all on her own. She’s also always been a woman who speaks her mind and says what she means, so I should respect her decision to throw in the towel, and retire. But I just don’t understand it.

      “Mom,” I say as I stand up and face her. “What’s really going on?”

      She snaps her head back to look at me. “Nothing’s going on. I’m just tired. I’d much rather just spend more time with my daughter from now on.”

      She smiles weakly. And I know she means it, because my mom always tells the truth. But I also know something about this whole thing is making her very, very sad.

      “Come on, let’s go get some lunch now. I can clean up later,” she says, leaning the broom against the little table in front of the large mirror. “I’m starving. There’s this new place that just opened up and they make the steak.”

      I chuckle at that. I don’t much care for meat, never have, but my mom loves her steaks, burgers and even sausages. She’s been very unhappy with the way everything around her salon suddenly turned vegan and vegetarian, and she was forced to bring her lunches from home if she wanted to eat a decent meal. Her words, not mine.

      “Let’s do that then,” I say. “I can have a salad and fries.”

      She gasps in mock outrage, but laughs right after. “The usual, in other words. You’d fit right into this new Pleasantville that’s growing around us.”

      “I doubt it, Mom,” I say and take her arm to lead her towards the door. “Never have, never will.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” she replies, as always.

      I exit the salon first, while she turns off the lights and locks the door.

      The champagne colored Range Rover is gone, but so is the rearview mirror of my rental.

      “Damn that, woman!” I exclaim.

      “What is it?” my mom asks in alarm, rushing towards me. “What’s happened.”

      I just point at the broken, shattered mirror on the ground by the passenger side door, noticing a long car key scratch across in as I do.

      “There goes my deposit for the rental,” I say, bending over to pick up the ruined mirror.

      My mom just stands there shaking her head. “Did they at least leave their insurance information?”

      I shake my head. “Though I’m pretty sure I know who it was. This uppity lady accused me of scratching her car when I parked here. You saw her.”

      My mom nods. “And we could track her down. I have a pretty good idea who it was.”

      “No,” I say, unlocking the door and tossing the broken mirror on the back seat. “I have no proof.”

      “We could call the cops,” mom offers. “They could get the proof.”

      “I don’t want to make a fuss. I’ll handle it,” I say. I’m fuming inside, but fact is, I have no proof and I doubt the cops are going to find any either. I’m also in town for only a week, and there’s a lot to do to help mom pack all this up. I don’t need the added complication of dealing with the police over an issue that will go nowhere.

      But damn it, I needed the SUV to help my mom move all the stuff from the salon to her house. The task is going to take at least fifty times as long if we have to use her small hatchback.

      “Get in, let’s go get that lunch. I’ll figure out what to do after we eat.”

      “All these new people in this town,” Mom mutters as she climbs in. “I swear, nothing is the way it used to be.”

      I’ve never heard such bitterness in her voice. Never.

      “Axle could fix this for you real nice,” she says once I turn on the engine, making my stomach do a serious flip. “He’s very good at this sort of thing. Everyone says so.”

      I’m feeling legit fear of going to see him after all these years. And what’s even more baffling, a real desire to do it. We didn’t end it on the best terms. He didn’t want to break up with me and took a while to accept that it was over.

      “I’ll see,” I say, speaking barely above a whisper.

      I was sure I was over him completely. But clearly I was wrong.
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      Saturday morning found me in the garage early again. Four AM, to be precise. The sky was still pitch dark when I arrived, the breeze cold, but not as cold as the interior of the warehouse where I keep my cars. It’s a cavernous concrete building with a white metal roof I built about ten years ago, when my passion for restoring old cars, and lack of passion for selling them first started to become a problem. I still have no passion for selling off my collection, although it’s worth upwards of ten million. That’s what a guy from Arizona offered me for the lot. Everyone at the garage, and most of my MC brothers, agreed I should take it. Most of them also think I should start working solely on building custom choppers like my father used to. But Diesel took over that part of what we do here long ago. I love building a solid custom bike, but not as much as I love bringing a rusty heap of American history back to life.

      Every era of automobile history is represented here. From the Model T, through the 1980s when they, in my opinion, stopped making cars worth noting. I’ve been standing by the 1966 Le Mans Shelby for a long time now. And the only thing I know is that there is no way I’m painting over it. But I’m also pretty sure the guy will want his Shelby. I asked Diesel to be here when he comes, because I know myself, and I know I won’t be able to let the matter go with a simple no. It’s best he handles the guy.

      The metal gate leading to the loft is creaking and clanking open outside. It’s most likely Diesel arriving and opening up the garage for the day, or the morning more like, since it’s the weekend. The gate needs to be oiled, and I’ve set the task to at least three of the young guys working here, but none of them is in any hurry to do it. Guess it’ll have to be me after all and I best get to it. It’s fucking embarrassing to have a creaking gate on a garage where you charge people money to fix that sort of thing.

      Diesel is dismounting by the office when I exit the storage area.

      “I see you haven’t brought out the Shelby,” he says with the type of grin that tells me clearly what he’s not saying.

      “We probably won’t be selling the Shelby today,” I say, replying to the part he left unsaid.

      “Didn’t really think we would be,” he says as I pass him to enter the office.

      I press the big yellow button to open the metal shutters on the garage.

      “Do we have a lot scheduled for today?” I ask Diesel once the noise of the shutters opening stops and the echoes die down.

      He’s messing with the coffeemaker and turns to me just as jet black coffee, the color of oil, starts trickling into the pot.

      “Tom’s picking up his Buick, and Hawk says he might have a couple of cars to strip down and make vanish for us today,” Diesel says.

      I nod. While Diesel and me are both long time members of Devil’s Nightmare MC, as were our fathers before us, the sum total of our tasks for the club has always been working on the brothers’ bikes and getting rid of stolen, damaged, or otherwise hot cars the MC needs gotten rid of.

      “And I saw a pretty messed up SUV parked by the sidewalk,” Diesel adds. “Rearview mirror missing, driver side door scratched to shit. I bet whoever it belongs to brought it here to be fixed.

      “Eagle or any of the others coming in today?” I ask.

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Diesel says and flips off the coffee maker switch. “You want some of this?”

      I nod and he pours us each a cup. I take a sip, the liquid so strong it’s corrosive as it goes down my throat. But it wipes away the last dregs of lethargy form my brain, as Diesel’s strong black coffee always does.

      “Looks like you called it right,” I say, nodding at the gate through which a silver SUV with a missing driver side mirror is driving. “Mind taking care of it? And I’ll grease that damn creaking gate.”

      “Sure,” Diesel says, but takes his time drinking some more coffee before going outside to see to the early morning customer.

      Whoever it is, they’re just sitting in the car for some reason. Probably getting their insurance papers and whatnot together. I really don’t care. I’m in no mood to converse with customers today. Haven’t been for months now. I don’t know why, and I don’t care enough to figure it out. Most likely it’s just one more sign I’m ready to move on to something  different. But my roots go deep in this town. And something different is a very unsettling thought.

      Diesel places his cup on the table with a thud. “Best go see what’s taking them so long.”

      I head into the garage proper in search of the grease to oil the gate, the sound of the SUV door slamming shut out front following me.

      “Damn,” Diesel exhales more than says. “Axle, you’re gonna want to take this one.”

      There’s something very edgy, though kinda gleeful in his voice. I turn to ask what the fuck he means.

      But I don’t have to ask.

      Mia is walking toward the office, her auburn curls shining like copper in the early morning sun, her curves bouncy and soft and clearly visible even under the baggy white shirt she’s wearing tucked into a pair of not quite skinny jeans.

      I was wrong.

      She still looks better than Miss July from the calendar.

      The years only made her more beautiful.

      And I don’t think I’m ready to talk to her.

      I was certain, one hundred percent sure, I’ve been over her for a long time.

      But clearly, that was just a lie I’ve been telling myself.
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      Mom didn’t exactly pester me about taking my car to Axle to get it fixed, but she mentioned it often all day yesterday, and a bunch this morning as she made me the first homemade breakfast I’ve had all year. French toast, pancakes, homemade blueberry syrup and the best coffee I’ve tasted in a long time. She also made a banana, strawberry and raspberry fruit salad to complete the feast.

      She’s probably right about me needing a quick solution to the car problem. I could take it to be replaced, but the nearest rental company is an hour’s drive each way, and if Axle can just get it fixed in a day or so, that is my best option. I’d hoped to have mom’s salon packed up by Wednesday, so we could have a couple of days just to ourselves, to talk and such, make some plans. But that looks like it’s off the table now.

      Either way, when she mentioned I take the car to Axle once more after breakfast, I didn’t argue, but just took my purse and keys and left, trying not to think too hard about seeing the man I very nearly married, for the first time in almost twenty years. And trying even harder to ignore the butterflies in my stomach the thought of seeing him again woke.

      I arrived at the garage too early. The gate was firmly shut and the street was empty. I almost took it as a sign that it was a very bad idea to go poking around in the past, and I should turn around and leave. But I pushed that thought away and instead took it as a sign to take a walk and see what has changed around here.

      Back when we were together, Axle’s father still ran the garage, and it was situated at the very end of the rough part of town, which started with the mall where my mom’s salon is. But there’s nothing bad about this neighborhood now.

      Several of the buildings lining this street are new, and the rest have brand new facades. By the looks of things this area is now home to a mix of office buildings and restaurants, all closed this early on Saturday morning.

      The gas station near the garage was bought up by a national chain, and there’s even a large modern convenience store here. Back in the day, you’d be in real danger of getting mugged in this part of town, day or night. But now, everything seems in tip-top shape, even the road and the sidewalk, which used to be so messed up and pitted, it was downright dangerous.

      I sprained my ankle in one of the potholes running back to my car on the day I broke up with Axle. I probably should’ve taken that as a sign that it was a mistake.

      The sound of something large, heavy and metal creaking open snaps me back from those pointless, moronic thoughts. It’s the gate of the garage opening.

      I turn and hurry back to the SUV, refusing to question anything anymore. I’m here to get my car fixed. That’s it. If there was another place reasonably nearby to get it done, I’d go there. But there isn’t.

      Axle probably won’t even recognize me.

      Maybe he won’t even be there.

      Both those thoughts fill me with a very deep sadness instead of making me feel better.

      So I refuse to think at all as I climb back into my car and drive in through the gates.

      No one’s in sight in the huge open lot that’s almost half full with cars of all shapes and sizes. The lot is much larger than it was when I was here last, at least five times larger, as is the garage itself. And that large metal roofed rectangular building in the far left corner of the lot that looks like an airport hangar definitely was not there before. A copse of scraggly pines grew there if I remember correctly.

      The metal shutters of the garage proper are open, but no one is in there. The windows and glass door of the office are shuttered. I’ll have to just walk in. And I don’t know if I should.

      Despite how much this place has changed—becoming nearly unrecognizable—since my youth, it still holds such deep, conflicting emotions for me I’d like to just run, or more like drive away from here as fast as I can.

      I’ve had some of the best dates of my life here. And some of the most boring afternoons watching Axle work on some car or other that just couldn’t wait. Not even for me. That used to make me mad until I grew up enough to understand that I must accept and respect his passions even though they bore me to tears.

      It took me longer still to realize that his passions and mine were so far apart, on opposite sides of the spectrum, that neither of us would ever be happy if we stayed together, no matter how much we loved each other.

      And remembering that sobering, rational, adult realization and decision, I’m finally able to get out of the car.

      Leaving him was for the best. I’ve made a good life for myself since. And clearly, so has he. Breaking up with him was the right decision.

      And I know that right up until the moment I see him.

      He’s standing in the door to the office, framed by the hazy half-light behind him, the morning sun catching the sun bleached parts of his brown hair which is still thick and begging to be played with. He was never a small guy, and he’s put on some bulk so his frame easily fills the doorway. As easily as fantasies of running my hands down his perfect chest and abs, of wrapping my fingers around his hard as steel biceps, of getting kissed by those soft lips of his, fill my mind.

      “You look good, Mia,” he says, as always getting right to the point. “And it’s good to see you.”

      If I had any doubt as to the truth of his words, which I do not, then they’d be dispelled by the heat of desire that accompanies them, emanating from his eyes and engulfing me whole. No man has ever look at me the way Axle looked at me. I can’t believe he can still look at me that way, that he can still wake rivers of equal parts lust and love in me with a simple look from his honey brown eyes. It shouldn’t be possible. But it’s happening.

      “It’s good to see you too, Axle,” I tell him. “It’s been too long.”

      He nods at my words and I’m sure, absolutely certain, that we both know they’re the absolute truth.
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      His face has more lines, around the eyes especially, and the mouth. Years have passed, even though it feels like this is the same day, just later, that I saw him last. The day I broke up with him. And this is the alternate reality of that day, the one where I came back right after and took my words back.

      Where I stayed right here in my hometown, became his wife, had his children… what the hell am I thinking?

      He approaches, sunlight showing me the weathered, wind-burnt skin of his face. Years have passed. He’s not a young man anymore. I’m not a young woman anymore. How does he see me? Does he see every line on my face too?

      His grin is soft, his eyes softer as he opens his arms to hug me. I extend my right hand for a handshake instead.

      We’ve barely spoken. Barely looked at each other and it’s already too much. A hug would sweep me under.

      His eyes lose the softness, become sharp and weary as he looks at my offered hand. He shakes it firmly nonetheless. He’s always been a man of action. Never did anything halfway. Including loving me.

      “What can I do for you, Mia?” he asks.

      I need to take two breaths to compose myself before answering because his touch was electric and sent a river of fire all through me. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, I truly don’t. I haven’t even thought about him that much lately, let alone had any lingering feelings left. Lie.

      I firmly ignore the little voice saying that.

      “Someone messed up my rental yesterday,” I say. “I was hoping you could fix it for me. Preferably so no one knows anything was ever wrong with it.”

      “So the rental company doesn’t know, you mean?” he says with a straight face.

      “Yes, that,” I say and grin. “If it can be done.”

      “I don’t see why not,” he says and finally smiles again. “Let me take a look.”

      I trail after him as he goes to the car to inspect the damage. He runs his thumb over the scratch on the door and shakes his head at the ruined mirror. I open the back door to hand him the missing part of it.

      “Maybe you can just reattach it, or something?” I’m being flirty and acting like a teen and I’m not sure why, but it feels very natural and right.

      He looks at the mess of shattered and broken plastic in my hands, then at me with a very telling—and very attractive—lopsided grin.

      “Let’s see,” he says and reaches out to take it from my hands without breaking eye contact with me. It was always so easy for me to get lost in his eyes. They’re like water. Like perfect water for swimming. His fingers brush mine as he collects the broken mirror from my hands, sending another, stronger, more deadly jolt of electricity through me. This time, it doesn’t pass, but becomes a million butterflies stuck in the pit of my stomach.

      He finally looks away but the butterflies stay.

      “Nah, this is beyond repair,” he says, meaning the mirror, but his words are like a cold shower, dashing my other hopes. The ones I didn’t even think about, because they were so far-fetched. This whole conversation has had two levels to it: the things we spoke with our voices and the other, deeper things that were said with our eyes and our touches.

      It’s time to bring it all back to the level of reality and the spoken.

      I’m leaving this town in a week. After that, I’ll probably never come back. It was a mistake coming here. A mistake seeing him.

      “So what am I looking at?” I ask. “A whole new side mirror and a paint job? How long’s that going to take?”

      “Unless I have the parts here, which I don’t think I do, then I can’t get them in before Monday. So best case, Tuesday. Does that work for you?”

      There’s an edge to his question. Like he’s regretting me being here as much as I regret coming.

      “And the door?” I ask.

      “I can get that done by Sunday,” he says.

      “And it’ll be like nothing ever happened?” I ask.

      He looks at me for a few seconds, like he’s trying really hard to hear something I didn’t actually say. Or did I?

      “As good as,” he finally says. “Though, as I’m sure you know, nothing is ever exactly the same after it breaks.”

      He is definitely saying more than he’s actually saying, but I have no idea how to respond.

      I say, “Yes, right,” and chuckle. It’s the best I can do.

      “Come into the office,” he says. “You can fill out some paperwork, while I go check on the mirror.”

      The undercurrent of things unsaid is far from gone, and as I follow him inside, I don’t know why I thought I could stifle it.

      I’ve been in this office a hundred times at least. The layout is the same, but the desks and phones and computers on the other side of the reception counter are all new. He points at a small round table and two chairs at the far end of the reception counter.

      “Sit,” he says. “Would you like some coffee?”

      His question takes me aback. “Ummm, no, thanks. I’m fine.”

      Something flashes across his eyes—lust born from thinking that I am indeed fine, maybe? I don’t actually remember the last time a man looked at me with such honest desire. All there was in the eyes of the guys I’ve dated in the last few years was love of themselves.

      He reaches behind the counter and hands me a light brown clipboard with several forms attached.

      “You didn’t use to bother with forms so much back in the day,” I say and chuckle as I take the clipboard.

      He shrugs. “We can do it off the books, if you want.”

      I wish he’d smile. And I’m glad he’s not.

      “It’s fine,” I say and take a pen from the jar on the table. “I might need some paperwork in case the rental company gives me a problem. Better be prepared, I guess.”

      “Yeah, it’s always better to be prepared,” he says. “I’ll go in the back to check if we have the mirror here or if I’ll have to order it. I’ll just be a second.”

      I nod and look at the forms. At first I have a hard time collecting my thoughts enough to start filling them out. I push through.

      By the time I’m on the second page, clarity is once again restored to my thoughts. Obviously, I still have feelings for Axle. Getting over him was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.

      But I did get over him. There’s no reason to think about could have beens now. It never was and never will be between us. End of story.
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      Diesel’s in the garage, putting the finishing touches on the BMW that’s getting picked up later today. I can feel his eyes boring holes into my back as I go into the storage area.

      I don’t even bother turning on the light in there. I’m perfectly content standing in the dim interior, the only illumination coming from the garage proper, surrounded by the boxes of supplies and smells of my trade that have kept me calm, content and sane my whole life.

      It’s one thing thinking of Mia once in a while, fantasizing about what might have been, or, more often, just running into her and letting what happens happen. But having her just drop in out of the blue, her hair all shiny and done up, smelling of soap and that special scent that’s just hers—rich, deep, yet tangy and sweet. The only thing that comes close to it is a summer night deep in the redwood forest. I missed her voice too. And the way she speaks to me. When she does, it’s still like we’re the only two people in the world.

      “You know very well you can check all our stock from the computer in the office,” Diesel says behind me, his grin evident in his voice. “Go back there and ask her out for a drink.”

      I turn to him and run my fingers through my hair. It’s sticky and greasy. The coveralls I’m wearing are the same. Not what I pictured wearing to a reunion with Mia.

      “I don’t know if it’s such a good idea,” I say. “I can’t tell if she’s flirting with me or what.”

      The look on Diesel’s face can only be described as pity. “Does it matter, man? Ask her out, see where it goes. Find out if she’s flirting or not. You know you want to. Plus, I kinda think she might be.”

      Fuck, I feel like I’m back in high school.

      “I think this is the exact same conversation we had before I asked her out the first time,” I say. She was a cheerleader then. The prettiest of all of them. With her long curly, reddish-brown hair and hourglass figure that her tight uniform could barely contain. I was the linebacker for our high school football team. And nervous as hell about getting rejected by her. They don’t make them as gorgeous as her often, and she’s still as pretty as she ever was. But, in my darkest moments, I also often thought asking her out in the first place was a mistake.

      “Dude, stop over thinking this,” Diesel says. “She’s still fine as hell, she came here looking for you and besides, you already got over her once. You can do it again.”

      Everything’s a joke to Diesel, especially everything that has to do with women. I envy his ability to keep his head with them. I never could.

      “You know you want to,” he adds, and that finally cinches the deal.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” I say and walk past him out of the storage room and to the office.

      I do know I want to spend some good old quality time with Mia and see what happens. I don’t know if I should. But I know I want to.
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      I’m standing by the counter when he reenters the office, having gotten up to deposit the clipboard there and because I couldn’t sit still anymore.

      His warmth and his bulk suddenly tower over me, his smell—grease, metal and the forest in spring—overwhelms me and his eyes boring into mine nearly sweep me off my feet.

      “Did you find the spare part?” I manage to ask, needing to hear my own voice to ground me back in the here and now.

      He shakes his head. “I’ll have to order it. So it’s looking like Tuesday at the earliest. Is that OK with you?”

      I shrug and can’t help but smile. “I guess it’ll have to be.” I’m getting that lost boy vibe from him that he always gets when he’s nervous. It never ceased to amaze me how this tower of a man could ever get embarrassed. I loved that honesty and simplicity about him. Among many other things.

      He grins. “Well, since you have all this time now, while you have to wait and all, how about we go grab a drink? You know to catch up, and such.”

      I gasp, feel my eyes go very wide. I expected this. I prepared an answer for it. Now that he’s asked all my very good reasons to say no are a pile of mush in the corner of my brain. And they’re not forming into words. He’s looking at me very intently as he waits for me to speak.

      “I…I have to…my mom needs…she’s waiting for me.. She needs my help…”

      “I didn’t mean right now,” he interrupts. “I meant tonight. We can have dinner. I’ll pick you up at seven thirty. Your mom’s place?”

      I open and close my mouth a few times then just nod. I don’t have one single good reason to say no. I want to know what he’s been up to while I was gone. I want to spend an evening with him more than I’ve wanted anything in a very long time.

      “Yes, OK,” I say and smile. “I’ll be waiting.”

      A car has pulled up outside, a muscle car by the sound of it.

      “Your next customer is here, I guess,” I say and walk to the door.

      He rolls his eyes and beats me to the door to hold it open for me.

      Outside a skinny, balding man in horn-rimmed glasses is standing next to the tall black-haired weasel who is evicting my mother and crushing everything she’s worked for her entire life. They’ve clearly arrived in the shiny blue Mustang parked next to my SUV.

      “Don’t trust that guy,” I say to Axle, nodding at the black-haired man. “He’s a snake through and through.”

      Axle looks at me from the side of his eyes, taking my words seriously, taking them to heart. As he always did.

      “I’ll see you later,” I tell him and stalk off past the men. “I have to go help my mother clear out her salon.”

      I’m sure I just confused everyone there to no end, but if I stay and say anything more, I might just end up in a cat fight with this guy. I don’t miss being as feisty and fiery as I was in my youth. But I sure missed Axle's steady, calming presence in my life. More than I knew.
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      The black-haired guy is staring after Mia with such venomous contempt in his eyes I’d like to punch him. The fact that he’s wearing too much of some exotic cologne which makes my nose itch even from a distance isn’t helping me to keep my cool. The scraggly, balding guy with glasses is probably the buyer for the Mustang that announced himself and his money a couple of days ago.

      I didn’t want them to be here before, and now I’m on the verge of telling them to leave. I have no idea what Mia meant, but she sounded exactly like the Mia who was my girlfriend once upon a time, and the Mia that would’ve been my wife if she hadn’t sent me packing.

      “What can I help you with?” I ask sharply and loudly to get the guy’s attention away from Mia's retreating form. I really should’ve asked her if she needed a ride, since she left the car here and her mom’s salon is quite a walk from here. What the fuck was I thinking?

      “We’re here to see the Shelby?” the skinny guy says, phrasing it as a question. “The Mustang.”

      “You the one who called?” I snap. I’m being as off-putting as I can be without outright sending them packing.

      The guy nods, but doesn’t speak.

      I turn to the black-haired guy. “And you’re here as what, his babysitter?”

      I’m not usually this caustic to customers, no matter how much they annoy me. I might’ve been, once upon a time, but I’ve grown up since then. Clearly, seeing Mia again, and her flirting with me, and showing me she hasn’t changed one bit, despite her smart clothes, fancy way of speaking and the lines around her eyes.

      “My Mustang’s been acting up,” the guy says. “I was hoping you could take a look at it. I’ve been told you’re the guy to come to on the West Coast. That you’re the best. I sure wish I bought it from you in the first place. The guy who sold it to me ripped me off.”

      His tone is grating, bordering on sleazy. What’s with these people thinking they’ll soften me up with sweet words and cash. I’m about to send them both packing in no uncertain terms, when I hear the screen door of the office slam shut behind me.

      “You want me to take over?” Diesel asks. He’s just in time to prevent me from going down a road of no return, as always. Usually he just has to look at my face to know what I’m about to say or do. It’s the same for me.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Show him the Shelby and I’ll look at this car.”

      Diesel motions for the smaller man to follow him.

      “And I’m not painting over it,” I call after them. “That’s out of the question.”

      Diesel gives me a small wave, indicating he understood without turning around.

      “Now tell me what the problem is with your car,” I say to the black-haired guy.

      He gives me a wide, much too toothy grin and extends his hand. “I think we got off on the wrong foot for some reason. The name’s Lester Miles.”

      His teeth are so unnaturally bright they gleam in the sun, and the smell of his cologne almost makes me gag now that he’s so close. and now that I know who he is—the guy who’s been turning my hometown into a getaway for big city burnouts—he’s even more repulsive.

      “Axle,” I say and shake his hand regardless.

      “And I assure you I’ve done nothing to harm that lady friend of yours,” he adds.

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you did or didn’t do,” I say pointedly. “But you’re here about the car.”

      “Yes, right,” he says and proceeds to explain to me what’s bothering him using language and words I don’t really understand. It’s always the same with all these yuppies who think they can handle muscle cars. They can’t fucking handle Kias and Mazdas, let alone those fancy German cars so many of them insist on driving. Whatever. Not my problem.

      If there’s something wrong with his Mustang I’ll fix it as a matter of principle and pride. That’s my calling in this world, such as it is, and my one true talent.

      In the end, I interrupt and tell him it’d be better if he just showed me what the problem is. It entails taking a ride, since his problem seems to only show up at high speeds.

      It’s a ride I’d much rather take alone, especially after I realize the smell of his annoying cologne or perfume or whatever he’s wearing is absolutely overpowering inside the car. What the fuck did he do? Douse the leather seats with it?

      I keep the ride as short as I can, which was mostly achieved by driving as fast as I could. By the time we pull back into the garage lot, he’s as pale as a sheet and trembling slightly. Like I already knew. This guy cannot handle a muscle car.

      “Seems to me the guy who sold you this car really did do a number on you,” I say as I exit the car. “The engine he put in was either faulty somehow or not the right type.”

      “So what am I looking at?” he asks. “A rebuild?”

      Wow, he knows a word.

      “Replacement,” I say. “It’s not gonna come cheap and it could take me some time to find a good fit.”

      He opens his mouth and closes it again, clearly not knowing what to say.

      I shrug. “Or you can keep it as is. It runs fine, it’s just not all it could be.”

      Back in the day, my pride and principles would not let me say that. I’d insist he fix up this car and make it what it’s supposed to be. I’d possibly even do it for cheap, not charging for work, only the parts, just so the problem was set right. But now I just want him gone.

      It’s shocking to realize that. And it’s probably just another sign that I’m ready for something new.

      “Well, can you give me an estimate?” he finally asks.

      I nod. “Sure, but you’ll have to leave it here so I can go over it and see exactly what I’m dealing with.”

      “Today?”

      “Or whenever,” I respond.

      Diesel and the skinny dude are walking back towards us.

      “No go?” I ask once they’re within ear shot.

      “He’s very set on the red and white stripes,” Diesel says. “And that it has to be a Shelby.”

      “Guess it’s not gonna happen then,” I say not ever trying to not sound happy about the outcome.

      “I could bring mine in on Monday morning,” Miles says. “Would that work for you?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I say. “I’ll be here.”

      They get into the car, the man with the glasses looking everywhere but at me. I watch the Lester guy maneuver the Mustang like it’s his granny’s station wagon hoping I’ll never see him again. At least not before Mia tells me what he did to deserve her hate. It’s always been very important for me to know what was bothering her, and I’m finding that’s another thing that hasn’t changed much in the last twenty years. I don’t know if taking her out tonight is a good idea at all.
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      My mom and I spent the whole day packing up her salon. Everything is in boxes now, which are stacked neatly in the three rows, two high, along the central space. Mom cried when she saw the empty shelves and tables, but she hid it from me. I didn’t say anything, not wanting to intrude on her right to grieve in private.

      I actually packed up most of the boxes. Even today, she was unable to fill any of them all the way, let alone seal them shut. My philosophy has always been that it’s better to rip off the band aid quickly, she is more of the soaking it off type.

      “Look what I found wedged in this drawer. I got this when you were little,” she says. “Do you remember it?”

      She’s holding it up for me to look at. It’s a metal, fine-toothed comb, the handle shaped like a seahorse.

      “I do remember it,” I say, my eyes watering. “You always used it to cut my hair until I was like 10.”

      “Take it,” she says, pushing it into my hand. “As a souvenir.”

      Her voice cracked, and a tear rolled down her cheek, tinted black with mascara. I take the comb and pull her into a hug.

      “It’s going to be OK, Mom,” I say. “Everything will work out for the best, you’ll see.”

      I don’t even know why I’m promising her that. It sounds empty, but I love her and I want her to feel better.

      She hugs me very tightly, then releases me and smiles widely, even though her eyes are still filled with tears.

      “Of course it is,” she says. “And we should go now. You have to get ready for your date.”

      A nervous pang twists my stomach at her words—not painful, but not entirely pleasant either.

      “I think it’s best I cancel,” I say. “We can stay in, order some dinner, watch a movie or something. I don’t want to leave you alone tonight.”

      She smiles and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Nonsense. You should go have dinner with Axle. You two haven’t seen each other in ages and I’ll be very poor company tonight. All I want to do is sit on the back porch and watch the stars tonight. Maybe have a glass of wine or three.”

      She chuckles, but it’s not a happy sound.

      “Then I’ll keep you company on the back porch,” I say. “I don’t think me and Axle have much to talk about. I don’t think it’s a good idea we even try.”

      I’ve been thinking about this all day. What good will come of us rekindling our friendship now, after all these years of having no contact? My mom’s moving away from here, soon nothing will tie me to this place. And, as I knew he would be, he is even more entrenched in this town now than he was when we broke up. Even if the sparks between us reignite, we’ll just be right where we were all those years ago. And what’s the point of going through all that heartache again?

      My mom cups my cheeks. “Honey, I’ve watched you live your life alone in the big city and I’ve watched him live his life alone here, and I often wondered what the point of it was. Maybe it’s time to see if a second chance is possible.”

      “Whoa, Mom. Where’s this coming from?” I say and chuckle. “It’s just dinner. Not a meeting to discuss us getting back together.”

      “All I’m trying to say is that working or running a successful business isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” she says. “It’s not enough. I mean, look how quickly it all turns to dust and nothing.”

      Her voice cracks again, but no tears spill this time.

      “Part of the reason I’m leaving it all behind is because I think I still have some time to find what’s truly important in life. Love, family, those are the things that’ll keep you warm at night in the end. Not a business. Not work.”

      Her voice is strong, tinged with anger, but there’s no denying the truth of it. I’d be a liar, if I said I didn’t worry about staying single for the rest of my life. My biological clock is ticking very loudly. I’m almost 40 years old. In a decade, maybe less, my ability to have children will be gone. But I vowed I would rather have a child on my own than stay in a relationship that isn’t working. And lately, I’m not even sure I want children at all. I’m happy with my life.

      “I’m happy with my life the way it is, Mom,” I tell her. “And don’t think I haven’t thought about what you’re saying either. But me and Axle, we’re just too far apart in what we want out of life. Always were.”

      “All right, all right, I hear you. I’ll stop giving you unsolicited advice,” she says and smiles. “Lord knows, I’m no expert on love or relationships.”

      She dated only sporadically while I was growing up, and after I moved away she devoted herself to her salon and her gardening. I always thought it was because she was still in love with my dad, but maybe we’re just built different, my mom and I. Maybe we’re built to be alone.

      She wraps her arm around my shoulders. “Come on, let’s go home and get you ready. I need a glass of wine and you need to go do something fun after enduring my sour mood all day.”

      I let her lead me to the door. “It’s my pleasure helping you with this, Mom. And there was a lot less sour mood than I expected.”

      I grin at her and she gives me a light slap on the shoulder.

      “I’ve been sparing you,” she says jokingly. “But now I need to wallow in my own misery, so don’t you be coming home from your date early, you hear?”

      I roll my eyes at her and grin at her lewdness. I’d be a liar if I didn’t imagine tonight’s date with Axle not ending before tomorrow morning. So I won’t even pretend to be offended at her suggestion.
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      I changed my pants twice and my shirt three times before finally settling on a plain black button-down shirt and a pair of dark jeans, the outfit I’d originally put on. I also cut myself shaving three times, something that hasn’t happened in years. Though to be fair, I’ve also not shaved this closely in years. Who the fuck cares what the mechanic looks like? Right?

      I’d also debated whether to roll up on my chopper or pick her up in a car. While I love working on and restoring old cars, I do love riding my bike too. Perhaps more. But I figured asking Mia to get on the back of my bike was too close too fast. For both of us.

      Next, I had a hard time deciding which car to actually take. I still have the old truck with the bucket seats that we went on most of our dates in. I got my first kiss from her in that car.  But she remembers that as well as I do and it’d be a statement.

      In the end, I said fuck it, got in my pickup and only after I was halfway to picking her up remembered I took her virginity in the back of a pickup that looked a lot like this one. And she mine. But by then I was done overthinking any of it.

      So, rolling up to Mia’s mom’s house, I was feeling all sorts of stupid and way more nervous than I should. My palms and my brow were sweaty, my heart thumping right up until the point she walked out through the front door at precisely seven thirty, the screen door slamming behind her, her heels tapping against the cobbled driveway echoing in the silent fragrant night.

      She’s wearing a pair of dark blue skinny jeans, a shiny black shirt tucked into them and a black stilettos that make her shapely legs look a mile high. The only pop of color is her hair, pulled back into a high, perfectly curled ponytail. It gleams red like sunset over the desert in the streetlamp.

      By the time she walks up to the car, none of my nervousness is left. Or any of my doubts. This is precisely where I am meant to be.

      “Good evening,” she grins at me through the open passenger side window. For some reason we had begun greeting each other formally early in the beginning of our relationship. It was a gag, and I don’t remember the precise origin of it, but it stuck. And I’m happy to be reminded.

      “Good evening,” I greet her back, grinning too.

      She opens the door and climbs in.

      “We dressed the same,” she remarks whimsically after giving me a very thoughtful once over.

      I notice she’s right. “Yeah, but you wear it better.”

      She smiles and fastens her seat belt. “So, where are you taking me? Somewhere cool, I hope.”

      “You’ll see,” I say and start the engine and drive.

      I’m taking her to Black Stallion Bar and Grill up on the hill overlooking Pleasantville. Though I’d much prefer to be taking her back to my place for a nice relaxed dinner and everything that comes after, which is still the stuff of my dreams.
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      The ride was pleasant, with soft music playing on the radio, scents of the redwood forest coming in through the window and his solid presence next to me, filling the car, reminding me just how safe and complete I always felt with him.

      We started dating when we were fifteen years old. We were babies then, and babies when we broke up seven years later. But the bond we forged then is still there. Still iron strong. Still as confusing as it was always comfortable.

      Night has fallen completely by the time we reach our destination—a large, wooden hacienda type building on the side of a hill. A stallion outlined in white fluorescent tube lights flashes over the front door, and the parking lot is full of cars of all sorts and more than a few bikes. I wished he’d pick me up on his bike, then didn’t and now I do again.

      Muffled music and the scent of roasting meat accompany us as we walk to the door. When we reach it, he guides me to walk in before him by placing his large, strong hand on the small of my back. I missed this. For all my conviction that I’m just fine on my own, I missed a man in my life. And not just any man. A man who saw me for who I am, exactly as I am. Who cherished me without trying to change me or mold me to be his perfect accessory.  If I’m being honest, I missed him. Because he was all those things and more. But I won’t let that thought linger, I can’t. We had no real future then and we don’t now. In a little over a week, I have to be back in San Francisco to give my opening statement on what is the most important case of my career so far.

      And he? He’s already given his life to that outlaw biker club he joined at twenty-one years old.

      Maybe in another twenty years I’ll look him up again and we can spend our retirement together. I’m sure the spark will still be glowing as strong as ever then.

      But that’s no reason not to enjoy myself now.

      A perky young waitress in a very short skirt and very tight shirt leads us to our table, her softly curled, blonde hair bouncing. To Axle’s credit, he doesn’t even seem to notice her swaying ass.

      “Here’s your menus,” the waitress says. “And what can I get you to drink?”

      He gets a beer and so do I, without even thinking about it. Normally, I’d get a cocktail or a glass of wine, but with Axle, I never had to pretend I’m not exactly who I am. And I don’t plan on starting now.

      “So, I figured your feelings towards meat hadn’t changed, but they make a mean set of ribs here and they’re home fries are excellent,” he says.

      “Aww, you remembered,” I say, actually more than a little impressed. He shrugs, but looks more than a little pleased with himself. The last guy I was with, for almost three years no less, couldn’t remember that I detest soft-boiled eggs, let alone much of anything else about me. And this man, who I broke up with almost twenty years ago, still remembers that while meat is not my favorite, I do love ribs.

      “Yes, ribs and fries it’ll be,” I say and close my menu. “I’m actually starving. Me and my mom spent the whole day packing up her salon and neither of us felt much like eating.”

      He nods and closes his own menu. “Yeah, what’s the story with that. I ran into her a couple of months ago and she said they were tearing down the old mall and she might be relocating.”

      “She said that to you?” I ask, genuinely surprised. “She’s told me from the start that she’s not starting over anywhere else, no way, no how.”

      “So what’s the whole story?” he asks.

      And I proceed to tell him everything without even stopping to consider whether I should. All about how a year ago, the strip mall was purchased by a hotshot developer who was hellbent on tearing the whole place down and replacing it with a fancy condominium, or some such. The problem was, most of the businesses in the mall owned their storefronts outright, my mom included. She’d purchased it years ago, long before the rents and prices around here skyrocketed. Despite this, the guy was offering a pittance to buy her out, well below the market value and well below a sum that would allow my mom to relocate comfortably. It’s much too little to purchase a new space in town, and only enough for about a year, two at most, of renting a place.

      I helped her fight this as best I could, and ried to get her a better price, exhausting all my connections and knowledge. In the end, the developer offered about fifteen percent more and there was suddenly nothing else to do. My mother was served the eviction notice two weeks ago, and it runs out this Sunday. The guy had better connections than I did in this part of the state. Nothing I could do.

      “Sounds to me like you did everything you could,” he says. “And that guy at the garage today, he’s the man causing all this grief?”

      He brings another piece of his steak to his mouth and starts chewing it like he means business, his eyes flashing in anger. Our food arrived while I was talking, and I’ve been attacking my ribs while I spoke.

      “Yes, Miles Lester,” I say, wiping my fingers on a napkin. “A real piece of shit.”

      “Too bad he didn’t leave his car with me like he planned to,” he says.

      “You wouldn’t mess up his car to get back at him,” I say and smile. “You couldn’t.”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, you’re right about that. So what now? Your mom’s retiring?”

      “Yes, I guess,” I say and shrug. “At least that’s what she says. “She’s also talking about moving to San Francisco to be closer to me.”

      “Well, she’ll be missed, I’m sure,” he says. “She always had a full shop. Lots of the old-timers saw her place as one of the last pieces of what this town used to be.”

      “I know,” I say. “All her friends are trying to talk her out of just throwing in the towel, and I’ve even offered her money to help her set up somewhere new, but she won’t hear of it.”

      “Stubborn as her daughter,” he says and grins, before putting another piece of steak in his mouth. His eyes look kind of sad and watery. Even when I grin and nod, and agree with that statement they remain so.

      “And you? How’s your life in the big city?” he asks.

      “Good,” I say. “I’m doing good.”

      I proceed to tell him about the big case I’m preparing for. It’s against a crazy rich guy, one of those high-tech millionaires, who’s been running a country-wide sex trafficking ring under the radar for the last twenty years. Or not really under the radar, more like protected by the bigwigs who are also his clients.

      “Underage girls, most of them,” I say. “It’s sick as hell, and he’s got the most cut-throat legal team behind him. But I’m going to get the scumbag.”

      He’s nodding along, his eyes kinda vacant like I’m boring him. Which pisses me off.

      “But I guess you and your MC do a hell of a lot worse,” I snap. “So maybe we should just talk about something else.”

      That brings the flash of life back into his eyes. “Hey, I just fix cars and bikes. And we ain’t never trafficked a woman, underage or otherwise. You think I’d be part of something like that?”

      “I have no idea what your club does. Never did,” I say. “Nor ever wanted to.”

      He glares at me for a couple more moments, then looks down at his steak. “Let’s not start that old argument again. We’re here to have a nice dinner and catch up. That’s all.”

      I pick up my beer bottle and take as long a drink from it as I can to cool down. He’s right. That old argument about him joining Devil’s Nightmare MC was a huge part of the reason why there was no choice but to break up for us. I wanted to pursue a career as a public defender, rising to prosecutor, then becoming a judge. I’m at the halfway point of that now, and none of it would be possible if my husband was an outlaw biker. With the high-profile case I’m working on now, it’d probably be best if we weren’t seen together at all.

      I scan the room, looking for a familiar face, someone from San Francisco, someone who’ll recognize me. I see two, a couple at the far end of the room by the large windows—they look exaclty like the scumbag’s lawyer and his assistant.

      But I’m imagining it, I must me. Still, it’s quite the wake up call.

      I really should’ve thought going on this date through better. But I let my hormones get the better of me.

      He pushes his plate away although he’s not done with the steak, picks up his bottle of beer and leans back in his chair.

      “You OK there, Mia?” he asks pointedly. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Let’s get the check,” I say. “This was a mistake.”

      “Clearly,” he says. Beyond that, he doesn’t ask why, doesn’t argue, just calls the waitress over and pays.

      Within five minutes we’re driving back down the hill. And the worst part about it, is that those feelings of rightness of the two of us together keep crashing against me like storm waves demanding I heed them.

      But how can I?

      My whole life, everything I’ve worked so hard for, could come crashing down if I do. I can’t let that happen.

      “Hardly anyone in town knows I’m with the Devils,” he says as he stops the car by the curb in front of my mom’s place. He sounds so sad about it, I can’t help but look at him. And be sad too.

      “I wish it was different,” I whisper. “I really do.”

      And then I can’t speak anymore and I can’t look into his sad, deep, watery eyes anymore either. I slip out of the car and walk away as fast as I can in my stilettos, hoping I won’t sprain my ankle again.
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      I’ve been tossing and turning for hours and everything in my bed pisses me off. The pillow’s too hard and too small and too soft and too itchy. The mattress is too soft and too lumpy and too old. The covers are either too hot or too cold, too flimsy or too heavy, depending on the… depending on nothing in particular and everything at the same time. I hate the creaking of the old wooden bed as I turn, hate the random noises the house makes around me, hate all the sounds coming in from outside.

      I’ve slept in this damn bedroom since I was born. I’m sick of it. I never moved out of the house. My father died before I was ready to. I hardly knew my mother. She was always coming and going while I was growing up. Mostly going. She finally settled down about ten years ago. In Florida of all places. We still talk from time to time, but not very often.

      I’m only twelve years younger than my father was when he died. Is that it? I’ll live and die in the same house I was born in? Doing the same things my father did? I joined the same MC he belonged to, took over the business he started, kept it going after his death. I never even got to earn a road name of my own, since he gave me one when I was born—Axle. I’m sure as fuck headed to ending the same way he did—alone, restless, too soon—and I don’t know how to alter course.

      I haven’t been sleeping well for months and there’ll be no sleeping tonight. Not with thinking about Mia on top of everything else. I should just accept that and get up. It’s almost dawn anyway.

      But I refuse to let Mia give me one more sleepless night. She’s given me enough already.

      I refuse to think about her at all, but there’s no stopping that barrage.

      Why the fuck did she have to just show up?

      Why the fuck did I have to ask her out?

      Why the fuck did I ever think it could be any different?

      She’s a damn public prosecutor and I’m an outlaw. I might not ride with the Devils when they go out to do their killing business, but I sure clean up after them when they need it. There’s no way in hell she’ll ever accept that. And her job has always been more important to her than me.

      The best I could’ve  hoped for is some sex for old times’ sake. But clearly even that was too much to hope for. I knew I should’ve just had her over to my house.

      And now I’ll have to see her at least one more time when she comes to pick up the SUV. Unless I just let Diesel handle that.

      Why the fuck didn’t I just send her packing as soon as she showed up? That’s what I should’ve done.

      And with that absurd thought, I kick off the useless covers and leap out of bed.

      I could no less have sent her away than I can chop off my right hand. It’s always been that way.

      And I can’t think about that right now.

      Maybe working on a car will calm me. It always does.

      Though I doubt it.
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      The more I told myself I did the right thing cutting our date short, that it was a mistake to agree to it in the first place, that it was just a dumb idea to go poking around in the past, the more sleep retreated from my grasp.

      Even the few times I managed to doze off, I jerked right back awake, feeling an anxious fear I couldn’t trace the origin of.

      By the time the sky outside my bedroom window started getting lighter, I only knew one thing. I overreacted last night.

      There’s no going back to how it was. Not in any way, shape or form. I opened the door to the past and surprised both of us to find that there was a lot more than nothing on the other side of it.

      But it’s as impossible to go back now as it was to stay all those years ago.

      Only, I should’ve let him down more easily. I had no real cause to go flying out of there like a banshee.

      I dress quickly in the dark and tiptoe my way downstairs, so as not to wake my mom. She sat outside until about two AM and didn’t even hear me come in. There’s no point disturbing her now. I figure she’ll sleep until at least ten or eleven, and I don’t plan to take that long with my errand.

      She probably won’t miss the car, but I leave her a note anyway. I feel a little weird going through her purse searching for the keys, kinda like I’m a teenager again, sneaking out at night, but that passes as the cold grey light of dawn hits my eyes outside.

      The drive to his house takes less than ten minutes. Getting up the nerve to walk up to it and knock on the door takes almost twenty.

      The front yard is still as neatly mowed as it always was, but there are no flowers or bushes decorating it. There never were any. He grew up without a mom, and his father had no time for things like that. The white paneling on the walls and the porch seem to be freshly painted, and the drawn curtains on the windows all match and at least from this distance, look clean.

      I finally stop lying to myself that I’m just waiting for the more reasonable hour of seven AM before I go banging on his door. Nothing stirs in the house the first time I knock. Or the second. No lights come on either. All is as quiet as it was while I still sat in the car.

      He’s probably in the garage. He told me last night it’s become a habit of his to go there early in the morning, before anyone else gets there.

      The large metal gate of the Three Stars Garage is firmly shut when I reach it. But I know more than one way into the lot. Like the hole in the chain linked fence in the back. Or the old wooden gate at the side, which looks nailed shut but actually isn’t. Or the scraggly linden tree in the back whose sturdy, low-hanging branches extend over the fence.

      What the hell am I thinking?

      He’s fixed all of that. There’s a new metal fence surrounding the entire lot and I see no tree anywhere near it. But there is a door by the gate and a bell.

      I ring it.

      “Yes?” his voice comes almost immediately.

      “It’s me,” I say feeling a little foolish. He sounds so cold and distant.

      “I know,” he says. “Your car’s not ready yet.”

      “Just let me in, Axle,” I snap, though not as forcefully as I might have back in the day when he’d pout like this. Now I’m not even sure he is pouting. Maybe he’s just cold because he feels nothing towards me.

      “I want to talk,” I add.

      “The door’s open, Mia,” he says.

      I don’t exactly feel foolish for not trying it in the first place, but I kind of do.

      He comes out of the garage as I cross the lot, wiping black grease off his hands with a cloth that’s more grey than white. He’s wearing dark blue coveralls, rolled up to reveal his biceps and the tattoos, which are mostly new and which I hoped to inspect more closely before I left him again. I still do. And I’m not sure I want to leave at all.

      And I do feel foolish for thinking that.

      “I’m sorry for the way I ended our dinner yesterday,” I say, slightly out of breath from striding over here and not pausing for breath while I got that off my chest.

      “It’s fine,” he says, wiping his hands some more, even though he’s just making them dirtier at this point.

      “I don’t think so,” I say. “I’d like to explain—”

      “I have absolutely no need for us to discuss all the reasons why it’s best we never see each other again,” he snaps. “Do you?”

      “It’s not that…” I say, taking one more step towards him. Not much space is separating us at all now, but we might be on other sides of the world for all that’s worth.

      I came here with no clear plan of what to say in mind. I wanted to apologize, and I’ve done that. And I wanted to let him down easy. But now that he’s right here, smelling as good as he always did, looking better than he did, his presence alone filling with me warmth and optimism and a zest for life I hadn’t felt since I left him, I now realize. And whether that’s just hormones, or just me imagining things, makes it no less real. And whether we have a future doesn’t even matter anymore. We have this moment. And it’s better than the last ten years of my life combined. Easily.

      “What do you want, Mia?” It’s such a simple question, but I have no idea how to even begin answering it.

      “I want this to be easy… and simple,” I finally manage.

      His eyes glow with a light that matches the glowing in my own chest. But then it dulls and disappears.

      “It’s not,” he says. “We both know that.”

      “I don’t want to know it,” I say. “I want—”

      “What?”

      Good question. A kiss? A hug? An easy way out of this whirlwind of my thoughts pulling me down relentlessly towards a place I absolutely, positively must not visit again. We have no future. I have no future if I get enmeshed with him again. I won’t be able to get over him the second time.

      A kiss. That’s what I want.

      He leans in as though he heard my thought, and I do too, closing my eyes even, waiting to feel his lips on mine. That’s the only thing that will stop the whirlwind. I know it. Whether I accept the knowing is immaterial.

      Loud banging on the metal gate shatters the illusion, the fantasy.

      “Get the gate!” a man shouts and Axle steps back reflexively, kind of shakily to press a large yellow button at the side of the garage door.

      The loud grating and clanking of the gate as it creaks open snaps me back into reality, and the sound of a bike entering, followed by four cars cements me there. I should reconsider all of this, I really should. For the good of my career.

      “Let’s have a do over,” I say to him anyway, as a blond man wearing the Devil’s Nightmare MC cut dismounts his bike not far from us. “I’ll be at your house at seven. You can cook for us, or we can order in, but we’re finishing our dinner.”

      Axle is frozen, his eyes wide, conveying nothing but disbelief. I look at him questioningly and he finally nods and mutters, “OK.”

      “Good,” I say and turn to leave. The guys who arrived are all keeping their distance, giving us space I suppose. The blond man is looking at me very intently, like he’s trying to place me, but he could be just someone who vaguely recognizes me from back in the day. Though I’m pretty sure I’ve never seen him before.

      I stride away as fast as I can without breaking into a run. This second date is probably a bad idea, but it’s also the first time in a long time that I’m doing something I really want to be doing.
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      The world suddenly bursts out at me in living color, despite the fact that the sun isn’t even up yet, and her red hair practically glows as she’s walking away from me. If Hawk and the rest of them showed up just a couple of minutes later, I’d have gotten to taste her again, something I’ve fucking fantasized about for twenty years. I can stop lying to myself that it’s not true. It’s the reason no other woman I’ve been with was ever good enough. None of them were her.

      “Sorry for interrupting,” Hawk says as he approaches. “You could’ve let us wait outside while you said your goodbyes to the lady.”

      He chuckles, and I feel really dumb for not thinking of that myself.

      “Who is she, anyway?” he asks. “Some yuppie’s bored housewife?”

      “She’s someone from way back, actually,” I say. “Just recently come back for a visit.”

      “Ahhh, that must be why she looks so familiar,” Hawk says.

      I shake my head. “She was long gone before you joined us. Moved to San Francisco for good almost twenty years ago. So what have you got for me?”

      He looks after Mia thoughtfully one more time, just as she disappears through the wide-open gate, then points at the three black sedans parked in a neat row. The brothers who brought them here are already packed into the pickup that followed them.

      Hawk waves at the driver to take off, and he does.

      “I need you to make these cars disappear as soon as possible,” he says. “They’re very hot.”

      He’s our MC’s tech and hacking expert, but likes to also handle the more hands on part of his job like bringing me the cars that need to be gotten rid of, among other things. I suppose it’s so he doesn’t have to spend all his time behind the computer, which, in my opinion, must be sheer hell.

      “Alright, no problem,” I say, not really needing to know more. It’s two Fords and a Chrysler. I bet I can get plenty of spare parts from them before they have to be crushed.

      “Completely disappear,” Hawk adds, reading my appraising look correctly. “Not a speck of paint on these cars can ever lead back to us. It’d probably be best if you melted them down, or something.”

      “Gotcha,” I say. “Consider it done.”

      I could explain to him again, as I’ve done at least ten times before, that there’s no way to trace where a particular carburetor or rearview mirror came from. But he didn’t listen those times, and he’s not gonna now.

      “Good,” he says. “Call me when you’re done.”

      I tell him I will and he rides off. And I’m glad for the job. It’ll make the hours before I see Mia tonight shorter.
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      Soft, pale yellow light illuminates his home as I park at the curb at two minutes to seven. The white curtains diffuse the light, making the house look both eerie and fairytale-like.

      I still don’t know if going in there tonight is a good idea. But I know I want to very much. And I know I’m going to, so there’s no use thinking about it anymore.

      This time when I knock, he opens the door right away. He must’ve seen me pull up then take my time sitting in the car, while I went through the last few reasons why I shouldn’t go knock. I discarded them all.

      I smile wide, wide enough for his eyes to light up too. They were dull and sad when he opened the door.

      “I’m not late, am I?” I ask as I squeeze past him through the narrow entryway and into the even narrower hallway. It’s a very tight squeeze and rewards me with a million tiny pricks of desire and comfort and everything in between as I brush against his solid, warm, hard body.

      Drab brown carpeting used to cover the floor and stairs in this part of the house, but it’s gone, revealing a very nice, dark hardwood floor beneath it. The living room, which is just to the side of where I’m standing at the foot of the narrow wooden stairs leading up is new too, but looks just as comfortable as it always did, with a couple of dark grey sofas, a huge TV and three standing lamps which are emitting most of that diffuse, fantasy light I admired from outside. It’s a comfortable home. And for some reason, I can imagine myself in it the way I never could before.

      But it’s too late for all that. I know that as well as I know that I had no choice in coming here tonight.

      “Through here,” he says, and it’s him squeezing past me this time, the touch close enough, long enough, and charged enough to make me gasp.

      He chuckles softly, but that’s all the indication that he noticed my reaction. It’s enough to turn my cheeks really hot though, and more than likely completely red.

      The kitchen is new too. Nothing over the top, just clean, sensible, wooden cabinets, probably made by some local, mom and pop type of builder because you can’t get craftsmanship like this in stores.

      The back door is standing open, revealing just the edge of a pool of light to the side.

      “What would you like to drink?” he asks. “I have beer. And a coke, maybe.”

      “A beer would be great,” I say and smile, then glance at the stove and empty, clean white countertops.

      “You didn’t cook then,” I say. Not that I expected him to.

      “While I can prepare a couple of things, none of them are vegetarian,” he says.

      There’s tension between us that wasn’t there last night. I want it gone, and I know it can be no other way. I also know it’s not just angry tension. It’s mostly the other kind. The kind that can only be relieved in the bedroom.

      I walk with him to the fridge and stand right behind him as he reaches in to pull out two beers. I’m so close he startles as he straightens and turns to hand me mine. He doesn’t move though, and neither do I. That sharp edge in his eyes as he looks into mine tells me we’re both very aware of the tension. And the solution to it.

      “What do you want, Mia?” he asks hoarsely. Harshly, too.

      “The same thing you do, Axle,” I answer coyly. I haven’t been this aroused in ages. And certainly not while stone cold sober.

      “You throwing yourself at me?” he snaps. “You want me to fuck you like some random slut before you disappear for the next twenty years?”

      He would too. And a part of me, the part that thinks only with my clit, wants that very much. It’s been a long time since I’ve had good sex. Let alone amazing sex, as it always was with him.

      “No,” I whisper anyway, not breaking eye contact.

      “Liar,” he counters, the edge of his lips curling up into a smile, the first I’ve seen on his face tonight.

      “I want you to make love to me like you used to,” I say.

      His eyes widen in surprise for a split second, before that mocking grin returns.

      “What makes you think I want to?”

      I shrug and smile coyly. “Well, don’t you?”

      He doesn’t answer, not in words.

      Instead, he grabs the back of my head, leans in and kisses me. And for all the lust and tension in it, all the passion, all the roughness, the kiss is soft and lasting and nothing short of the best kiss I’ve had this side of the decade. Or longer.

      I kiss him back, let his tongue into my mouth, play with it, ecstatic that I remember it all, that it’s just like it was. Better.

      One of his hands is gripping my ass, the other caressing my breasts. I missed his strong hands on me, missed his tongue in my mouth, missed his smell and his taste. I missed it so much, but didn’t even know it.

      This is no time to think of the past. Of the could have beens and might have beens.

      This is something to enjoy in full and always remember.

      I kiss him harder, running my hands down his wide strong biceps, the touch of his hot skin under my fingers electric.

      His cock is rock hard, pressing against my hip, making my pussy wet and my brain foggy and fuzzy.

      “Upstairs,” he says coarsely at one point, but then kisses me passionately for a couple of more minutes before grabbing my hand and pulling me after him out of the kitchen and up the narrow stairs to his bedroom.

      He flips on the light and gazes so deep into my eyes I feel like I’m naked already. Then he uses his large, calloused fingers to undo the tiny buttons of my shirt. Slowly, one by one, not breaking eye contact. The passion with which he kissed me downstairs isn’t gone, it’s just banked for the moment. This magical moment.

      Once the buttons are undone, he slides my shirt down off my shoulders and caresses my breasts, pinching my nipples just hard enough to make me gasp and moan.

      “Still like that, then?” he asks quietly and I nod. He wastes no time unhooking my bra, his hands still as skilled at that task as ever. I don’t want to think about how much practice he’s had over the years, so I won’t.

      My jeans are next to go, and I kick off my shoes and help him slide them off. He holds me at arm’s length once I’m standing before him in just my lacy champagne panties. I kinda wish he kept the light off. And kinda love looking at him looking at me.

      “You’re still a gorgeous woman, Mia,” he says hoarsely.

      I smile and he pulls me to him, kisses me again with all the urgency and thirst of a man just come from the desert. This kiss ends with me fumbling to get his shirt off with one hand and unbuckling his belt with the other. I need to feel his hot skin against mine, I can’t wait any longer.

      He stops the kiss and removes his shirt, ripping instead of unbuttoning the last two buttons, then unbuckles his belt and unzips jeans, shedding them as he guides me backwards to the bed.

      I kiss him as the back of my knees touch the cool wooden frame then pull him down on top of me as I sit and then lie down on my back. His smell is all around me now, under me, over me, and his presence is everywhere too, battering at me to let him in all the way. That’s the only thing I want, but instead of obliging his lips slide off mine to kiss my chin, then my neck, my chest and my breasts, his teeth nipping at my nipples just hard enough, just rough enough, to awaken moans in my throat and send electric shocks of desire straight to my clit and my brain and everywhere else my body can feel.

      By the time his lips reach my clit, I’m swimming in the electric current, my mind lost in the sparkling, charged flood of lust and desire and love and everything in between. His tongue is as skilled as ever—more so—as his licks and nips, and burrows me to the edge of an orgasm that makes me gasp and moan and nearly scream just in anticipation.

      “Please,” I moan, as once again that reward is snatched away from me by whatever he does so well.

      “You want to come?” he asks wryly.

      “Yes, please,” I moan, missing his lips on my pussy with a physical pang.

      But they don’t return. Instead, it’s his calloused thumb that rubs my clit, making me shiver and moan and writhe on the bed. But not as hard as when he slips his finger into me. It’s soon followed by another. And before I know it, the slow, sensual penetration reaches that spot inside me, the one only he can find on the first try. He starts pumping his fingers into my pussy, pushing that button, his thumb rubbing my clit and it takes mere seconds before the orgasm I’ve begged for erupts and keeps erupting, making the room spin before me, turning my whole body and mind into a single current of pleasure and bliss as he gives me exactly what I asked for. And more. As always.

      Eventually, slowly, the shocks of pleasure subside. He pulls his fingers from me slowly and is grinning at me as I open my eyes to see where he went.

      “Is that what you wanted?” he asks.

      I smile and nod, and motion him closer. “Come here.”

      He wastes no time covering my still shivering body with his weight and kissing me deeply. I taste myself on him, and I taste him, and it’s such a heady combination. I’m transport right back to how it was all those years ago, when our love was fresh and new. When it was everything and I didn’t know where he ended and I began as we lay like this, kissing, making love. When we were as close as two people can be.

      All that is reality once again.

      His presence, his soul, is still battering at me to let him in all the way. He groans into the kiss as my hands find his rock hard cock and guide it to my pussy.

      He takes over once he knows what I want. What we both want.

      I gasp as his cock slides into my pussy. It’s as wide as I remember, wider than I’ve had since, and longer, yet still fits like it was made just for me.

      His thrusts are steady and slow at first, not too deep, not too shallow, just right, just perfect, just what I needed and wanted. What we both did.

      Soon I’m again floating on that sea of pleasure, thick and dense and rich, yet softer than anything ever was. There are vast depths to this sea, ones he’ll pull me down into soon, but for now, his kiss and his slow thrusts are all I need. All I ever needed.

      Soon he starts thrusting into me faster, harder, matching my moans and whimpers with his groans. We’re ready to dive.

      And dive we do, all the way to that place where I don’t know myself, don’t know color or sound, words or voice. All I know is this pleasure only he can give. This pleasure only us two can create together, as one.

      And as the currents of this pleasure finally take me under, explode inside me into another mind-shattering orgasm or the kind that only he can give me, I know only one thing.

      Coming here tonight was not a mistake. Everything else was, but this is the only right thing I’ve done in the last twenty years.

      He lays down next to me once we recover enough to move, pulls the covers over us and holds me close. His eyes are closed as he kisses my neck one last time.

      “I’m afraid I’m still very much in love with you, Mia,” he slurs.

      The words send a jolt through me, stronger and more electric than any he’s given me tonight. But when I look at him to check if he’s being serious, he’s already asleep.

      “I’m afraid it’s the same for me,” I whisper anyway, and I have no idea what to do with that knowing. That rock hard truth.
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      I wake up with a start, the room so dark I’m not even sure my eyes are open until a couple more moments pass and my eyes adjust. It’s definitely past three AM since the streetlamp outside is off and not shining into the far left corner of my bedroom. I’m very familiar with that light. I usually get up before it goes out. I haven’t slept this deeply and this long in months.

      Mia?

      I can still taste her, still feel her, still smell her everywhere around me. But she’s not here.

      Of course she’s not.

      Why would she stay, she got what she wanted?

      And I went and told her that crap about still loving her. That probably propelled her out the door as soon as I closed my eyes and started snoring.

      I’m the biggest fucking idiot I know.

      But I won’t even think about it. I’ll just pretend it never happened. None of it. I’ve gotten real good at that over the years.

      I also have to piss something awful, so I stumble off the bed, waking more of her smell from the sheets, which doesn’t even bother me.

      Without even bothering with the light, I cross the room, and tread on something sharp as fuck halfway there.

      Her stiletto. And the rest of her clothes are still in a heap next to it where I took them off her. She didn’t leave. Unless she went naked.

      Only then do I realize someone’s downstairs in the kitchen and the house smells of eggs and toast.

      I’m downstairs in what seems less than three steps and grinning at her from the kitchen doorway in four.

      She’s by the stove, wearing one of my white, Three Stars Garage T-shirts, which is so large on her it comes down almost to her knees. That’s a shame. But I like looking at her any which way. It’s just that more is better.

      “Good morning,” she says, grinning at me over her shoulder, like she knew I was here all along. “I borrowed one of your shirts, I hope you don’t mind. Though it looks like you need it. Should I take it off?”

      “I wish you would,” I say, as I walk over to her, naked.

      She takes the pan off the heat and leans towards me, accepting my kiss. She tastes like all the mornings we’ve missed.

      “Let’s eat, I’m starving,” she says, breaking away from the kiss much too soon.

      “What are we having?” I ask, looking at the mess of scrambled eggs, tomatoes, onions, peppers and I don’t know what else in the pan.

      “It’s called Satarash,” she says. “It’s an old Romani dish. I really like it. You will too.”

      “What now?” I say. “I have a fridge full of perfectly good sandwich materials and you decide to make fancy scrambled eggs in the middle of the night.”

      “Just try some,” she says, scooping a bit onto the spatula and holding it up to my mouth.

      I eat it like she wants me to, and miraculously it doesn’t scald my mouth.

      “It’s good,” I say, and it’s not even a little bit of a lie.

      “Told you,” she says. “Now let’s eat.”

      I grab the pan and wrap my free arm around her waist, and she gets the toast on the way to the table, where I set her down in my lap where she belongs.

      She proceeds to feed us both, straight out of the pan, using the clumsy, big wooden spatula, but it’s perfect nonetheless. Exactly like it was. Exactly as though no time ever passed between us and no distance ever separated us. Until I’m not even entirely sure I did open my eyes when I jerked awake earlier. Maybe I’m still dreaming. Not that it matters much. Dream or real, this is how it should be.
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      The first blinding rays of the sun are shining through my bedroom widow as I watch her perfect body disappear under her clothes. Her hair is wet from the shower we just took, glistening like freshly applied copper spray paint.

      “Stay a little longer,” I say, walking to her and pulling her into a lose embrace.

      “I can’t,” she says and gives me a peck on the lips, which I turn into a full-on kiss she gladly accepts.

      But she pulls away again.

      “Mom and I have to finish packing up the salon,” she says. “She’s waiting for me. And you have my car to fix.”

      She tries to extricate herself from my arms, but I don’t let her go.

      Her amber eyes are serious as she fixes them on me—kinda watery and soft, but serious nonetheless.

      “I’m not going forever, Axle,” she says, answering the question my pride would never let me ask. “Somehow, some way, we’ll make it work this time. I promise you.”

      Her eyes sure are serious enough to make me believe she’s telling the truth. But I grin anyway. “Yeah, we’ll see.”

      “I mean—“ I interrupt her by kissing her, and hugging her tight as I do.

      She’s never lied to me, and I don’t want her to start now. We both know what’s holding us apart, and it’s as huge a chasm as it ever was.

      “I mean it,” she finishes breathlessly once I break away from the kiss and let her go.

      I nod, smooth down her hair and watch her put her shoes on.

      And then, after she promises she’ll come by the garage tonight, I watch her leave my house. And I don’t think much else other than that I want her to stay.
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      Mom is sitting on the top step of the front porch of her home, looking off into the distance, her eyes unfocused. She doesn’t even see me pull up, recognizes neither her car nor me. For a moment, I consider honking to get her attention, but there’s something so sad and lost in her gaze I don’t dare yank her out of it.

      So instead, I get out of the car and traverse the lawn. Mom’s house—my former home—is very similar to Axel’s house. A white paneled house with a light blue roof, a front porch that wraps around the front, and a small enclosed backyard, which you can’t really see from the front. Before we moved here, we lived in a tiny apartment just off Main Street above one of the three clothes shops in town. Once Mom’s salon finally took off and we could afford to move, we came here. I was seven or eight at the time, and one of the first things we did after moving in was plant the rosebushes along the porch. Most of them are blooming now. Huge, delicate flowers in every hue from yellow, red, orange, white and more, are scenting the air with their enticing aroma. For all their delicate petals, roses are some of the most hardy plants around, impossible to destroy once they take root. They’ve always reminded me of my mom. Especially the rich, dark red ones, which also smell the nicest.

      “Ahh, there you are,” she says once I’m almost next to her. “Did you have a good time last night?”

      I can’t help but smile very widely.

      “The best in a long time,” I say and sit down next to her, making the wooden step creak ominously.

      “That’s good to hear,” she says and taps my knee. “I’m glad.”

      Her sadness is contagious. It seeps right through the pores of my happiness and elation and makes it all dull and non-consequential.

      I also don’t know if I should be worried. She’s not being herself. My mom’s always been a fighter. A stubborn, relentless one. She never backed down from anything.

      This last year has been very hard on her. And I’m afraid this change that gradually came over her is permanent. She’s given up. The woman who raised me all alone, provided a good home for me and put me through college has given up.

      Panic is not an emotion I usually feel. Over anything. But I’ve been growing more and more panicked over seeing these changes in my mom, and my inability to help her.

      “So, are you and Axle getting back together?” she asks, acting maybe a little more like herself, but not much.

      “That’s a very good question,” I say. And the one I can’t even begin to answer, despite the promise I made. The promise I meant wholeheartedly. “It wouldn’t be easy, that’s for sure.”

      She nods pensively. “Seems we’re both faced with some big and tall problems. At least yours is also a very good-looking man.”

      She chuckles at her own joke, but it’s a brittle, dark sound. I laugh too anyway and stand up.

      “How about we just take the day off from our problems and go to the beach?” I say. “The SUV won’t be ready until tomorrow at the soonest and we’ve finished most of the packing.”

      “I don’t know, hun,” she says. ‘I’m afraid I won’t be the best company today.”

      “Nonsense,” I say and extend my hand to help her rise. “I’ll just go change and you go grab your bathing suit. Find one for me too. I didn’t bring mine.”

      She takes my hand and I help her stand up.

      “It’s not good to run away from your problems, you know?” she says with a sad little smile.

      I shrug and smile wide. “We’re not running. We’re just hiding for a little while. All the problems will still be here when we get back, don’t you worry.”

      She laughs and I laugh with her.

      “Can’t argue with that,” she concedes.

      And less than half an hour later we’re merging onto the highway that will take us to the quaint little town of Bedrock that I haven’t visited in a decade or more. I hope it’s still the same as I remember it.

      I also hope the day away will give me clarity, and an answer. How do I keep my promise without throwing away everything I’ve worked so hard for these last twenty years?
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      The sun is starting to set, coloring the sky a perfect orange as me and my mom pull up on Main Street. It was a wonderful day at the beach, and Mom lost her vacant look about two hours into our trip. She’s laughing at the joke I just made regarding the fact that all those fancy shops, vegan and whatnot shops and yoga studios going up everywhere in Pleasantville will soon make it too expensive for even the yuppies to be here, tears stream down her face.

      The seaside town we just came from has hardly changed. It was always a very bohemian, laid back place full of former and new-age hippies, most of whom make their living selling homemade goods and growing their own food. I found the perfect necklace made of silver and leather, wound together in such a whimsical, intricate way I just kept looking at it for half the day before finally putting it on. It’s not for the courtroom, but it’s definitely something the old Mia would wear. Definitely something for riding on the back of a Harley. I got a similar bracelet for Axle. He used to wear bracelets, but doesn’t anymore. Maybe he’ll start now.

      My hair is a mess, hard and full of sea salt, from my long, relaxing dip in the sea. I just floated on the soft, warm waves for an hour at least. No answers came to me. But the questions did lose their sting. I only got this one life to live. There’s no reason to make it harder than it needs to be.

      I probably should go home and shower and change, but I don’t want to miss the rest of this sunset and I want to see it with Axle. And that’s as simple as life needs to be right now.

      “I won’t wait up for you, then,” my mom says, smiling, as she pulls up to the curb in front of the Three Stars Garage.

      I smile back. “Well, you’d be in for a long wait if you did.”

      She laughs and I exit the car and hurry to the door by the closed metal gate. I don’t ring this time, just walk right through.

      The lot is considerably more empty than it was the first time I was here, and my SUV has pride of place, gleaming silver in the last rays of the sun.

      No one’s in sight and the interior of the garage is dark, but I hear clanking coming from somewhere in the back and head towards it.

      I’m just beyond the corner of the building when a pair of strong arms grab me from behind. I almost scream out in fright, my heart racing, but then I recognize his touch, and a split second later, his smell.

      “You nearly gave me a heart attack,” I chide, as he twirls me around.

      He’s got a smudge of black grease on the side of his nose, but is otherwise wearing a clean pair of blue jeans and a washed out black t-shirt. His hair is wet and slicked back and he smells like he just took a shower.

      He chuckles and pulls me closer. “That was the idea.”

      He leans in and kisses me, our lips and tongues molding and dancing together in that perfect way, which puts even the most glorious sunset to shame.

      “I fixed your car,” he says later, as we stop kissing and he’s just gazing into my eyes. We still haven’t moved from the spot where he grabbed me and I feel no need to. This is exactly where I want to be. “I got lucky and found the spare part in the next town over. The rental company will never know the difference. Wanna see?”

      I want to tell him that I trust him, and that he should kiss me some more instead, but I know how he likes to show off his work on cars.

      “Yes,” I say and rub the smudge of grease off his nose. “Show me.”

      He takes me by the hand and leads me to the SUV.

      “See?” he asks.

      I peer closer at the replaced mirror, then let go of his hand to walk to the other side of the car.

      “They look identical,” I say, truly impressed. “How’d you do it?”

      “I have my ways,” he says, stooping down to brush his hand across the door. “And see here, no sign of the scratch is left. Not even a hint.”

      He’s not exaggerating. “You really are a master at this.”

      He grins in a very self-satisfied way.

      “You can take it now, if you want,” he says.

      I walk closer and run my hand down his cheek, then wrap my palm around his neck. Or rather, around about a third of it, since he has a wonderfully thick neck.

      “I was thinking we could go for a ride instead,” I say. “It’s been years for me.”

      Actually, it’s been since the last time the two of us went for a ride. Which was a couple of days before we broke up.

      His eyes lose focus as though he’s remembering that ride too. And once they regain it, it’s no longer the soft, loving look he was giving me before.

      “Come on, Axle,” I say, not even sure what I’m urging him to do. He can’t erase the past twenty years any more than I can.

      “You’ll need a helmet,” he says. “I think your old one is still around here somewhere.”

      He walks away towards the garage and I follow, a little unsure of whether I should at all. And a little afraid of what I’ll find. I hope it isn’t some shrine to my memory. Why would he keep my old helmet all these years?

      Once I enter the empty, nearly dark garage, I follow the noise of shifting boxes and his grunts to the storage room in the back.

      Dust motes are dancing in the light cast by the fluorescent bulbs along the ceiling, and he’s almost completely concealed by a stack of boxes in the far right corner of the space. No shrine, then. Thank God.

      But what he does bring out is almost worse.

      “This is all the stuff you left here and at my house,” he says, carrying a large, dusty cardboard box that used to be brown, but is now a dull grey from age. Judging from the way his biceps are bulging from the weight of it, I left a lot of things behind.

      “Your helmet should be in here too,” he says, placing the box at my feet.

      I make no move to open the box. “We’re really going to have to talk about all this, aren’t we?”

      He shakes his head and rolls his eyes. “I have no need for that, do you?”

      I shrug. “I shouldn’t have made you collect all these things of mine and keep them, while I… while I didn’t so much as call.”

      He cups my chin and makes me look at him. “Not gonna say it was easy, but what we really should talk about is where we go from here. The past is past.”

      I nod. And keep nodding, because I have no idea what to say.

      “We could… we…” I start bravely anyway, hoping that maybe some answer will come to me while I speak. Most often it works that way for me. I get my best ideas while talking things out.

      “We don’t have to figure anything out right now, Mia,” he says and squats down to search the box for my helmet.

      A couple of seconds later, he hands it to me. The sight of it takes my breath. It’s exactly like I remember it, only dustier. Black and covered with stickers, which mark just about every milestone in our relationship. The most faded are the red and yellow wings of fire along the sides it originally came with when he first gave it to me.

      He’s right, no amount of talking will change the past.

      I take the helmet and wipe the dust away with my palm. “Let’s go. We’re missing the sunset.”

      He grins at me and takes my hand, and as we walk across the garage floor to his bike, we’re not just covering distance, we’re traversing years. The ones we lost. But they’re not really lost. They’re here now, still before us. And we have a second chance of making the most of them.
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      All that’s left of the sunset is a glorious dusky pink sky covering the land for as far as I can see. My whole body is still thrumming from the bike ride up to this observation point, where we sat on the wooden bench of one of the picnic tables and watched the last of the sunset. My soul is thrumming too, because the missing string has finally been added to the braid of my life, making it complete in a way I never thought it could be.

      His strong arm is wrapped around my shoulder, and I’m leaning against him, his hardness and the solidness the perfect antidote for my loneliness. As I hope my softness is for him. But the braid we’ve woven is tentative at best. It could still unravel.

      I fish the pouch with his bracelet from my pocket and smile up at him. “I got something for you today.”

      He looks at me quizzically, his eyes kind of unfocused from staring off into the distance. He takes the pouch and takes out the bracelet, squeezing me tighter in the process since he has to use both hands.

      “Very nice,” he says, smiling at it. “It matches your necklace.”

      “It does,” I say and take it from his hands. “Want me to put help you put it on?”

      He chuckles and extends his right wrist. “I do.”

      Odd choice of words, but I think they’re deliberate. Especially after he chuckles at my pause.

      I affix it to his wrist, glad I got the sizing right.

      “You know,” he says, admiring it. “If rent is the only thing holding your mom back from just changing locations, I can help.”

      I gasp and look at him, my mouth hanging open, but he just keeps looking down at the bracelet I got him, seeming for all intents and purposes like he hadn’t spoken at all.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      He finally stops his scrutiny of my gift and looks at me. “I don’t know if you remember, but my father was into investing in real estate around here. He really got into it after you left, and by the time he died, he owned something like twenty percent of the properties in Pleasantville. He got them for cheap, since no else wanted them, but I made a killing selling them off to these new developers.”

      “I never knew that,” I say. I didn’t even know his father had died soon after we broke up until a couple of years ago.

      “You wouldn’t,” he says, and chuckles. “I purposefully avoided anything and everything to do with you for years after you left.”

      I wrap my arm tighter around his waist because I don’t know what to say.

      “Anyway, I stopped selling the land and buildings to them after I realized they were using them to rip the soul of out of the town,” he continues. “I still own one near the strip mall.”

      Something clicks in my brain. “The boarded up place by the juice shop?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one,” he says. “I still get daily offers for it. I can let your mom have it for cheap. That way, she’ll only have to move, what, like a couple hundred yards?”

      I’m still staring at him with eyes wide and mouth open wider, my heart thumping in my chest.

      “How are you always the solution?” I ask breathlessly, kind of unconsciously, but not really.

      He chuckles wryly. “Yeah, sure.”

      I take his hand and lace my fingers with his. “Thank you. I think this is exactly what my mom needs. But are you sure? You could probably make triple what my mom can afford on that place.”

      “Money isn’t everything,” he says. “And it’s the least I can do after what I caused that street to become. It’d be nice to see a familiar storefront there.”

      “It would,” I agree.

      “Plus, a friend of mine’s daughter just got a job there a couple of months ago,” he says. “It was the fresh start she needed, and she’s been real down about the place closing.”

      “Honey?” I ask. “Yeah, my mom’s really worried about her and what she’ll do now.”

      “Talk to your mom,” he says. “Ask her.”

      “I will.”

      I don’t add that she might not say yes.

      “But even without that, we’ll make it work, you and I,” I do add. “If you’re willing to try.”

      He looks at me like I’ve lost my marbles, his face awash in the orange roadside light that just came on. There used to be no lights, or picnic tables, in this spot when we were young and would come here to be alone. Most often we were alone, since no one else seemed to know about it. Which was always fine by me. Just Axle and me against the world. Not so much against all odds, as it turned out, but we can fix that now.

      “No?” I ask, since he’s not responding.

      “Yes,” he says, and chuckles. “It’s always been yes, and always will be, it seems. For me, at least.”

      “For me too,” I say and nestle closer to him. He’s always so hot—hot enough to keep us both warm.

      “I’m just a lot better at lying to myself than you ever were,” I add. “I’m sorry.”

      He kisses the top of my head and holds me tighter. “I know.”

      “And I’m afraid I’m also still very much in love with you,” I say and look up at him with a smile. He returns in before leaning down to kiss me in a way that seals all open wounds seamlessly, answers all questions, makes light of all the darkness.

      Everything is so simple when he’s holding me tight, keeping me warm, letting me lean against him. Always was. Always will be.
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      The sky outside my bedroom window is a light gray as Mia’s kisses wake me. This is the first time in a long time I’ve slept until daybreak, slept the whole night. Or, more like, what was left of it after neither me nor Mia could go on kissing and fucking and making up for lost time.

      My cock’s rock hard again now, grows even harder as she climbs on top of me under the covers. Her skin is always so wonderfully cool and smooth, like porcelain. I love just running my hands over her silky curves. Or watching her. Or making her moan as I squeeze her ass and boobs and play with her clit.

      She’s nowhere near as delicate as she looks. And I love that most of all.

      I’m all hers right now though, as she kisses my lips and my neck, my pecs and up again. She rubs her wet pussy over my throbbing cock, letting me know what she wants. I grab her ass and grind into her. And she rising off me by pushing against my chest, taking the covers with her as she straddles my hips.

      “Good morning,” she says, and I just grin at her, opening my eyes a fraction more. Everything’s out of focus, except her face. Her beautiful face.

      She guides my cock into her, gasping and shuddering as she always does when I enter her. She keeps a tight grip on my chest as she finds her rhythm, taking my cock just how she likes it, slowly at first until she gets closer and closer. Her boobs are bouncing above me, harder and harder, as her gyrating hips move faster and faster. Her moans are like little snatches of an old favorite song.

      My cock fits into her like hand in glove, and her soft warmth is enough to make any man lose it. Me most of all. Her moan rises in pitch and doesn’t end as she shudders, her pussy gripping my cock like a vice. I love watching her come. Her face is devoid of all worry and tightness then, and she looks years younger, as she lets go of everything holding her reigned in so tight she can go for months, years even, without letting herself have what she wants, what she craves.

      I almost came with her. Would’ve if I hadn’t been watching her face so intently.

      I know what she craves. Always have.

      So before she’s even fully recovered from her orgasm, I grab her tight and lay her down on my chest, and start thrusting my cock into her. She’s open and willing, moaning and writhing and whispering, “Yes,” into my shoulder.

      I can’t keep it up for long, I was too close before. As soon as her moan turns into a scream and her pussy tightens around my cock a second time, I bury my cock as deep in her as it goes and cum with her. She’s shivering in my arms now, spent. As am I.

      But I do remember to kiss her forehead before dozing off again.
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      The room is filled with steam and smells like soap when I open my eyes again. Mia’s standing over me, her wet hair dripping onto my chest, her porcelain curves hidden behind her t-shirt and jeans.

      “I have to go now,” she says softly, leaning down all the way and kissing me again.

      I grab the back of her head and deepen the kiss, making her hair drip worse, as I try to pull her to me all the way. But she won’t budge.

      Instead, she straightens up. “I have to go, it’s almost ten. And I have to tell my mom the good news.”

      I sit up and rub the sleep from my eyes. “Yeah, I guess. Wait, I’ll give you a ride.”

      “Mom’s picking me up. We have to go see her lawyer,” she says as she sits on the edge of the bed to put on her tennis shoes. “Actually, she’s already waiting downstairs.”

      She’s just far enough away from me that I can’t reach her comfortably, so I don’t even try. I’m not a teenager anymore. I can understand that we both have shit to do today. But I sure feel younger than I have in a decade or more.

      She looks at me seriously, her amber eyes glinting in the sunlight streaming in through the window. “Our relationship will have to be a secret for the time being. At least until this trial is over. And maybe afterwards too. Would you be OK with that?”

      Her bottom lip shakes, putting a lie to the serious, business tone of her voice. She’s afraid I’ll say no? For real?

      “Not gonna lie,” I say. “I’m not looking forward to more pretending I don’t know you. But I’ll give it a shot.”

      She leaps to her feet, her smile wide and very contagious. “Good. Great! We’ll talk more tonight. I’ll come by the garage around five. I’ll take the SUV then and we can go for another ride.”

      “Good,” I say and grin at her. “I’ll be there.”

      She smiles, blows me a kiss and skips out of the room, her eyes sparkling exactly the way they used to. This is some kind of dream come true, one I stopped dreaming a long time ago. And I’m afraid if I look too closely, it’ll disappear. But it’s a flimsy fear and getting flimsier by the hour. She really is back. I never thought I’d see the day.
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      Mom is clutching the wheel of her car so hard her knuckles are while as I get in, her lips pursed and her eyes sharp.

      “Sorry,” I say as I strap the seatbelt over myself.

      “It’s fine,” she says in that tone that suggests it’s anything but.

      She starts the car and peels off from the curb without checking the road is clear properly, but we’re the only ones driving down it, so I don’t take issue with it.

      “We have to go to the house first, so I can change,” I say. “Then to the lawyer’s office.”

      “Yes,” she says as she hardly rolls to a stop at the STOP sign at the end of Axle’s street.

      “I have some good news, Mom,” I say. “Well, I hope it’s good news, anyway.”

      I love him for making the offer to rent my mom a new place for cheap, but I’m not sure she’s going to accept it. Not with the way she’s been so fatalistic about the whole thing lately.

      She looks at me and my wide smile skeptically, and for too long, almost missing a red light. I’m propelled forward as she slams on the brakes just in time.

      “Careful,” I say.

      She curses quietly and apologizes. “My head’s not right today. I’ll be glad when this ordeal is finally over.”

      “It doesn’t have to be,” I say.

      She shakes her head without looking at me again. “I don’t want to have this conversation again. I’ve made my decision.”

      “Axle says he’ll rent you the place on Magnolia Drive, the boarded up place next to the juice shop,” I blurt out. “He’s willing to make it affordable.”

      She gasps, but doesn’t say anything, doesn’t even look at me. So it’s a hard no. Oh, well. It is her decision to make.

      She starts slowing down, eventually coming to a complete stop at the side of the road. Her hands are shaking when I look at her. She’s still not meeting my eyes.

      “What’s going on, Mom?” I ask, kinda panicky.

      She finally does look at me, her eyes brimming with tears. “This is the best news I’ve had all year,” she manages to say before her voice cracks and tears spill down her cheeks.

      “You can think about it,” I offer. “I know you’ve decided to retire, but I also know you don’t really want to.

      She wipes her cheeks furiously with the back of her hand. “Why the hell am I crying?”

      She asked that of herself, not me, so I don’t answer.

      “You don’t have to decide right away,” I say. “Maybe we can go see the place, talk about it—“

      “Yes!” she says and smiles wide, looking twenty years younger. “Yes!”

      I smile too. “I’m so happy to hear it. But we still have to see the lawyer today. So let’s go.”

      She drives off, checking first for traffic this time. “Didn’t I always tell you Axle was a good man? The kind you don’t just leave behind?”

      She did, but only in the beginning. Then she accepted my reasons for having to leave him. All those have turned out to be bad thinking now.

      “I’ve recently come to the same conclusion myself,” I say and smile, causing her to look at me sharply.

      “Watch the road, Mom,” I say and chuckle.

      “You’re giving it another chance?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I say. “Yes, we are.”

      “Good,” she says, keeping her eyes on the road this time. “I can still count on a couple of grandkids then.”

      I laugh. “Let’s not get our hopes up too high, Mom. And I don’t know about a couple.”

      But it doesn’t sound like a bad idea. It sounds like a plan actually, like something to look forward too.
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      The first thing I did when I reached my bedroom at Mom’s house was sit down on my untouched bed and texted Axel to tell him she said yes to his offer. Then we got to texting about how grateful I am to him, how grateful both me and my mom are. He suggested we meet for dinner at his house instead of me coming by the garage, and we decided six o’clock would be perfect.

      By the time I finally started getting ready, I only had about fifteen minutes left to dress and do something with my hair. The tight pencil skirt and matching jacket are confining, especially after the freedom of jeans and a t-shirt and the wind in my hair of last night’s ride. The black, Italian leather stilettos are too, even though the shoes are the only thing I really love about my courtroom attire.

      Despite being wet, my hair just wouldn’t stay put in the neat bun at the nape of my neck that I tried to force it into. So I opted for a ponytail instead. Not the pin-up girl type I wore on our first date, though, but the more sensible back of the neck type.

      I’m breathless and a little annoyed at being forced to get all decked out like this for what will be a very short meeting anyway, when I hear thudding footsteps on the stairs.

      “I’m almost ready, Mom,” I yell from the bathroom. “I arranged for us to have dinner at —“

      The half-open bathroom door slams open, and a pair of the darkest, deadest eyes are staring at me through the mirror. He’s a tall and wide man, hair mostly grey, wearing a black leather motorcycle jacket and matching pants. Of his face, only his eyes are visible. The rest is covered by a black bandana.

      “Who are you?” I snap, turning to him and holding the mascara brush as though I mean to use it as a weapon. “What do you want?”

      “You,” he says and chuckles.

      He’s joined by two more men, dressed the same as him.

      I look at the window, but there’s no way I can reach it before he grabs me. And little hope of squeezing myself through it if I do.

      “Get her,” one of the men on the landing says and the grey-haired one advances. I back up, my hip hitting the sink. I scream for him to get away, scream as loud as I can.

      He reaches me, grabs me by the arm and covers my mouth and nose with a gloved hand. It stinks of old leather, dirt and sweat.

      He twists my neck, exposing it, and before I can wonder why, before I can even be afraid that I’m about to breathe my last, another guy plunges a needle into my neck.

      I start to go limp almost immediately, my body turning to jelly, but my mind not following suit.

      They grab one of my arms each and maneuver me out of the bedroom, then half carry, half drag me down the stairs. I hear the thuds my feet make against the wood, but don’t feel the pain. And my mind’s starting to go to.

      “Mom!” I slur, willing my arms to move, my legs to kick, but I have no control over them anymore.

      “What should we do about the old one?” one man asks.

      “Leave her,” the one holding my right arm answers. “She won’t wake up. I got her good.”

      “No!” I meant it as a scream, but it came out as a slurred whisper.

      My heart’s thumping, trying to pump enough adrenaline for me to break free. But all it’s doing is making the drug they injected me with circulate faster. By the time they drag me through the front door, the world looks like I’m watching it from underwater, and that, “No!” is echoing in my mind, the only word I can still form.
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      I spent the day re-cataloguing my collection of cars in the warehouse, only mildly annoyed by the banging out back while the rest of the guys dismantled the cars Hawk brought in the other day. I was hoping to get a clearer picture of which cars I want to keep and which can go, but as usually happens when I try to do this exercise, I just decided I want to keep them all.

      But it was a pleasant exercise nonetheless, especially with Mia’s visit to look forward to. Dinner at six, and then her mom will be out of the house by eight, nine tops. We’ll have the whole night to ourselves. Again. And again. And many more after that. I’d begun to fear I’ve lost all drive where women are concerned, but Mia has shown me otherwise. Shown me how very, very wrong I was. If she was here right now, sharing this incredibly spacious and surprisingly comfortable back seat of the Model T with me, I’d do her in a split second. And with exactly the same amount of drive as back when I was twenty.

      Just like me, she never needed a road name of her own either. She got one at birth too. Mia. Mine. Finally.

      “Hey, Ax,” Diesel yells out from the open double doors of the warehouse. “Hawk’s here. He wants a word.”

      I climb out of the Model T’s cab, willing away the hardon thinking about Mia’s visit caused.

      “What is it?” I ask as I approach the door.

      “You’ll see,” he says.

      And as soon as I walk out of the warehouse, I do.  Hawk is standing by his bike in the middle of the lot, surrounded by five black limousines and two SUVs. The sight alone is enough to drive all thoughts of Mia’s porcelain, willing body from my thoughts. I don’t like dismantling cars. I much prefer putting them back together.

      “I need these gone before tomorrow morning,” he says as I approach. “Sooner if you can.”

      I groan. “I’m not a fucking car-vanishing magician over here.”

      He doesn’t even crack a grin at my joke. Which is the correct reaction, since I wasn’t trying to be funny.

      “Today you’ll have to be,” he says.

      I shrug then nod and tell him I’ll do it. He anticipated the need for more hands on deck for this one. Ten or so MC brothers are milling around the cars, and I don’t recognize half of them, which is just one more sign that it’s time for me to move on.

      There’s no point telling Hawk I have plans. It’s immaterial. I may not take a very active life in my MC, but I’m always here when they need me. No dinner tonight, but maybe, just maybe, I can still get some of the dessert.

      I text Mia to that effect while the gate is creaking and clanking shut after Hawk leaves the lot, since we’ll be closed for regular business for the rest of the day. She doesn’t reply right away.

      Or six hours later, when it’s almost time for our dinner.

      I don’t want to read anything into that, and I’m trying real hard not to. So hard I take a ride to my house at five to six to make sure she didn’t just somehow miss my text canceling dinner. I even wait in the driveway until half past. But she’s not there. She sent no text. She just didn’t show up.

      I figured I’d be more upset to find out all her promises were most likely just empty words, just something to placate me while she made her second escape. But as it is, I’m just numb. And sick of it all.
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      It was past four AM when we finally finished getting rid of the cars and I didn’t even bother going home to sleep. I just lay down on the lumpy, stinking and dusty sofa that’s been in one of the back rooms of the garage since my father’s time and tried to will myself to sleep. I hadn’t checked my phone for messages from Mia since midnight, and I refused to after I lay down to sleep. Or tried to sleep, more like. Though sheer tiredness won out in the end.

      Not that it was a restful sleep, not by a long shot, nightmares and creepy dreams kept waking me. All the old favorites. From finding my father cold and dead on the pavement in front of the garage, to everything I own burning down.

      The incessant buzzing that finally rouses me at just before eleven AM does not help at all. I lay there, listening to it for a while, waiting for whoever it is to go away or for someone else to see who it is, before realizing that I gave everyone the day off and that the buzzing won’t stop.

      And that it could be Mia.

      That thought propels me off the couch, my lower back cramping up in protest.

      But by the time I limp and curse my way to the buzzer in the office I’m convinced it is her, and that everything will be all right now.

      But one glance at the door camera is enough to tell me it will most likely be the exact opposite of that. Two uniformed officers are flanking two plain-clothes detectives out on the sidewalk in front of the gate to my garage, which they’ve blocked off with their vehicles.

      “Yes?” I ask as I press the intercom button, after a long few moments of deliberating whether I should at all and in the end deciding I better, since they’ll just keep hounding me until they find me. That’s how cops work.

      “We need to speak to Axle Wright,” the shorter and balder of the two detectives says. “Is he here?”

      “Come on in,” I say and press the buzzer to open the door.

      I run my fingers through my hair a couple of times, smooth down my t-shirt and tighten the belt of my jeans. Unfastening it was the only thing I did to make myself more comfortable before lying down last night, since I didn’t expect to sleep at all.

      “What’s this about?” I ask the approaching procession of cops as I step out into the lot.

      “Are you Mr. Wright?” the short detective asks.

      I nod. I’ve never seen him before, but I recognize the other one vaguely, as well as the two uniforms. Not that I’ve had many run-ins with the law so far.

      The detective introduces himself and his companion, neither bothering to offer a handshake.

      “Could you tell us where you were from eleven AM onwards yesterday?” the detective asks.

      I shrug and gesture with my hands to encompass the entire garage. “Here.”

      “All day?”

      “I arrived at eleven and didn’t leave again,” I assert.

      He looks at me pointedly, as though trying to read off my face that I’m lying.

      “What’s this about?” I ask again, more curtly this time.

      “Mia Edwards was abducted yesterday and her mother was gravely injured,” the detective says, the words hitting my stomach worse than any fist. “We’ve been told you were one of the last people they were in contact with.”

      The breath I’m trying to take isn’t reaching my lungs and all I want to do is run out of here and go find her, but I can’t do that and so I don’t fucking know what to do.

      “Is that information correct?” the detective asks.

      I shouldn’t speak to them or give them any information at all. That’s how it’s done. That’s how you keep cops off your back. That’s how you make their job harder and give yourself time to cover your tracks better. I know this. Have always known it. Have used it to my advantage for my whole life.

      But this is about Mia, not some stolen car.

      And I will do everything to get her back. Everything and anything!

      “She left my house at around ten yesterday morning,” I say. “Her mom picked her up.”

      He looks at me skeptically. “How come? Doesn’t she have her own car?”

      I point at the SUV still standing in the middle of the lot. “She brought her car in for me to fix. She was supposed to pick it up last night.”

      I pull my phone from my pocket. “We texted at around eleven. Made dinner plans. Look.”

      I open the conversation and stick the phone in his face.

      “Tell me what happened,” I say. “Where is she? Who took her?”

      The two detectives lean in as they examine the texts I’m showing them.

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out, Mr. Wright,” the short one finally says. “The neighbor, who was on the phone with the mother when it happened says that a group of five bikers broke in to their house, assaulted the mother and dragged the daughter out through the front door at just past eleven. She called 911 right away, but by the time they arrived the perpetrators were long gone.”

      Bikers?

      A bike rumbled by in the street outside while he was talking, the echoes still settling down.

      Who the fuck did this?

      “Do you know anything about this?” the other detective, the vaguely familiar one asks. “Did your friends do this?”

      He means the Devils. While I don’t flaunt my membership in the MC, it’s no secret that I am one of them.

      “Absolutely not,” I say.

      “Maybe she wouldn’t be with you, so you decided to get your friends and force her,” the man insists. I don’t like the gleam in his eyes or the smirk on his face. I want to wipe it off with my fist. But the last thing I need right now is to get booked for assault on a police officer. What I need is for them to leave so I can go look for Mia myself.

      “I didn’t see her for almost twenty years before she came back to town a couple of days ago,” I say, as calmly as I can. “But before that, we were together for seven years. Check me out as much as you want, but don’t focus on me. I had nothing to do with this. She’s the last person in the world I would ever harm in any way.”

      The annoying detective opens his mouth to speak, but the shorter one beats him to it. “All right, Mr. Wright. Thank you for your time.”

      “Find her,” I say as they turn to walk away.

      “We’ll do everything we can,” he assures me.

      As soon as the metal door by the gate shuts behind them, I dial Hawk’s number. He’s the one that knows shit. The one who finds people for our MC. He better be able to find her. I’m afraid he’s the only one who can.

      “I’ll be right there,” he says as he picks up and promptly disconnects again.

      A few minutes later, the rumbling of a bike cuts off at the gate and Hawk strides in through the door, slamming it after him.

      “Talk inside,” he says as he approaches and I enter the office, leaving the door open for him.

      He slams this door too.

      “What was that all about?” he asks. “What did they want?”

      “It wasn’t about the cars,” I tell him. “My girlfriend Mia’s been abducted. By bikers.”

      “The woman who was here the other day?” he asks and I nod.

      “I need you to help me find her.”

      He looks at me for a couple of seconds, something I can’t read flitting across his face.

      “Can you do it?” I ask impatiently.

      “I think I know where I’ve seen her before,” he says slowly, his eyes fixed on me and kinda soft like he’s getting ready to give me some very bad news and doesn’t know how.

      “Where?” I snap.

      “I’ll have to check to be sure,” he says and takes another infuriatingly long pause. “But I think we were contacted to take her out a couple months ago.”

      Devil’s Nightmare MC is a mercenary club. That’s all we do. We get hired to take people or sometimes whole clubs out. It’s how it’s always been. I’ve never been a part of that side of club life and neither has my father. We just fixed their bikes and cars, or get rid of both when they needed us to.

      “And you accepted?” I ask, the room literally spinning around me.

      He shakes his head and grimaces. “Of course not. That’s not the kind of jobs we take, never have.  She’s some kind of lawyer or something? A prosecutor?”

      I nod.

      “Yeah, they wanted her gone,” he says. “Off the case, I assumed.”

      “But you said no,” I say. “Is there any chance not everyone got the message. That some of the guys took the job on anyway.”

      He shakes his head again. “No way. You know they wouldn’t, that’s not how it works.”

      I do know. But I have to be sure.

      “Can you find her?” I ask again.

      He pauses again, looks at me some more with that unreadable look in his eyes. Only it’s not really unreadable, I just don’t like what it’s saying. That it might be too late. That there might not be anything but her body left to find.

      “I can sure try,” he says and opens the door. “Come on, let’s go up to HQ.”

      I’d much rather get on my bike and start scouring the town looking for her. But I’m sure Hawk’s way is better. He knows his business and I should let him do it. And try not to go crazy with worry while he does.
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      Are you all right, Mom?! Mom?!

      It’s the last thought I remember having before I lost all touch with reality and the first one that erupts as I regain awareness. I think I screamed it both times, but I’m not sure.

      My head is pounding, my stomach sour like I’m about to throw up. The fresh smell of it tells me I might actually have done that while I was asleep.

      I sit up, but something cuts painfully into my right wrist as I try, making my headache worse and my nausea more unbearable.

      I lie back down and take a couple of deep breaths, trying not to panic, trying to calm myself down enough to take in my surroundings.

      I’m in a small, ten by ten shed, the only light coming from the cracks between the roof and the walls and around the door. I’m shackled with a zip tie to a metal camp bed with a paper thin mattress that smells of urine, feces and I think blood.

      The walls of the shed are metal, and it’s so hot in here that sweat is running down my forehead and my neck. The sun must be shining directly onto this place to make it so hot. The heat is also waking every smell inside, making it ten fold.

      My skirt is all twisted up, the waistband digging painfully into my flesh. And that’s a problem I can do something about right now. Even the pragmatic part of my brain that’s telling me this—the part of my mind that’s always been very loud and sure of itself—sounds panicked.

      What the hell is happening?!

      The door suddenly bursts open, the yellow sunlight streaming in blinding, making the men entering just black creatures, not human at all.

      “Let me go!” I yell at them, rattling the bed by jerking on my restraint. “Do you know who I am?”

      “She’s a feisty one, that’s for sure,” one of the men says to the other.

      “But she’s gorgeous, don’t you think?” the other one asks. “That red hair. And those lovely curves. She’s every bit as soft as she looks.”

      “Sure, she’s all right. A little old for my taste, though,” comes the reply. “But you can keep her if you want her. Just make sure she’s no trouble.”

      One of the men leaves, while the other approaches. The closer he comes, the more of his features I can make out. Once he’s right next to me, I know him. It’s the guy who burst into the bathroom, I recognize his eyes.

      “Get the hell away from me!” I shout and back away as far as I can. It’s not very far and his face is still inches from mine even when my back is against the wall.

      “Settle down,” he whispers hoarsely. His breath smells of garlic and rot. “I’m the only reason you’re still alive, so stop fighting and start cooperating.”

      I freeze and stare at him, trying to read the truth from his eyes because his words make no sense at all.

      “You mean… you mean you’ll let me go?” I ask in a barely audible voice.

      He chuckles coldly and moves back. “Didn’t exactly say that. But you won’t be dead. How about that?”

      My very blood freezes in my veins, stops flowing it feels like. I think I’d maybe rather be dead that chained to this guy.

      He produces a paper bag from one pocket and a bottle of water from the other and tosses them both on the bed.

      “Now eat and drink and stay quiet,” he says. “Then maybe by tonight I can move you somewhere more comfortable.”

      The words, Just kill me now, are on the tip of my tongue. I could never handle aggression and threats calmly, but somehow I manage not to say them. He’s probably my only chance of getting away from here, and I can’t mess it up.

      I pick up the water and open it clumsily, since I have to bring it down to my shackled right hand to get it done.

      He chuckles at me, clearly amused. “Good girl.”

      I want to throw the bottle at his head, but instead I just unscrew it and take a sip.

      He leaves, locking the door behind him, the padlock, or chain, or whatever the hell’s on the other side rattling against the metal door.

      I hope Axle can find me. I hope he can help me. He’s my only hope.

      But what if it’s his MC that did this?

      No. I won’t let that thought in. I don’t know exactly what kind of things they’re involved in. Nothing good, that’s for sure. But I know Axle. And I know he’d never do anything to harm me. God knows I’ve tested him at times.

      But what do I really know? It’s been twenty years, and I hurt him deeply.

      But no. No, it can’t be.

      His kisses didn’t lie. His eyes don’t either. And there was nothing but love for me in them the last time we saw each other.

      The last time?

      The very last time?

      I can’t let those questions in. But I can’t keep them out either. And once the memory of seeing my mom lying face down on the white marble tiles in her kitchen, surrounded by a pool of her blood, comes into clear focus, I just want to scream and scream and never stop.

      Why is this happening?!
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      The MC HQ is a huge mansion on top of Resolution hill. The place is surrounded by a huge garden and a ten foot high metal fence. I used to be a regular up there, back when the place was the site of endless parties and nothing was impossible. Except completely forgetting Mia, in my case. No matter how many other women I had, even if I had several at the same time, it was never enough to forget her.

      I figured that out even before our President’s daughter, Lily, came to live with him a couple of years ago and all the parties stopped practically overnight then. Now that he’s happily married with a young son to boot, it doesn’t look like they ever will. The younger brothers that help out at the garage are always pestering me and Diesel for stories of those times, but I let Diesel do all the talking. I don’t miss the parties, and I haven’t been up here more than a handful of times in the last decade or more.

      The gate in the wall starts opening for me and Hawk as we round the last bend in the road, and I follow him inside, down the surprisingly not bumpy gravel road that leads to the house. Gravel is not good for bikes, but despite me and my father before me bringing up the subject many times, the driveway never got paved for some reason.

      Bushes, some flowering, most not, line the driveway and in the distance the tall grass of the garden is dotted with thick oaks and other such leafy trees with not a redwood in sight on this side of the wall. The house itself never ceases to amaze me. It’s easily big enough to house two hundred people, and at one time, back when it still housed the entire MC, it did. Once upon a time, before the founder of our MC inherited in back in the 1940s it used to be a retreat, or a convalescent home of sorts for the rich and famous. It became a place of healing of another sort once the MC took it over.

      I remember one night in particular here, more vividly than the rest. It was soon after I finally realized Mia was gone from my life for good. A warm September night to be exact, and bonfires were burning all over the grounds. That party lasted for days and loud music was blaring from inside the house throughout, filling the garden via the wide open windows. I fucked five women that I remember and several more I don’t at that party. All to forget Mia. I didn’t then and I never will.

      Only now, I might have to.

      And I can’t handle that.

      “I’m just gonna check a couple of things and then we’ll go see Cross,” Hawk says as dismounts in front of the wide open double doors leading into the house. “You can wait in the kitchen.”

      “I’m not hungry,” I snap.

      He nods thoughtfully. “Fine, come with me. We’ll find her. Don’t worry.”

      But I am worried. And so’s he.

      “Stop trying to comfort me,” I say. “I know how these things work.”

      “How what works?” a man asks from somewhere to our left.

      I turn towards the voice to see our president, Cross, leading his toddler son by the hand.

      “And what brings you up here, Axle?” he adds when neither of us respond. “Haven’t seen you in a dog’s age.”

      “There’s a situation,” Hawk says, glancing at the kid.

      Cross is a legend, and one of the most feared MC presidents in the country. He has a vicious reputation as one of the worst and most ruthless killers, but I’ve never seen that side of him. He’s a stern, fair man who’s respected by every member of the MC, not because he demands it, but because he earns it. He’s also my only hope of ever finding Mia. Looking into his piercing black eyes, I know I don’t have to worry about finding her. Though finding her alive might be another matter. One I can’t even begin to contemplate.

      Cross lets go of his son’s hand and gives him a little push towards the door.

      “Go find Mommy,” he says. “I have to talk to these men.”

      The kid has his father’s eyes, but they’re not as piercing. Could be one day they will be. He gives us a cursory glance, looks at his father who nods, then runs into the house.

      “Let’s go to the office,” Cross says and we follow him into the house, where the entry hall is already at least ten degrees cooler than the scorching heat outside. Heat that could already be burning the soil over Mia’s unmarked grave. No, I won’t think it. I can’t.

      All this is already taking too long.

      I’ve been to Cross’ office maybe three times in my life, but one glance tells me not much has changed. The giant oak desk is still there, gleaming in the sunlight filtered by not quite shut wooden shutters. Cross points at the black leather sofa arrangement in one corner of the huge room. The sofa I sit down on has seen better days, but is very comfortable despite the many cracks and scratches in the leather.

      “So, what’s going on?” Cross asks.

      Hawk glances at me then clears his throat. “I’ll be brief. You remember that request we got to take out a lawyer from San Francisco.”

      Cross nods. “The red head woman? We said no.”

      “Emphatically,” Hawk says. “But someone else said yes.”

      Cross fixes me with his piercing black gaze, then glances back at Hawk. “How’s that our problem now?”

      He sounds like he already knows as he fixes me with his gaze again.

      “She’s my girlfriend,” I say. What I should’ve said is that she’s the love of my life, my everything. The one person I can’t live without. Not well anyway.

      “And she’s been killed?” Cross asks quietly.

      “Taken,” I say, which is all I can get out.

      “By who?” he asks.

      “Bikers,” Hawk answers. “Of the top of my head, I’d say Horned Riders MC. They’ve been working hard at picking up the crumbs we leave behind for years.”

      “How sure are you it’s them?” Cross asks.

      Hawk shrugs. “I’d have do some digging. But my money’s on them.”

      “Go find out what you can,” Cross tells him and Hawk nods, then shoots to his feet and leaves the room.

      Cross looks at me once the door closes behind Hawk, his look not as piercing or dark this time.

      “You want us to find her?” he asks.

      I nod.

      “We might not find what you want us to find,” he says.

      “But you’ll try?”

      Cross nods. “This club owes a lot to you and your father before you. You’ve always been loyal to us and I’ll always repay that loyalty. Of course we’ll ride to get your woman back. If we’d known who she was, we’d have protected her too. But now—“

      “I understand the situation,” I say, not wanting to hear it spoken out loud. Some things are best left in the darkest corners of one’s thoughts. Even when they’re words that describe the most probable reality.

      Mia’s body is probably the best we can hope to find.

      But I won’t let that thought into the light until I’m staring at it.
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      What feels like a year later, I’m standing by my bike in the driveway in front of Sanctuary. It took Hawk all day to find out who took up the contract on Mia’s life. It was the Horned Riders, as he rightly guessed in the first place.

      I’m not alone. Cross is here, Hawk too, even Tank, our vice-president and Ice, whose standing is high in the MC, even though he doesn’t have an official exec title. A couple of years ago, the MC rode to avenge him and his family.

      Now it seems like the Devil’s Nightmare MC is riding to avenge mine.

      Diesel is here too, even though he’s never ridden on a job with the Devils. He’s not saying much, or asking too many questions, but offering me his undying support with his presence alone.

      At least fifty brothers have gathered, the late afternoon sun making the handles of their bikes gleam gold. Cross found many ways to tell me not to expect too much from tonight’s ride without coming right out and saying it.

      “We’ll talk first,” he tells me now. “I’ll say things you don’t want to hear. Don’t react.”

      “I’d like a gun,” I say. “Can I have a gun?”

      Cross fixes me with his gaze, the eyes saying no, while Tank looks at him, then reaches into his saddlebag and pulls out a silver pistol.

      “We should let him have a gun,” he says to Cross as he hands it to me, black leather handle first.

      “All right, let’s ride!” Cross yells and mounts his bike.

      I’ve ridden with the Devils plenty of times, just never on a job. Just like Diesel, my father and I also left all the killing to them. We just took care of the bikes and the cars and partied with them.

      Today that’s gonna change. Today I’ll become a killer too. The sky is flame orange as we leave the Sanctuary grounds. My brothers’ bikes thrumming and rumbling all around me are the perfect soundtrack to this ride straight into hell.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The sky is a pale dusky purple as we reach the out-of-town compound and clubhouse of the Horned Riders MC. It’s made up of a series of rickety looking wooden and metal buildings enclosed by a wall of wooden slabs, pieces of metal, tarp and trash, as well as giant holes where the makeshift building materials either collapsed or were stolen. The place is in the middle of nowhere, on a slab of desert wasteland so far off the beaten track I’m surprised we even found it.

      A group of brothers ride to surround the place, while I follow Cross and the larger group through the broken gate and into the lot.

      We kick up so much dust I have trouble seeing Diesel, who’s only a foot or so away from me.

      “What’s the meaning of this?!” an angry man shouts over the echoes of all our bikes coming to a stop at almost exactly the same time.

      As the dust settles, I see a short, barrel chested man with white streaked dark hair approach from the direction of what must be the clubhouse. He’s flanked by twenty of his men.

      I can smell the booze and smoke coming from the wooden warehouse looking building behind them from where I’m sitting on my bike between Cross and Tank.

      Cross dismounts and pulls off his helmet. I follow suit, as do Tank and Ice.

      “Cross,” the man says in a surprised tone of voice. “What brings you here?”

      He’s trying to sound mocking and intimidating, but I hear the fear underneath it loud and clear.

      “I’ve come to talk to you about a job you recently took on, Bear,” Cross says. “A job that was mine.”

      Bear swallows hard, even from a good distance away I can see his Adam’s apple bob up and down.

      “I would never do a thing like that,” he says. “I respect you. I have always respected you.”

      His voice is filled with just fear now.

      Cross laughs coldly. “Respect is not what I’d call it.”

      Tank laughs too, as do several of our brothers.

      “Fear more like,” Tank adds and laughs even harder.

      “What job are you talking about?” Bear asks in a nearly squeaky voice.

      “The red-headed lawyer,” Cross says. “We took on that job. You had no business under bidding us.”

      “Under bid?” Bear asks, looking genuinely perplexed. “You turned that job down. You had to have. You don’t do jobs like that. Everyone knows—”

      “What everyone knows is wrong in this case,” Cross cuts him off. “But I’m sure everyone knows what happens has to happen now. I will not allow disrespect go unpunished.”

      Leather creaks and rustles as Bear’s men gasp and groan and whisper and fidget.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Bear says, nervously turning this way and that, looking for someone in particular in the group of his men. Beads of sweat are covering his forehead by the time he finally sees who he’s looking for. It’s a man about his age, only a little taller and skinnier, with the same white streaked dark hair. There’s something similar about their faces too. Brothers?

      Bear gestures to him frantically, pointing at something in the far distance of the lot and the man nods and rushes off.

      “What am I waiting for?” Cross asks.

      “Wait, he’s bringing her,” Bear says, and my heart swells in my chest, thumping so hard I can hear it.

      “You can claim the kill,” Bear adds. “I won’t say no different.”

      His words feel like I’ve just stepped through a hole in an iced over lake, all the air gone from my lungs and the cold freezing my blood instantly. I’m seeing the quickly darkening world as though through a thick wall of dirty ice. And drowning. No air is reaching my lungs, no thought enters my mind, save one. I’m about to see Mia’s dead body. And I won’t live to tell about it.
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      I’m woken by a terrible rumbling, like a mountain collapsing, the walls of the shed creaking and rattling and the ground shaking. Somehow, I fell asleep again after the man locked me back in. Probably because of the drugs they injected me with. I see nothing but darkness as I open my eyes, but my heart is thrumming and skipping in excitement. An earthquake! The shed will collapse and I will escape!

      I yank as hard as I can on the handcuffs, making the whole bed shake, but the damn metal rod I’m chained to won’t budge.

      Then the rumbling stops and the walls no longer shake. The stinky shed is still standing, still as sound as ever. I’m still as chained up as ever.

      “Fuck!” I scream and kick at the wall as hard as I can. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

      All that my tantrum does is give me a wicked pain in my little toe as it twists against the corrugated surface of the metal wall.

      I’m in the process of calming my mind and stilling my racing heart, since panicking and flying off the handle won’t serve me in any way and the calm, logical part of my mind knows this, when the door flies open again. The man who I belong to now, the one calling himself my savior or whatever, rushes in.

      “Good you’re up,” he says. “We’re going.”

      He grabs my arm and pulls me off the bed, taking it with us.

      “God damn it,” he snaps, then starts huffing and puffing as he struggles to bend the metal railing of the bed enough to snap it.

      Seeing my chance, what could be my only chance, I kick him as hard as I can in the shin and try to elbow him in the stomach but hit his hip bone.

      He grunts, but doesn’t even stop his struggles with the railing. “Be still, bitch.”

      He kicks me so hard in the stomach I very nearly vomit again.

      I’m still catching my breath and willing the vicious pain to subside as he grabs a fistful of my hair and lifts me to my feet.

      “Walk,” he orders, then marches me out of the shed.

      It’s almost completely dark outside, and my bare feet hit every damn rock on the dry hard ground outside, making the stubbed toe seem like a kiss in comparison.

      “Where are you taking me?” I ask.

      He grunts and starts pulling me faster. We’re approaching a row of identical container like structures. Through the gaps between them I can see a pool of yellow light, along with the whispering, shuffling and coughing of many men.

      I’ve heard of the auctions clubs like this hold. They’re nothing like the millionaire auctions where virgins, under age for the most part, are sold to the highest bidder. This will be more like a slave auction. And I don’t expect to fetch a good price. Or a kind owner.

      “Here she is!” the man pulling me. “Take her!”

      I start fighting him, screaming and shouting and kicking and biting. I’d rather die in the desert alone than face whatever horror these assholes have planned for me. I’d rather he kill me right here and now.

      Suddenly I’m not being held anymore and the old man is lying on the ground, face down trying to crawl away. I keep on punching and scratching at the arms holding me now, kicking as hard as I could.

      But these arm aren’t trying to hurt me. This man is trying to hold me.

      “Calm down, Mia,” he says, but I knew him before he spoke. “It’s all right. You’re safe. I’m here.”

      “Axle?” I say. “Is this a dream?”

      He grins. “Could be. But at least we’re both dreaming the same thing.”

      Then he scoops me up in his strong arms, and I wrap my arms around his neck and lean my head against his shoulder.

      “Please take me away from here,” I say.

      He starts walking, and I close my eyes. I feel like I’m floating, all the pain and fear I felt just a couple of moments ago wrapped tight and stored away where they can no longer reach me. Not now that he’s here. And if this is just a dream, I don’t want to wake up.
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      I tried not to think as we waited, two groups of bikers facing each other across a dusty field, awash in the yellow, flickering generator powered lights, the smell of dust, petrol and sweat thick in the air.

      I didn’t trust my ears when the slight breeze brought the hint of her voice with it. In fact, I was sure it was just the first herald of my break from reality. If they bring me her body to look at, I’m not leaving this field alive. And I’m taking as many of these fuckers with me as I can.

      Huffing and puffing, the old man dragging her into the light from between two containers. Leather creaking and rustling accompanies the bikers all turning to the source of her voice.

      But all I really see is Mia’s pale face, surrounded by a cloud of that thick, soft, dark red hair of hers that’s always been the color of my dreams. She’s always been both the color and texture of my dreams. Seeing her hurt has always been unbearable for me.

      I don’t remember moving. I don’t remember running. I barely notice my fist colliding with the old man’s jaw. But I do know it when I’m finally holding her soft body, keeping her safe with mine.

      She asks if this is all just a dream, and I’m not sure that it isn’t. But I am sure I never want to wake up.

      She’s as light as a feather as I carry her back to my bike. Cross is speaking and the other MC president is saying something back. I hear none of it. All I know is that I have Mia back. Against all odds, she’s in my arms, alive. I will never let her go again.
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      I wake up cocooned in a soft, warm bed, the overhead fan whirring and stirring, accentuating the breeze coming in through the open window. The light is soft, diffuse, early morning or evening, I can’t tell. But it’s magical. Fantasy like.

      Until the aches and pains in my body start waking too.

      My feet are throbbing, not quite painfully, but not pleasant either, my scalp still stings and burns from that vicious hair pulling last night, and there are aches and pains all over my body.

      But it all lessens as I open my eyes fully and see Axle standing over me, a pitcher filled with a light brown liquid that smells of peaches and summer in his hands.

      “Good, you’re awake,” he says and grins. “How do you feel?”

      My heart lurches in my chest, and I groan as I sit up too fast. But that pain is nothing to the one in my chest.

      “How’s my mom?”

      Axle sets the pitcher of ice tea down on the nightstand and sits on the edge of the bed. It takes just a few seconds, but they drag like decades for me.

      “Just tell me, whatever it is,” I say. I don’t mean it. There’s things I don’t want to hear.

      He takes my hand gently in his calloused palm. “She’s doing better,” he says. “She’s still in a coma, but the doctors are hopeful she’ll be just fine.”

      I throw the covers off and find my feet are heavily bandaged in thick swathes of white gauze. There’s no way I can walk on these, so I reflexively start peeling them off.

      He takes my hands to stop me. “Heart, I’ll take you wherever you want to go. But it’s six in the evening now. Visiting hours are over. We’ll go in the morning. Besides, our Doc says you could use a couple more days of rest.”

      “Who?” I ask.

      “The MC’s doctor,” he says. “He looked you over and bandaged your feet. And he’s been monitoring your mom at the hospital too. He says she’ll recover.”

      “The MC’s doctor works at the hospital too?” I ask, thoroughly confused.

      “Not officially, I don’t think,” he says. “But they know him and respect him there.”

      “What happened to my mom? Was she shot?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “It looks like they hit her from behind and she slammed her head on the kitchen island as she went down. Luckily she was on the phone with her best friend who called the ambulance right away,” he says. “Apparently they were there within minutes of those fuckers taking you. If only they’d come a couple of minutes sooner.”

      His eyes, his whole face, tell me just how much he wishes for that to be true. I squeeze his hand reassuringly and he winces.

      It’s only then I notice his right hand is bandaged too.

      “What happened to you?” I ask.

      He looks at his hand wryly. “I didn’t hold anything back when I knocked out that guy holding you. It’s gonna be awhile before I can hold a wrench again comfortably.”

      He looks at me and grins. “But it was worth it.”

      “Thank you for finding me,” I say. “How did you?”

      He looks sheepish all of a sudden. “You’re not gonna like it. I went to my MC president for help. He found you.”

      “Then who abducted me?” I ask.

      A bike rumbles up to the house downstairs, before he can answer and stops abruptly. My heart’s racing again, my eyes fixed on his, so wide it’s painful.

      “It’s fine, you’re safe here,” he says, stroking my cheek. “I’ll see who it is.”

      He walks over to the window and peels back the curtains to look out into the driveways.

      “Can I come up?” a man asks.

      Axle turns to me. “Can he? He can probably explain about what happened to you better than I can.”

      I nod, my heart still thundering.

      He leaves to let the guy in, and a couple of moments later they’re both standing in the room with me. I pull the covers back over myself reflexively.

      “This is Hawk,” Axle introduces him.

      “I won’t stay long,” Hawk says. He’s the blonde one who interrupted what would’ve been our first kiss after a long draught at Axle’s garage. “But I feel kinda responsible for what happened to you and figured you also had some questions.”

      “Why would you feel responsible?” Axle asks. “I wouldn’t have found her without you.”

      Hawk walks closer to the bed. “If I’d remembered sooner where I saw you before, it all could’ve been avoided.”

      “Where had you seen me before?” I ask.

      Axle brings him a chair then sits down next to me on the bed again.

      “About four or five months ago, I was approached in a bar just outside of town about putting a hit on you,” Hawk says. “I refused, obviously, but not before getting some more information.”

      I know there’s a lot more to this story, and the reasons why he was approached with this. But he’ll never tell me everything, so I won’t press.

      “Please tell me who it was,” I say. “I swear it won’t leave this room. I just need to know to protect myself.”

      “You don’t need to worry about that,” Axle says. “I’ll protect you.”

      Hawk nods, looks at Axle then at me as he pulls an envelope from his breast pocket. “I can tell you who it was. And I have a pretty good idea why it happened, but that’s all I’m gonna say.”

      He opens the envelope, pulls out a couple of photographs and hands them to me. “These are the men who approached me. One of them is a local developer hot-shot, Miles Lester, and the other—“

      “Is the DA’s personal assistant,” I finish the sentence for him. I can still feel the breeze on my face, but absolutely no air is coming into my lungs. “My boss’s assistant.”

      “But why would they want me dead?” I ask, looking at them both.

      “I figure the developer was just the go between,” Hawk says and pulls a folded piece of paper from the envelope. “And I think it all has to do with this.”

      He holds the paper out to me. It’s a printout of an article about the millionaire going on trial in a week or so. The one I’m prosecuting. The one who has such a wide net of friends in high places it took almost five years to bring him to trial. Just the jury selection took a year. It was only just completed five months ago.

      “Damn, the DA is one of his friends too, isn’t he?” I say as it finally clicks. “No wonder it took so long to get to the trial.”

      Hawk nods. “It looks that way. And if I had to guess, I’d say you’re the only member of the prosecution team that’s not bought or otherwise corrupted. You’ll have to watch your back.”

      So many little things that kept going wrong with the preparation for this trial suddenly make complete sense.

      Hawk hands me the envelope. “There’s a lot more evidence and such in there. Do what you will with it. But I also have an offer to make you.”

      I look up from the thick envelope he just handed me.

      “We can hide you now,” Hawk says. “Make it as though the hit was successfully carried out and give you a new identity. That way you’ll never have to worry about these degenerates coming after you again.”

      I look at Axle. His face is unreadable, but I bet he wishes I’ll say yes. “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I can’t take that offer. I’m going to put this scumbag in prison for the rest of his life, and all his chums with him.”

      Axle grins. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you.”

      Hawk stands up and pats Axle on the back. “All right, I’m gonna take off now and leave you to it.”

      “Thank you,” I say offering him my hand. “For saving my life and for bringing me all this information. I won’t ever reveal my source.”

      “You’re welcome,” he says, shaking my hand. “I’d prefer it if those scumbags got their much deserved comeuppance too.”

      As soon as he leaves and I look into Axle’s proud, happy eyes again, all that red hot, fighting purpose finding all this out woke in me, deflates like a popped balloon.

      “I’ll have to go back to San Francisco soon,” I say. “But I’ll come see you as often as I can. And you can come visit me too.”

      He just smiles wider and wider as I talk.

      “What?” I ask.

      He cups my cheek with his bandaged hand. “I’m going with you. If you think I’m not gonna be right beside you from now on, watching over you night and day, you have another thing coming. You can explain me away as your hired bodyguard or whatever you—“

      I interrupt him with a soft kiss.

      “I’ll expalin you as the love of my life,” I say. “To anyone and everyone. How about that?”

      He smiles wider and it transforms his entire face, wiping away the worry lines, the disappointment, the lost years, to reveal the man I fell in love with. The man I never stopped loving. Still as young and pure and incorrect as ever.

      “Sounds like the best plan you’ve had yet,” he says and leans down to kiss me.

      The touch of his soft, hot lips on mine sends sparkles all through me. They burn through all the residual pain in my body, and the doubt and fear in my mind until nothing but love and comfort and the perfect rightness of this moment remain.

      This is where I belong. Where I have always belonged. Where I was born to spend my life. In his strong arms, in his house, under his loving protection. Just as he’s always belonged in my arms, my world and my heart.

      The years we spent apart vanish in that kiss, disappear as though they never were. That sense of freedom, of purpose, of possibility and adventure is back in my heart and my soul as I lay in his arms. A velvet evening has fallen in the world outside and as I drift off to sleep, I know I will wake up into a perfect morning tomorrow. With him by my side, our love alive, whole and strong, no longer ignored and discarded but radiant enough to change the world.
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Mia

      As the scent of the redwood forest, sweet yet tangy, rich yet light, finally overpowers all others, I know I am home. I’m on the back of Axle’s bike, my arms around his waist, our bodies vibrating in unison to the rhythm of the tires eating up the pavement. He slows down and I wrap my legs around his hips laying them in his lap and I loosen my grip on his waist and lean back into the wind and sunshine and the promise of a peaceful, loving eternity that’s finally in our grasp.

      One thing after another has made the trial drag on and on. But it’s finally over now. Guilty on all counts was the verdict. Victory, pure and simple. But they’ll appeal. It will continue to drag on and on and on and I’m ready to pass on the torch. I’m ready to come home for good. And I’ll tell Axle as soon as we reach Pleasantville—our hometown.

      The guilty, disgraced millionaire’s lawyers and friends are coming after me full force now. There was no way to fully hide my connections to an outlaw MC, but I managed to long enough to get a verdict. Now I can take that offer to disappear. Then bring the rest of them to justice from the shadows. They’ll never see me coming.

      But I’ll think of all that later.

      All I want to do now is enjoy this ride, this man in my arms, this homecoming which is just sweet, not even a little bitter.

      Despite our slow pace, we still reach the town much too soon. But we’ll enjoy many such rides now. And forever.

      The doors of my mom’s new salon are wide open as we pull up beside it. Mom is standing in the doorway as I dismount and she rushes down to me, arms open wide. Her hair is cropped short, framing her smiling face in a bouquet of shiny, bouncy curls. The streak of grey the blow to the head she received caused is gone, covered by expertly applied blonde dye.

      “Finally,” she says. “I’ve been looking out the window all morning, waiting for you.”

      “She has too,” a smiling woman of about thirty says from behind her. She’s tall and curvy, with perfect, thick golden blonde hair spilling down past her breasts. She’s wearing a pair of tight skinny jeans with holes in the knees and a loose, washed out black Metallica t-shirt. She belongs on a magazine cover, or in a swimsuit issue, but seems very happy right where she is, helping my mom manage the salon.

      “How are you, Honey?” I ask. “I hope my mom hasn’t been keeping you too busy.”

      I walk over and give her a hug too. She smells as good as she looks.

      “Never,” she says. “If it weren’t for your mom, who knows where I’d be. Nowhere good, that’s for sure.”

      She’s forever thanking mom for giving her a chance when no one else would. But I think she’s done a world of good for my mom too, especially in this last year when I’ve been too busy and distracted to help or even visit her as much as I wanted to.

      “Well, I’m here to take some of the load off now,” I say.

      Axle’s giving me that look he’s been giving me all day. Puzzled is the best way to describe it. I’ve been dropping hints that I want to stay in Pleasantville indefinitely this time, but haven’t come out and said it yet. I will soon.

      Honey goes back inside and I turn to my mom. “We just wanted to stop by and say hi. We’ll talk more over dinner, OK?”

      Now both Axle and Mom are giving me the same puzzled look, but I just smile at them both, take his hand and lead him back to the bike.

      A few short minutes later we’re parked the driveway of his home.

      “Ahh, home sweet home,” I say as I dismount and take off my helmet.

      He takes my hand and twirls me to face him as I take a step towards the door.

      “All right, spill it,” he says. “What’s all this home sweet home stuff you’ve been talking about all day?”

      I smile coyly, toying with the idea of stringing him along for just a little longer, but I don’t have the heart to. Not when faced with that stark, innocent, happy expectation in his eyes.

      “I think we should just stay here this time,” I say. “Indefinitely.”

      His eyes widen as though he can’t believe he heard me right.

      “Are you sure?” he asks.

      I take his face in my hands and look deeper into his eyes than I ever had. “More sure than I’ve ever been of anything in my life.”

      He smiles wide and kisses me, holding me tight. Living in the city with me has been hard for him. Not that he ever complained, but I saw it in his eyes every time we spoke of the future and I could not make any promises. I can now.

      “And there’s one more thing,” I say as we pause for breath.

      He looks at me questioningly, his face so close that all I see are his warm, soft eyes.

      “I think I might be pregnant,” I say and watch that softness in his eyes turn to something else. A look so full of pure love, desire and longing it’s none of those things, but something far deeper. Something akin to the feeling I’ve had since I first suspected I was carrying his child—a feeling of absolute rightness, of all the pieces of the puzzle finally fitting together.

      “Yes?” he asks.

      “We’ll have to do a test to be sure,” I say, smiling at him. “I wanted us to do that together. But I’m pretty sure, yes.”

      “All right, then it’s decided,” he says and sweeps me up into his arms so suddenly and so easily I shriek in surprise as the ground vanishes from beneath my feet.

      “What’s decided?” I ask as he starts walking, carrying me to the front door like a bride.

      “We’re getting married,” he says.

      I laugh. “Oh, is that so? Nice of you to ask me.”

      “Is that a yes?” he asks.

      I wrap my arms tighter around his neck and give him a long hard kiss on the cheek. “Of course it’s a yes.”

      “Great,” he says, stopping in front of the door into the house. “Now get the keys from my right pocket so I can carry you inside like it’s proper.”

      I laugh as I reach into his pocket for the keys. “That’s supposed to come after the wedding.”

      His look pulls mine as effectively as any rope. “As far as I’m concerned, we’re already married. A ring’s not gonna add much. But it’ll be nice when you’re officially mine too.”

      “I’ve always been yours,” I say quietly. “And always will be.”

      “Good,” he says and grins. “Now unlock the door. I’m carrying two over here.”

      I didn’t think it was possible to love him more than I already do, but as he carries me over the threshold, I do.

      We took a long and winding detour, but we’ve finally arrived where we were always meant to be. In each other’s loving arms. Home.
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        Thank you for reading! If you would like to read the rest of the Devil’s Nightmare MC Series, please visit www.lenabourne.com/devils-nightmare-mc-series/.
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        Sparks fly when two successful athletes meet, but when ambition becomes competition, can they put pride aside and let love win?

      

        

      
        Vanya

        As a professional hockey player who literally put my life on the line for my career, I’ve always believed relationships are a distraction.

      

        

      
        Then I met Katya Novikova; beautiful, talented tennis player, paparazzi darling, and fantasy of millions of men. At first, I thought it was a perfect match. She knows it takes determination, drive, and a one-track mind to succeed.

      

        

      
        But when those same things that drew me to her become the ones that threaten to tear us apart, it’ll take more than love to keep us together.
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        “We must be willing to let go of the life we planned

        so as to have the life that is waiting for us.”

        ~ Joseph Campbell
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      I haven’t done many outlandish things in my life, but making the decision to defect from the USSR to join the Detroit Chargers NHL team might go down as the craziest thing I’ll ever do.

      Time will tell.

      Although the plan to have me sneak away from my team, the Central Scarlet Army, at the World Ice Hockey Championships has been months in the making, it still makes my stomach spin and my head swirl. I know what I have to do, but actually doing it is going to be the biggest test of my life.

      We all thought getting away from the team without anyone noticing was going to be one of the most challenging parts—and it was, but now that I’m standing inside a hotel with my agent, a friend who’s translating and helping me defect, and two members of the Chargers organization, I realize there are so many other moving pieces. The biggest being the fact that when anyone realizes I’m gone, there will be a manhunt and it will go fast.

      Once I make it to America, I should be fine, but if anything goes wrong from now until the plane from Stockholm to New York takes off, I’m as good as dead.

      Kirya and I are huddled in the lobby of the hotel, down the road from where the teams playing in the World Ice Hockey Championship have been staying over the last two weeks with two representatives from the Chargers.

      The tournament is over.

      The USSR won.

      They don’t know they’re about to lose.

      Chris Brookins, the Chargers Assistant General Manager, asks something in English, peering at Kirya with round, wire-rimmed glasses. The tall, thick man was known as an enforcer when he played in the seventies. Although he seems like he can hold his own, he’s smart to be wary. They must really want me because the fact the Chargers are working with federal agencies to help me defect surprises the shit out of me. All these years, I thought they were scared of the big bad Russians.

      If we get caught, we’ll all get into major trouble. The Americans could be jailed, but Kirya and I would get a one-way ticket to the firing squad.

      “Kirill Antonov, his agent and translator. I’m the one who’s been communicating with your reporter friend,” he answers in confident English. He translates for me quickly, which I appreciate.

      When they talk over my head, I feel like I don’t know what’s going on, and since I’m the one who’s got the most on the line if this plan falls apart, I need to be informed of every conversation, no matter how trivial.

      Brookins glances at me for confirmation, and I nod. I’d trust Kirya even if he didn’t translate for me. We’ve known each other for so long, I consider him a brother.

      After they’d drafted me last June, the Chargers had to find a way to contact me, knowing the State would never let an organization offering money and freedom anywhere near their athletes. They asked a reporter from their local newspaper who learned Russian during his years in the military to meet with me while he was in Alaska covering another international hockey tournament.

      Under the guise of writing a story about the Central Scarlet Army team, the reporter was allowed access to me for an interview. Before he left, he presented me with a Chargers magazine, telling me that it would give me some information about the team. Inside was a letter from the Chargers, letting me know they’d selected me in the NHL Entry Draft, and they would do everything in their ability to bring me over whenever I was ready to come to America.

      But the letter was in English, so I couldn’t read it. Even without an understanding of the contents, I knew enough not to share it with my superiors. Since Kirya and I have been friends our entire lives and he knew I spoke English, I took it to him to translate.

      Although we hadn’t seen each other much since taking different paths in life as teenagers, when I called asking to meet him, Kirya’s only questions were: when and where? At our meeting, I told him I came to him because he was the only person I trusted that spoke English and would be excited to engage in something illegal and dangerous.

      How could he say no after such gorgeous flattery?

      Once Kirya translated what the letter from Detroit said, I agreed to leave the USSR without hesitation. My old friend seemed surprised. I guess he thought I would blindly follow the Russian machine my entire life. But he couldn’t be more wrong. I’d been hoping for an opportunity like this. You can’t travel the world and see how other people live and not be envious. I love Russia, but I’ve already won a gold medal and multiple World Championship titles. I’ve accomplished everything I could playing for my country—I want more.

      Kirya and I discussed what defection would mean for me as an army officer. If I were caught, I would be considered a traitor, a criminal. A light sentence would be spending the rest of my life at a labor camp in Siberia. Most likely, I’d be killed as soon as I got back into the country.

      If there’s one thing about being a product of the Russian hockey system that serves me well, it’s confidence. Failing is not an option. To me, there are no consequences to leaving, only rewards. I’ve seen the older guys on the team fight for too much to let the opportunity slide. I don’t have the same mental investment in the Soviet system as they do because I grew up among political turbulence.

      Athletes will always bring money—we can be bought, sold, and marketed to bring in revenue. Why would I do that in the Soviet Union where the corrupt state sports department would take the majority of the money and leave me poor? At least in the NHL, I have the opportunity to rack up millions of dollars in my bank account.

      It was at the first meeting that I asked Kirya if he would contact Detroit to help him with the process, and he agreed. Since then, he and the reporter have been in communication, acting as translators for our respective parties, making plans to get me to Detroit.

      My life is in the hands of a Russian mobster.

      The bustling lobby has my jaw and shoulders tense. I’m aware of every person that passes. The team never travels out of the country without Sovietsport officials and KGB agents. There are checks and balances to keep each athlete in line and accounted for. Once someone realizes I’m not in his room, there will be a manhunt. All hands on deck, searching for their missing superstar. It will go fast.

      Although it was the Detroit organization’s idea to steal me away during the tournament, I can guarantee Kirya has the most experience with shady situations out of the four of us standing here. The suits from the Chargers think he’s my agent and translator, which is fine with me. They’d shit their designer pants if they knew about half of the things Kirya’s done. Hell, I’m sure I would too.

      Next to me, Kirya stiffens. The hair rises on the back of my neck, alerting me that there might be a problem.

      “We need to move this. I think we were followed,” he tells me before translating for the men.

      “Fuck,” Brookins hisses an English word I’m familiar with, glancing at Jack Owens, a senior scout with the Detroit organization.

      Sweat glistens above his eyebrows. He’s nervous—understandably so. The Chargers have spent too much money and put their asses on the line for me to get caught.

      I understand enough about the male ego to assume that when they agreed to do this, they probably had some romantic notion that it would be fun, like playing spies in a Hollywood movie. The reality of helping someone defect is a lot less glamorous.

      These two American men must be courageous or stupid because what they are doing is against the law. They may think they’re stealthy, but this will be all over the news in every country. And they’re fucking with the Soviet government—the ultimate enemy. Maybe this is the final phase of the Cold War. Steal one of the Soviet Union’s most prized possessions and watch the country crumble.

      Money trumps everything—even politics. Detroit wants their draft pick and they’ll do whatever it takes to get me, even if they have to bend international rules to steal me from another country.

      Kirya jumps into action. “There is a mall at Hamngatan and Regeringsgatan called the Gallerian. When you get there, drive around to the back entrance on Jakobsgatan. We will meet you out there,” he says.

      We all knew KGB would be looking for me as soon as the CSA coaches and trainers realized I wasn’t in my room. I’m relieved he’s able to think quickly under this kind of pressure because I’m not in the right mental state to figure anything out. Thankfully, he told me I didn’t have to. All I have to do is follow him and do what he tells me to do.

      “Perfect. We’ll be there in twenty minutes.” The men walk away quickly, finally comprehending that time is of the essence in a situation like this. Suddenly, Chris turns around and asks, “Is he certain he wants to do this? To come with us?”

      “One hundred percent,” Kirya answers without asking me. He translates and hands me a small backpack as we walk, exiting the hotel through a different door to avoid being seen leaving with the Americans.

      “I brought you extra clothes and a toothbrush, toothpaste, stuff like that,” he says. “There’s enough to get you to America. Once you’re there, someone from the team will take you shopping.”

      I thank him as I take the bag. Because I needed everything to seem normal, I left my room with only a few personal things and documents I could fit in my pockets.

      On the street, we hail a cab, and Kirya directs the driver to the Gallerian.

      My stomach is torn up like New Year’s Day after a long night celebrating with champagne and vodka. Only today, it feels like I could vomit at any moment. I know Kirya is worried about me because he keeps glancing my way. His fingers tap on his thigh, as if counting how long he’ll stay silent before confronting me. I assume it won’t be long since he’s never been one to keep his mouth shut.

      “Are you rethinking the decision?” Kirya asks.

      “No.” A thick patch of hair flops over my right eye as I shake my head. I’m surprised he can’t read my mind since we’ve shared the responsibility of protecting Stasya for as long as I can remember.

      It’s not that my sister is weak. On the contrary, she’s one of the strongest women I know. But even the strongest people need help when they’re forced to live with our father, a raging drunk who uses his daughter as his personal punching bag ever since Mama died. When I’m home, he’s in a fairly good mood because we’re discussing my games and success. But when I’m gone, she gets the brunt of his depression.

      “Then what are you thinking about?” He hits my thigh with the back of his hand. “Your brain is working so hard, you have steam coming from your ears.”

      I chew on my bottom lip for a few seconds, trying to figure out how to bring up Stasya. I feel like a horrible human being for leaving her behind. But Kirya, out of all people, understands you do what you have to do for the greater good, no matter who might get hurt.

      Stasya won’t understand right now, but defecting puts me on the path to a better life. After a few years, when I’m established, I’ll get her here, too. She’s strong and resilient. She’s lived life without me before, and she’ll do it again.

      Though I’m confident in my decision, I’m still filled with fear and uncertainty about defecting. It goes against the Soviet propaganda we’ve been brainwashed with our entire lives. Especially someone like me, an officer in the Scarlet Army and a player on the most successful hockey team of all time. Living in that environment for so long makes the weight of my decision heavier because the costs of leaving are higher for me.

      “I’m worried about Stasya,” I finally say.

      Kirya’s head snaps to me. I know he’s fond of Stasya, probably more so than he is of me.

      I push the hair out of my eyes only for it to fall right back. “Investigators will think she knew about what I was planning, Kirya. They’ll question her—harass her. We’re too close. They won’t believe that she didn’t know.”

      The KGB will interrogate my entire family, but they’ll focus on Stasya because of our relationship. Even though she truly didn’t know, they won’t stop until they break her.

      Our eyes lock. “Stasya will be fine,” he assures me.

      As I nod, my shoulders relax in relief. Then I turn my head to look out the window and stare at the bustling streets of Stockholm. All those people going on with their normal lives.

      The cab drops us off at the front of the mall on Hamngatan. We wander around for a little while, going in and out of a few stores, giving the perception we’re just two guys shopping as we make our way to the doors near the back. Paranoia seeps into every thought. If we were being watched at the hotel, we’re definitely being followed.

      “It’s been over twenty minutes. We need to get to the back door and see if the car is here,” Kirya whispers.

      “Okay,” I agree. My hand shakes as I place a button-down dress shirt back onto a rack. A hardened criminal like Kirya probably thinks I don’t have the balls to pull this off. Despite my nerves, I have more determination to do this than I ever have before.

      When he punches my shoulder, I lock eyes with him. “You can do this.”

      I nod and give him two thumbs up. It’s probably not very reassuring, but I’m not a pussy. I made this decision months ago and I’m not turning back or jeopardizing it now. Being nervous is a normal reaction for anyone in this situation.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see two large men in shabby, gray trench coats and sunglasses coming toward us. Kirya sees them too, and he’s one step ahead of me.

      “Follow me,” he barks out the command. “Fast!”

      We flee from the store quickly, winding through as many different racks as we can to try to lose the men in pursuit.

      As soon as we’re out of the store, I see the large, double doors that lead to the back exit and bolt toward them. I don’t need Kirya to tell me to run as fast as I can. I just hope he can keep up. Thankfully, when I push the door open, he’s at my heels.

      As soon as we’re outside, I point to Brookins standing next to a navy-blue car with the engine still running. The American is as white as a ghost as if the impact of the situation is just hitting him.

      When he sees us, he wastes no time opening the back door and ushering us in before getting in himself. The driver hits the gas before he closes the door.

      “Do you think we’re being followed?” Owens asks as we drive through the streets of Stockholm.

      “Absolutely,” Kirya answers.

      I didn’t think it was possible for either of the American’s faces to lose any more color, but they drain a shade lighter before my eyes. There’s no reason for Kirya to sugarcoat the situation. We won’t be completely safe until the plane to New York is off the ground.

      Brookins turns around and addresses me. “You can still go back if you want. This is your last chance to change your mind.”

      I know I’m entering the point of no return.

      Before Kirya can finish translating, I interject, “No. I go.”
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      When we get to the U.S. Embassy, Kirya and I have to sneak inside wearing clothes borrowed from the Americans. The less we look like ourselves, the better because embassies are always being watched.

      Once we’ve made it inside, a sense of relief washes over me even though I know we’re not in the clear yet.

      Kirya pulls the tattered, gray Boston College sweatshirt Brookins gave him to wear over his head and tosses it onto the small coffee table next to him.

      I hover halfway between the door and the small office Brookins and Owens slipped into as soon as we arrived. We’ve made it one step further, but we’re still not in the clear. KGB or Sovietsport agents could be outside for all we know.

      Kirya sits in one of the uncomfortable office chairs, sipping black coffee and listening as Brookins and Owens organize paperwork. Some of it, like my NHL contract, is already here at the Embassy because Detroit’s owner had faxed it over previously. But the travel documents saying I signed it would need to be drawn up today with both me and the Detroit representatives.

      A TV blares from the next room. I don’t know Swedish, but I can clearly make out my name and “USSR hockey.” My disappearance being all over the Swedish news already doesn’t bode well for us.

      My knees shake as more minutes tick by. I’ve never known or researched anyone who defected so I’m no expert; but I understand enough about Soviet Union officials and the KGB to know time is of the essence. The longer we’re in Sweden, the less likely I’ll make it to North America.

      While the Detroit representatives and the embassy agents work diligently on the documents, I get permission to call my family.

      I hesitate before dialing the number. This call could be a death sentence for my family. I take a deep breath and let it out audibly before dialing the number. When an operator answers, I don’t think anything of it. I assume the Embassy has someone directing all outbound calls. I ask the operator to connect me to Stasya.

      Kirya stare is intense as he watches me. His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows thickly.

      I put my hand over the mouthpiece and say, “They put me on hold.”

      His eyebrows veer together as if he’s noticed something odd, which makes my blood run cold. Then, a different operator comes on the line and asks me who I am and why I want to get in touch with Anastasiya Kravtsova.

      “Fuck,” I spit and slam the receiver on the base.

      “What happened?” Kirya asks, jumping from his chair.

      “It wasn’t the same operator. It was someone asking questions,” I say gravely. “I think they know where we are. They are listening to calls.”

      “No more names,” Brookins snaps. “If you make a phone call, we don’t use names, got it?”

      When Kirya translates, I nod.

      “Excuse me,” he says to stop a passing woman. He points at the television screen. “What are they saying on TV?”

      “They’re searching for a player from the Russian National Team. They say he’s been kidnapped.”

      His voice is less confident when he translates. He’s been stable and secure through every step of this process. For the first time he seems rattled.

      And for the first time, it crosses my mind, that I may never make it to America.
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      For as much drama as it was from the hotel to the Embassy, the drive from the Embassy to the airport is uneventful. Still, all four of us are on high alert because we know there’s plenty of time for something to go wrong.

      Kirya and I walk around the airport in our ill-fitting, borrowed clothes until it’s time to board. We don’t want to sit in one place for too long, and we definitely don’t want to be seen with the guys from the Chargers.

      Over the course of my life, I’ve been in some intense situations—broken up fights before my drunk father can hurt my sister, final seconds of a game we needed to win, getting broken down by a sadistic coach—but I’ve never breathed such a huge sigh of relief as I do when the airplane leaves the ground.

      Kirya turns to me and smiles broadly. “Ivan Kravtsov, Lieutenant in the Scarlet Army, you are officially a criminal—a traitor of the highest level. Is there anything you’d like to say?”

      I breathe a sigh of relief and glance at my white knuckles, realizing I’ve been squeezing the arms of the chair like a first-time flyer.

      “Where’s that stewardess? I need a drink.”
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      As soon as we step inside the terminal at JFK International Airport in New York City, reporters swarm us. Despite knowing I’m safe right now, my heart still threatens to burst from my chest. My defection and arrival in New York are all over the news. But here, I’m untouchable.

      I slip sunglasses on and pull the baseball cap over my eyes, trying to keep my identity concealed despite feeling like one of those asshole KGB agents I made fun of in Stockholm.

      Kirya’s job is done. I’m officially on U.S. soil with all the paperwork I’ll need in Detroit for now. If anything else comes up, the Chargers will take care of it.

      This is where we part ways. The Americans and I will drive to Detroit from here, and my friend goes on with whatever business he has to tend to here. As much as I’d love if he could stay with me and be my full-time translator, I know he can’t. The Chargers already have me set up with Viktor Berezin, a professor who teaches Russian at Michigan University and translates on the side. It’s probably better to be seen with a teacher than a high-ranking soldier in the bratva.

      “Thank you,” Chris Brookins tells Kirya, still speaking as they shake hands. I don’t know what else he says, but I know enough English make out the words for spasibo. I studied how to say the absolute basics—greetings, manners, a few pleasantries, yes and no. Though, I can understand a bit more until the conversation starts going too fast. Then I’m lost again.

      Kirya grins broadly. “Always happy to help a comrade escape the regime.”

      After shaking hands with Owens, he turns to me. “I’ll be checking in with you soon, but if you need anything, don’t hesitate to call.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “For everything.”

      “It’s my pleasure to help, my friend.” When I bring him in for a hug, he slaps my back. “We will meet again.”

      Before I let him go, I whisper, “I have a lump in my stomach, Kirya. Promise me you’ll take care of Stasya.”

      “Don’t worry. I always have and I always will,” he gives me his word as he backs away.
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      The doorbell rings for the umpteenth time. I heard it the first time, the second time, and several times after that, but I stalled, hoping the guy delivering my suit would assume I wasn’t home and leave. It would give me the perfect excuse to miss the event tonight.

      He doesn’t leave, though. That persistent guy just keeps ringing the damn doorbell until I give in.

      “Coming!” I yell as I bound down the staircase. I’d been lying on my bed, feeling sorry for myself and moping about life in America.

      Imagine the nerve—moping about freedom—the one thing I’ve wanted since I was old enough to realize I’d been living under oppression my entire life.

      “For a minute there, I almost thought you weren’t home,” the man says with a smile, holding a nylon bag from his fingertips.

      “Yes?” I ask, watching him shifting from foot to foot restlessly. I can make out a few words, but overall, I have no clue what he said.

      “Here’s your suit, Sir. Cleaned and pressed.” He hands me the bag. “The shop has communicated the price to you, I believe?”

      “Spasibo,” I thank him, hoping it’s a good enough answer because I still don’t know what he’s saying.

      I collect the suit with one hand while digging the other into the pocket of my shorts to hand him some cash. Then I shut the door without waiting for change or his reply.

      “I—Sir!” I hear him call from the other side of the door.

      With an agitated sigh, I open it again. “Is good, yes?”

      “It’s w-way too much,” he stutters, flipping through the cash as if counting it again to be sure. He plucks out a twenty and hands it back to me.

      I just shrug and say, “Is good,” before shutting the door again.

      I drape the suit over the back of the couch and exhale loudly as I plop down beside it. I check the oversized clock on the wall above the television. It’s just a few minutes past five p.m., and despite the fact that the party won’t start for another two hours, it feels like it’s only a few minutes away.

      Though this is usually one of my favorite events of the year, I don’t feel like going tonight. I’m homesick, exhausted, and I don’t feel like pretending I can understand the conversations going around me in English.

      When I got to America, my main focus was to be able to communicate with my teammates and coaches. I’m here to play hockey, after all. I can understand some small talk, but I usually just nod and hope my expression doesn’t look as blank as my head feels when I’m surrounded by English.

      The team set me up with a translator, so I didn’t put a huge amount of time into learning the language. My understanding skills have gotten much better, but learning more than what’s necessary hasn’t been a priority.

      I’ve taken a lot of flak in the media for it. Not that I can read it—or care—but my agent does. Kirill, Kirya to those close to him, wanted me to learn English quickly and play nice so I could be a media “darling” as he calls it. He wants half of the people in the arena at Chargers games wearing a “Kravstov” jersey. Media and fan appreciation, combined with my skills and how integral I am to the team’s success, means bigger contracts and endorsements—a win for both of us.

      Kirya is a very smart, crafty man. That’s why I went to him first when the Chargers organization slipped me a message in a media program. Kirya told me the note said they’d drafted me. They took a huge chance “wasting” a draft pick on me because Russian players weren’t allowed to go to America then. Not without the Central Scarlet Army’s permission. And agreeing to let them take more than half of my contract just to go wasn’t something I’d ever agree to.

      Not that the CSA would ever let me go. They weren’t interested in giving up their young, talented players. They only allowed old guys past their prime and at the end of their career to go to America.

      The memory of the night we escaped still haunts my dreams. Alhough I’ve been here for a few years now, I remember it like it was yesterday. I’d never had such a mix of emotions. Fear, disbelief, and finally relief.

      Well, there was relief for a brief moment—until the weight of what I’d done to my twin sister hit me. Despite living my dream—and making more money than I ever thought possible—guilt and grief overshadowed relief and joy.

      I promised Stasya I’d take her to American with me if I ever got the chance. I promised I’d remove her from a life of abuse in Russia. But when we talked about those plans, I’d assumed I’d get to American legally, with the Central Scarlet Army’s permission.

      Involving her in an intense plot to defect that was concocted by the mafia was not something I was going to do.

      I rake my hands through my hair, willing myself to stop thinking about it. The defection, Russia, my betrayal.

      Stasya’s been here for years. She’s safe and successful—having opened her own clothing store in New York City. We’ve discussed the situation at length, and she forgave me once she understood my reasons.

      Yet, I can’t leave the past behind. Despite having an amazing life here in America, I still feel homesick—like I’m missing something.

      I lay lazily on the couch for a few more minutes before standing up. The event is more of a “team function” than a party, and I’ve already scheduled a car to be here at 6:30 p.m. to pick me up.

      Plus, I know I’ll have a good time once I get there. I can always have fun at a party.

      I sigh and lift myself off the couch. Guess I better shower and get ready.
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      By the time the Town Car pulls up at the Roostertail, a stylish and sophisticated event space on the Detroit River, my foul mood from earlier has been replaced with excitement about the event. It’s a fundraiser for the local children’s hospital where some of my teammates and I volunteer every month. I love visiting the kids—taking photos, signing autographs.

      Some of the guys get to read them stories, but I’m not at a point with my English where I can read a book, not even a children’s book. Actually, maybe I should bring a picture book for the toddlers, it might be a good learning experience for both me and them.

      This event is for Chargers season ticket holders. They get to mix and mingle with players and other special guests. All the money goes to the hospital.

      When I arrive, it’s still cocktail hour. Later, there will be a DJ and people on the dance floor, but right now, there’s an older guy hunched over the piano, fingers dancing across the keys. Guests mull around, chatting happily, snapping photos, and sipping their drinks.

      “Ivan! You made it. How are you enjoying the party?” Brookins appears from nowhere, dressed in a dark blue Italian suit and holding an almost-empty glass of wine. Our GM looks the same as he does any other day. The only exception is that his hair is styled a bit differently.

      “I wish Viktor is here,” I tell him honestly. My interpreter, Viktor Berezin, is only around after games to help me talk to the press or during events when I need to interact for team business purposes. I’m on my own for fundraiser mixers with fans.

      “He’s a beauty, right?”

      “Yes, s—" I haven’t even finished forming the words when he speaks again.

      “Wait, you don’t have a drink? Where’s a waiter when you need one?” He looks around and whistles at one of the several people carrying trays of drinks. “Here you go.” He hands me a glass and points to the largest crowd in the room. “That’s where you need to be.”

      When I look again, the majority of my teammates are in that group, and fans are gathered around. Flashbulbs go off every few seconds, creating flickers of light in the dim room. I take a sip of the wine and head toward the group.

      “There’s our favorite Russian left wing!” Erik Simmons, Chargers captain, greets me as I approach, alerting everyone around that I’ve arrived.

      “I am here,” I say, holding my arms out and flashing a smile at the fans.

      Within seconds, I’m mobbed with hugs, handshakes, and photo requests. Over the next hour and a half, I’m having a blast interacting best I can with the partygoers and my teammates, who help rescue me from the questions I can’t understand.

      The Chargers fans are really cool and respectful. No one pressures me or expects more than I can give. They’re actually extremely forgiving. It’s like they understand that I only know so much English and go out of their way to make me feel comfortable.

      Though I’m enjoying myself, I need a break before I can take another flash blinding my eyes. I excuse myself quickly and move across the room toward the wall of floor to ceiling widows.

      The Roostertail has a huge patio and a gorgeous view of the skyline. I missed the sunset over the river, but I can still take in the sight of the lights twinkling off the water. I drop my wine glass on a table and step outside.

      The atmosphere outside is much different. I can still hear the faint sound of the piano, a quiet, soothing melody. The night breeze seems chillier than usual, and it smells like it’s going to rain. I lean my arms against the rail and take a deep breath, looking across the river at Canada on the other side.

      Suddenly, the peace and quiet is interrupted by a woman’s voice saying something in English.

      “No English,” I say, glancing over my shoulder.

      Standing at the door is a woman with the most beautiful set of bright, blue eyes I’ve ever seen. She’s got long blonde hair, rosy cheeks, and an infectious smile. I’d recognize her anywhere, but I must be wrong because there’s no way the woman I'm thinking of would be here tonight.

      When she moves closer, I see her face properly and realize it is her.

      Ekaterina Novikova, Russian tennis phenom. She’d taken the sports world by storm when she won a Grand Slam last year at only fifteen. Tennis is my favorite sport to watch, and her career has been exciting to follow since she broke onto the scene. A comrade who’s doing so well in her sport is always something to pay attention to.

      Not to mention, she’s absolutely gorgeous—as evidenced by her face gracing every magazine cover from Sports Illustrated to Cosmopolitan over the last year.

      “No English? Russian maybe?” she asks in our native tongue. “Are you Ivan Kravtsov?” Her thick, perfectly-shaped eyebrows veer together as if she’s trying to figure out if she’s got the right person.

      “In the flesh,” I answer, grinning. “What is a beautiful, Russian tennis champion doing at a random party in Detroit?” I ask, taking her shoulders in my hands, and kissing her cheeks three times, as is custom.

      Her tan skin flushes pink at the apples of her cheeks. “I’m one of the special guests.” She uses her fingers as quotes when she says ‘special guests.’

      I’d been so busy with the team and fans, I didn’t even look around the rest of the party. Usually, the special guests are athletes from other Detroit sports teams. Nice enough people, but I wouldn’t recognize them from any of the paying attendants.

      “I’ve been looking all over for you,” she says.

      “You’ve been looking for me?” I ask, puzzled. “Why is that?”

      “It’s not every day that I’m at a party with someone I can talk to in Russian. Translating English all the time can be so exhausting.” She waves toward the door, then rubs her temples.

      “You’re very good with the language. I’ve seen enough of your interviews to know that.” I laugh.

      “You’ve seen many of my interviews?” she asks, tilting her head down and giving me a coy smile. She flips her hair over her shoulder then turns to rest her elbows on the railing. “Are you interested in me, Vanya?”

      I watch as she looks out at the river. “I’m always interested in a talented comrade who made it out.”

      “So am I.”

      “Yes, Zhenya told me,” I say, mentioning the name of my former teammate who came to America a year after I did. Last I heard, he and Katya were seeing each other.

      She turns to me and pushes my chest lightly. “Oh! You boys were sharing locker room stories, yes?”

      I shake my head innocently and meet her teasing eyes. “Never.”

      “Zhenya is a wonderful man, but we’re not together.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “You don’t have to be. We both knew it wasn’t going to work out, so we went our separate ways. He moved on, I moved on, and now everyone’s happy,” she says, facing me this time as the words leave her lips. “Enough of my private life, though. How are you doing with everything here?”

      “I could ask you the exact same question,” I reply.

      She lets out a small laugh, then continues softly, “Your defection was international news, Vanya. I just want to make sure everything is okay for you here. Are you getting harassed?”

      “That’s quite a forward question, Katya,” I say, stiffening and backing away slightly. “For two people who just met.”

      “I wasn’t trying to offend you.” She steps closer and places her hand on mine. “I’m genuinely concerned.”

      My gaze moves from her hand on mine to her eyes. “I have no regrets about my decision.”

      I may feel homesick sometimes, but I’m proud I made the decision to do what was best for my career and my life.

      “Good. I know how difficult it must have been, but your bravery to go against the system paved the way for Russians, not just in sports, but all Russians.” She squeezes my hand. “I’ve never met a more courageous man, Vanya.”

      “I—” I pause, searching for the words to say after such an amazing compliment. But I can’t think of anything, so I turn the tables on her. “Being in America looks good on you.”

      “How so?” She tilts her head, eyes sparkling as she waits for my answer.

      “You haven’t stopped smiling since we started speaking. I bet you didn’t smile like that back home.”

      “Ahhh, you think my smile is an American influence?”

      I nod. “Smiling all the time is very American. Have you ever met a Russian with a permanent grin?”

      “Well, no, but that’s because there’s nothing to be permanently happy about over there.” She laughs, then adjusts her elbows on the railing. I catch the scent of baby powder mingling with vanilla. “Maybe I can’t stop smiling because I enjoy the company.”

      Before I can respond to her compliment, one of the waiters comes out and addresses us. “Excuse me, Miss. You’re needed inside. Charlie requested you.”

      “That’s my coach. But you already know that from all the interviews you watch,” she teases. “I’m sorry I have to go.”

      She stands straight, smooths imaginary wrinkles at the hips of her simple, yet elegant, cocktail dress, and flashes me that beautiful smile of hers one more time before following the waiter inside.

      I’d gone out to have some alone time, and now that I’m finally by myself, I don’t want to be alone anymore. The conversation with Katya was just starting to take off, and I don’t want it to end.

      I liked her already. I like the mix of confidence and innocence—the latter of which reminds me that she’s only sixteen-years-old. Then again, winning major tennis championships at fifteen and ranking as second in the world a year later requires a lot of confidence and maturity.

      After being so apprehensive about attending earlier, I’m glad I came. Though I’ve thoroughly enjoyed myself, meeting Katya has been the highlight of the night. Not only because she’s beautiful and has the most gorgeous smile, but because we understand each other on so many levels. Like me, she’s a foreigner in a strange, overwhelming land. As professional athletes, we live similar lives, and she understands the pressure and expectations.

      The night breeze rustles through my hair, and I feel the first drops of rain. Time to get back inside and hang out with my teammates and fans. I fasten my suitcoat and slip through the door before the sky lets loose.
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      ONE YEAR LATER

      

      Today’s training was grueling. Charlie hadn’t worked me this hard since the qualifiers for Wimbledon last year. I’ve never shied away from the hard work it takes to win championships, but my coach is on a different kind of rampage today.

      “We need to work on your serve. It needs to get harder and faster. It would be the most valuable advantage to your game,” he’d said earlier this morning.

      For the better part of five hours, all I’ve done is serve, serve, and serve some more.

      “Again! Harder! Harder!”

      I’m hitting the ball as hard and fast as I can, but I know he wants more. I’ve been working with Charlie since I was fourteen-years-old. He’ll push me to go harder and faster until I’m so exhausted I can barely lift my arm.

      “Good job, Champ. You did well today,” he says, wrapping an arm across my shoulders and squeezing me into his chest. I smile and allow myself to enjoy the praise.

      One of the best things about having Charlie as a coach is this. Despite the fact that he’d pushed me hard all day, he calls me champ and tells me I’ve done a good job.

      I know some players on the circuit who have coaches from hell. There are people out there who think the best method to train athletes is to break them down completely to build them into a champion. I know that, not just from conversations with other players, but also because I had one of those coaches for years. Back in Moscow, the coach who taught me how to play wouldn’t stop practice until he had me in tears.

      Charlie has always been hard on me, but he takes my personality into consideration. He knows I shut down in that kind of environment. In fact, if my parents hadn’t trusted my desire to become a professional player, I would have quit if I’d stayed with that coach. Instead, they talked to multiple tennis directors in countries all over the world and found Charlie. They even moved us to Florida so I could work with him.

      I’d thought I’d gotten used to Charlie’s unpredictable methods, but he never ceases to surprise me. Today was serving—which isn’t that crazy—but last week he had me lifting weights with his fifty-pound English bulldog. He said I had to get out of the gym and do something fun. Let me tell you, holding a heavy, smelly, furry thing that wiggles and passes gas is not my idea of “fun.” But once I got going, it actually was—except the passing gas part. And lifting a dog while doing squats felt just as good as doing it in the gym, Plus, I got some slobbery kisses as a reward.

      No matter what crazy technique he tells me to do, I never argue, because I get results.

      After an intense day of training, I sneak away to my favorite lunch place in Chicago. It’s a cute, little diner-type place that has the best milkshakes. The retro décor looks authentic but it’s bright and shiny like it’s been updated recently.

      The hostess recognizes me as a regular customer immediately and leads me to my favorite spot, a booth in the front window. I love looking out at the hustle and bustle of downtown Chicago—any cold, busy city, really. It reminds me of home.

      As much as I love my life in America and wouldn’t change a thing about it, I miss Moscow. I miss the snow in the winter and the flowers in the summer. Sure, other places have both of those things, but there’s something about home.

      As I wait for my milkshake, I pull my first aid kit out of my duffle bag and tend to the blisters on my hand. I haven’t had a blister in forever. If I would have realized I’d be doing an entire day of serving, I would’ve changed my grip before practice.

      “You okay, honey?” The waitress asks as she sets a glorious vanilla milkshake in front of me.

      “Yes. This is nothing.” I wave my hand and give her an appreciative smile. “Thank you.”

      “Enjoy your shake.”

      Thankfully, I have a rest day from practice tomorrow. I don’t think I’ve ever looked forward to a rest day the way I looked forward to this one. Instead of “rest,” I have a photo shoot with Glonex, the company who makes the tennis rackets I use. I’m excited and nervous. I love modeling—maybe even more than I love tennis. But I’d never tell Charlie or my parents that.

      “Hey.”

      I jump and almost spit out my shake when someone taps my shoulder.

      I’m so engrossed in my thoughts I didn’t even hear anyone come up behind me. When I turn, I see a familiar face. “Vanya? Hi!” I greet him, doing little to hide the excitement in my words. “What are you doing here?”

      “We had a game last night,” he replies, then points behind him. “This is the guys favorite lunch place.”

      There’s a group of men gathered at a table in the back of the restaurant. A few are talking, but most have their heads down, eating their food. “What about you,” he continues. “What are you doing in Chicago?”

      “I’m training here this week because I have a shoot with Glonex tomorrow,” I tell him with a proud grin. We only met a once, but I haven’t stopped thinking about him since that day. And I can’t keep the smile off my face now that I’m around him.

      “A shoot?” he asks, then gestures to the booth. “Do you mind if I sit?”

      “Y-yes, please,” I kick myself for not thinking of offering him a seat before he had to ask.

      Instead of taking a seat opposite me, as I expected, he slides in next to me. My heart flutters as I scoot over to give him more room.

      “I have an endorsement with the company that makes my racket. We’re shooting a commercial tomorrow.”

      “Katya! That’s brilliant! Congratulations.”

      His praise makes my stomach swirl and warmth rush to my cheeks.

      “So, how was the game?” I clear my throat and change the subject to take the attention off myself.

      “It was close, but we won,” he replies with a proud smile. “How’s training going?”

      “To be honest, I’m exhausted. I worked on serving for five hours straight and I feel like my arm could fall off at any minute.”

      He laughs. “Ah, yes. The grueling life of professional athletes.”

      “But we also get to splurge on milkshakes and not feel guilty about it, right?” I laugh.

      “Is it that good?” he asks, pointing to the creamy heaven in a glass.

      “Wait a minute, don’t tell me you’ve never had a milkshake.” My hands fly to my mouth in sheer surprise.

      He laughs again and shrugs, his shoulder bumping mine. I love how we touch every time we move.

      “You’ve lived in America for how long and you’ve never had a milkshake? It’s one of the many pleasures of being in this lovely country.” I gesture toward the window as if that encompasses the entirety of the United States.

      “I haven’t tasted all the pleasures I’d like yet, but I’m working on it.” He gazes at me with an intensity that hints at much more than friendship. It makes me shiver from my head to my toes. I haven’t felt like this about anyone before. Not even my last boyfriend, Zhenya. While, I liked him, I think it was the comfort of being with another Russian, especially when I was still new to America.

      “Hey, V! We gotta get back to the bus before wheels up for the airport,” one of his teammates calls from the back of the restaurant. The guys are standing up and throwing cash into a pile in the middle of the table.

      He nods and holds up a finger, then turns back to me. “I’m sorry, but I have to go,”

      He wants to spend more time with me, it’s written all over his face. It reminds me of the last time we saw each other at that fundraiser in Detroit. We were just getting comfortable when Charlie called for me.

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to apologize. The grueling life of professional athletes, right?” She winks.

      “Exactly.” He smiles and runs a hand thorough his dark blond hair. “It was wonderful to run into you again, Katya.” He squeezes my knee before scooting out of the booth and standing to leave.

      My smile disappears as soon as he and his teammates walk out the door. Just like that, I’m no longer interested in the milkshake in front of me, the one I hyped up so much. All I want is more time with Vanya.

      Everything about him—his warm blue eyes, his wide smile, his unexpected touch—set fire to every nerve in my body. No one’s ever made me feel this way before. But we both have careers that take us in different directions.

      The kind of life I lead makes keeping real friends difficult—unless you count the other tennis players I’m always around. I get along with everyone just fine, but I don’t want to hang out with only tennis players. I want to have friends who aren’t competition. Friends who let me wind down and relax from the stress of the job instead of talking about it. The fact that Vanya appeared in my life, not once, but twice now, has to mean something.

      “Hey.”

      I feel someone tap my shoulder again. When I turn around, Vanya’s back.

      “Did you forget something?” I ask, scanning the booth and table for something out of place.

      “Yes.” He touches my arm, jolting me out of my search. “But it’s not anything physical.”

      I tilt my head toward him. “What does that mean?”

      “I forgot to ask you for your number.”

      For a moment, I’m frozen, giddy with excitement. Then I remember what he asked for. “Oh!” I scramble through my duffle bag looking for something to write on. All I can find is a piece of gum. I pull it out slowly, then glance at Vanya.

      He laughs and plucks it from my hand. Then he unravels the paper, pops it in his mouth, and hands the wrapper back to me. “Works for me.”

      Shaking my head, I scribble my mobile phone number on the paper. The phone is a huge, bulky thing, but it’s a life saver for keeping in touch with all the travel I do.

      When I give him the number, he says, “Talk to you soon, Sunshine.” Then he winks and rushes out the door. I watch out the window as he jogs to catch up with his teammates.

      The smile on my face doesn’t leave with him this time, lingering for a while. It’s still there as I finish my milkshake. Still there when I pay my bill and leave the warmth of the restaurant for the chilly Chicago day. It’s still there when I flop down on my bed to watch the evening news, and it’s even wider when I see Vanya’s face on the television, when the news anchor reports that he’d scored two goals in their game last night.

      The guy I’m crushing on asks for my number, and I have a commercial shoot tomorrow. This might go down in history as the most interesting trip to Chicago I’ve ever had.
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      I know I should play it cool, but ever since I ran into Katya last week in Chicago, I can’t get her out of my mind. Though I felt an attraction to her the first time we met, I never would have acted on it. Our ages wouldn’t have made anyone blink back home, but here, in America, I can’t even imagine the things they’d say about us.

      The night met her, I was feeling homesick. Then, all of the sudden, there she is. A mature, beautiful, talented woman from Russia. Someone I could talk to without reservation, not only because we speak the same language, but also because she understands the fast-paced life of a professional athlete.

      But seeing her randomly at a diner in Chicago feels like more than coincidence. It’s as if our paths are supposed to cross.

      I bring the gum wrapper to my nose and laugh as I inhale the minty scent, remembering how this was the only thing she had to write on. I lay back on my couch and dial the number on the paper.

      “Hello?” she asks.

      “Sunshine! How are you today?”

      “Vanya! I’m well, thank you. It’s nice to hear from you.”

      “Our meetings seem to get cut off too early. Now that I have your number I can bother you for as long as I want,” I tease her.

      “You don’t bother me. I quite enjoy it.”

      “What’s new in your world? What are you working on?”

      “My forehand.” She laughs, then continues. “Charlie says the two ways I can make my game better are my serve and my forehand. We’ve been working on both.”

      “You have a great coach.”

      “Oh!” she interjects. “I’ve been working with a company to develop their next fragrance!”

      I grab a glass out of the cabinet and fill it with tap water. “Really? That’s fantastic!”

      “It started, and I just had to run with it. I mean, you know how easy it is to get injured, Vanya. What if I lost my ability to play tennis tomorrow? What would I do?”

      “I have faith that you would be amazing in anything you strive for.” It’s an honest answer. She has a high level of drive, determination, and maturity. She could do anything with the right training.

      “I agree,” she says in a teasing voice. “Right now, I make more with endorsements than I do tennis. And while tennis is my number-one priority, I can’t turn that money down.”

      “I understand,” I say, nodding, though she can’t see me. When you grow up with nothing, no money, no way to move up in life, and no future change on the horizon, you hold on tight when an opportunity arises.

      “Do you enjoy that part? The modeling and endorsements?”

      “I love it!” I can hear her genuine excitement through the phone. “But it has its downside. The media is all over me. I can’t even get groceries without being photographed. I have no privacy.”

      “Maybe they think you’re okay with the attention because you’re on the cover of every magazine.”

      “Are you saying I brought it on myself?” There’s a hint of annoyance in her voice, as if I’m accusing her. “Because I make the best of the attention, I deserve to have every part of my life photographed and analyzed?”

      “That’s not what I said, Katya. And it’s not what I believe.”

      She sighs. “I know. I’m sorry. I just wish they would tone it down some, you know? Tennis is enough stress. Every match, every play, every serve is scrutinized. I don’t like it, but I understand it. I don’t understand the personal life.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s not as bad for me here in Detroit. It’s a huge media market, but they really only care about how I perform. Like you, my every game, every shift, every play is scrutinized. I think Russians cared more about my personal life than people in here.”

      “I guess I was too young in Russia. No one really knew me yet.”

      “And now you’re international news. Every girl wants to be you, and every man wants to be with you.” As I walk into the living room, I’m mentally placing myself in that category. My pulse increases every time I think about how much I want to be with her.

      She laughs. “It’s a fantasy.”

      “Doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

      “Well, there’s only one man I want to be with.”

      My heart races as I gather the cord and bring it to the living room. Thankfully, it’s long enough to reach. “Really?”

      “Charlie. He’s always got my back and he’s the best coach I could ever ask for.”

      I laugh, settling back into the cushions and putting my feet on the table, crossing them at the ankle. “Charlie, of course.”

      “I’m going to be in Detroit next week. Maybe we can meet up for dinner. I mean, if you don’t have plans or a game.”

      “Are you asking me out?” I ask with a smile, stretching one arm above my head.

      “I’m not afraid to take charge, Vanya.”

      “Oh, I know!” She’s not afraid of anything. “If you’re going to be in town, I’ll make time to see you while you’re here. What day are you coming in?”

      “I get in on Tuesday afternoon.”

      My brain pushes into overdrive as I try to remember our schedule for next week. Game on Monday and practice on Tuesday and Wednesday before we head out of town on Thursday. “Tuesday afternoon is perfect. I’ll probably be home around five.”

      “I’m so excited,” she gushes, bubbling with happiness. “It’ll be perfect. Right before my meetings in New York.”

      “Wait. Are you’re coming here just to see me?” I ask, confused.

      “I’m a busy woman, Vanya. If I want to see you, I have to make time for it.”

      “So, you have no other obligations in Detroit than to be with me?” Excitement makes my voice raspy and thick.

      She takes a deep breath, seemingly just as excited by the thought of it. “That’s correct.”

      “Where are you staying?” I ask.

      “I figured you could help me find a hotel when I got to Detroit. I don’t know the area.”

      “Why don’t you stay at my place.” I want to spend every second with her, but I also know that’s the excitement talking. I need to play it cool.

      “Vanya,” she says, finally showing a bit of restraint.

      I get off the couch and walk back into the kitchen. “Katya, I don’t mean it in any other way than giving you a place to stay. I have a four-bedroom house, and it’s just me. You can stay in one of the guest rooms.”

      “A guest room, yes?” she teases.

      “Take a cab to my house from the airport. I’d pick you up, but I’ll be at the rink. I’ll leave a key in the mailbox. We can grab dinner when I get home, and figure out where you will stay.”

      “Sounds good. I look forward to it.”

      “I’m excited to see you, Katya.” I say before hanging up.
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      As I sit in the cab on the ride to Vanya’s house, butterflies rage in my stomach. I’m staying at his house. It seems so casual—a friend offering their home, but we both know it’s more than that.

      Out the window, I read every road sign waiting in anticipation as we approach the destination. My first impression of Detroit isn’t a good one. It’s dirty, desolate, and people drive way too fast on the highways. Then again, I suppose I would, too. I wouldn’t want to be in this city very long. I hope Vanya lives in a suburb and not in the city.

      Suddenly, the car turns onto a street named Iroquois, the road Vanya lives on. It’s definitely still in the city, but it’s a picturesque street lined with trees and gorgeous houses. I suppose that’s a good compromise.

      At quarter to five, the cab arrives in front of a huge, brick house with columns on each side of the porch. It has so much character and depth to it, unlike the cookie-cutter neighborhood in Florida where I live with my parents.

      Vanya told me he’d be home around five. Which means I have about fifteen minutes to calm the swirling in my stomach. I run up the walkway, take the stairs two at a time, then reach into the mailbox for the key. As I fumble with the lock, I realize it’s going to be harder than I thought. The butterflies only get crazier. As soon as I’m inside, I shut the door behind me, lean against it, and take a deep breath.

      The house is obviously old, but the bright white walls stand out against the dark woodwork around the doors and windows. I’ve never seen such a charming place. It’s beautifully decorated and so immaculate, I wonder if he has a maid come in or if he keeps it this way on his own. A silly part of me can’t wait to figure it out. I want to learn all the little things about him.

      I glance at the small, leather watch on my wrist, I’m so nervous—which is weird because being around Vanya calms me. Must be the anticipation of seeing him again.

      Slowly, I walk around the living room, brushing the soft beige sofa with my fingertips. I sit gingerly on the couch, cross my legs, and put my hands in my lap. Then I uncross them and grab a magazine from the coffee table.

      Vanya arrives home at exactly 5:03 p.m. I know because I’ve been sitting on the couch, absently flipping through a hockey magazine, and checking the clock above the television every five seconds. When he walks through the door, he looks even more handsome than I remember. It seems as if he’s gotten a haircut recently, too.

      “Katya!” he says, smiling as he enters.

      I jump up and rush to him, throwing my arms around his neck. “Vanya!” Excitement hides the nervousness.

      “You’re gorgeous,” he says as he scans my body from head to toe. He doesn’t seem nervous at all. He’s all confidence and compliments.

      I tuck a piece of hair behind my ear and look up at him. “Thank you.”

      “I’m glad you found the place all right. Can I get you something to drink?” he asks, placing his keys on the table next to the door.

      “No, thank you.” My hand moves to my stomach, which rumbles with hunger instead of butterflies. “I’m actually starving. I haven’t had a thing since breakfast.”

      “The guys keep raving about an amazing hot dog place not too far from here. Their specialties are chili dogs and fries. Wanna check it out?” he asks. There’s so much enthusiasm in his voice, I couldn’t say no even if I wanted to. And I certainly don’t want to.

      “I’m going to turn out like my dedushka if I keep hanging around you, Vanya,” I say moving my hand forward as if I have a huge belly like my grandfather.

      For two people who must maintain top physical condition, we seem to gravitate toward junk food when we’re together. I’m not complaining. I love treating myself. I eat healthy ninety-five percent of the time. If five percent is junk, my workouts will take care of it.

      “Don’t pin that on me, Sunshine,” he says, placing a hand on my back and guiding me out the door. “You were the one wolfing down a massive milkshake the last time I saw you.”

      I laugh and follow him to his car.
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      The hot dog place is right next to another hot dog place. In fact, they share a wall. Vanya picks the one called Lafayette where you can see the food being prepared through the front windows. When he holds the door open, I go inside. It’s a small place with a long counter and a few tables. And it’s completely packed.

      “Wow,” I say, slightly surprised at the crowd. The food must be great because the décor is nonexistent. The walls are the weirdest thing. It looks like bathroom tile going up about three quarters up the wall. On top of that, they’re lined with framed photos of people—many of them autographed. “This must be the place to be.”

      Amid the photos, there’s a black sign with the scant offerings in white plastic letters. If you don’t like hot dogs, fries, or chili, there’s no reason to stay. Good thing I like all of them.

      “What’s a loose hamburger?” I ask Vanya, reading the menu out loud.

      He shrugs.

      “Well, then I have to try it,” I say stepping forward to order. “Hi,” I greet the man behind the counter, tucking my hair behind my ear. “I’ll have a Coney Island, a loose hamburger, and chili cheese fries, please.”

      After Vanya orders two Coneys and plain fries, the mustachioed man behind the counter looks at me as if he’s trying to figure out if he knows me. “Are you—you’re Ekaterina Novikova!”

      I nod, flattered to be recognized. I can’t stop the smile creeping onto my face. “How did you know?”

      “We know our sports here.” He points to the walls with his thumb. I notice the multiple posters of Detroit sports teams proudly displayed. Many of the photographs must be sports stars.

      “That’s Ivan Kravstov with her!” one of the cooks behind him says.

      “Kravstov?” he addresses Vanya. “You’ve been in Detroit for years! How have you never been here before?”

      “You are hidden gem,” he tells them.

      The man walks around the counter and throws one arm across my shoulders and the other across Vanya’s. “Jimmy! Get the camera. We have two of the best athletes in the world right here. We need a picture for the wall!”

      I can’t stop smiling through the fuss. I have fans, and I’m used to being recognized on tour, but to be fussed over at a random hot dog place in Detroit is exciting. After we pose for a few photos, Jimmy clears two places at the counter for Vanya and I.

      “I didn’t expect that kind of welcome,” Vanya says. “Makes me glad I waited to eat here.”

      Despite just getting settled, Jimmy places our plates in front of us. It’s the fastest service I’ve ever had in my life.

      “You don’t like the attention?” I ask, popping a chili and cheese covered fry into my mouth. It’s absolutely delicious. So much so, that I make an audible, “Mmmmm” sound.

      Vanya’s right eyebrow raises. “That good?”

      I can only nod in answer because I’ve just shoved three more fries into my mouth. It’s not very lady-like, but they’re so good, I can’t help it.

      “I’m glad I waited because I’m happy you were with me for it.” He glances at the walls. “There are thousands of photos with me and my teammates all over the place. But this will be the only photo with you and I.”

      “For now,” I tell him. “But we’ll have plenty of time for photos, Vanya.”

      “Yes?” he asks.

      “Of course!” I smile and slap his leg lightly. My grin falters as I realize Vanya might not think the same way. “Unless, you don’t want to continue seeing me.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Vanya reels back as if offended. “I love every minute with you. You ground me.”

      His response warms my heart. I wipe my mouth off on a napkin before I speak. “Ground you?”

      He leans back. “It’s been difficult here since I arrived. It’s hard not knowing anyone and not being able to communicate as effectively as I’d like. I have hockey in common with my teammates, but our backgrounds are so different. They don’t know what life was like where we’re from.”

      “Have you had anyone to talk to, Vanya?” I grab his hand and hold it with both of mine.

      “I actually became really good friends with my translator. The one the team hired for me when I arrived.” He laughs and shakes his head. “He’s a good guy. A professor at a local university. He was born in Russia but came here as a child. Still, he’s someone I can speak to freely.”

      “It feels good to have someone to talk to, doesn’t it?”

      He nods. “That’s why I like being around you. Growing up as athletes in a severe system, we have similar backgrounds. You know what it feels like to have intense pressure on your shoulders. And we can speak without miscommunication.”

      “Well, language-wise, yes,” I tease, picking up my fork, ready to dig into the main course. “But women and men can be on different wavelengths.”

      He places his hand on my back. “What about us? Are we on different wavelengths?”

      “After this conversation, I don’t think so.” I point to his plate with my fork. “Now eat before it gets too cold. I have a feeling cold Coney dogs aren’t as magical.”

      Vanya nods. “You’re eating a hot dog with a fork?”

      “Look at it!” I say, glancing down at plate. The bun is filled with so much chili I can’t even see the actual hot dog. And there’s a line of mustard and onions to top it off. “I can’t possibly pick it up without everything dripping all over me.”

      Vanya glances at my chest, rather than the food. “I’d be happy to help you clean up.”

      “I bet you would,” I say before clearing my throat and getting to work on my meal. He smiles at my eagerness.

      “Cheers,” he says, raising his overflowing fork. I tap it with my own, and we both take our first bites.

      “Oh my God, this is fantastic!” I exclaim. “It’s the best thing I’ve tasted in forever.” I wanted to catch Vanya’s reaction, but instead, I dig in for another bite.

      “Better than milkshakes?” he asks.

      “Mmmm.” I shrug, then hold up a finger until I finish chewing. “It’s a totally different taste. Like comparing apples to oranges.”

      “Does your coach know you wolf down the milkshakes and Coney dogs at every chance?” he asks quietly, looking around as if Charlie will pop out from a corner.

      “This stays between us,” I say, lowering my voice and throwing a glance over my shoulder. “I tell him I eat salad at every meal.”

      “I bet he’s not fooled.” He laughs again.

      I join him this time. Other people in the diner steal glances at us, probably wondering what the people speaking a foreign language are laughing about.

      “Do they even serve salad here?” Vanya asks, craning his neck to see the menu.

      “They don’t. Just junk food,” I reply. “Tell me something, Vanya. What’s your guilty pleasure?”

      The question makes him choke. His eyes bulge, and he brings a napkin to his mouth.

      “Food, Vanya! Food,” I confirm, rolling my eyes and folding my arms across my chest. “You’re like a fourteen-year-old boy.”

      He bursts out laughing. I like the way he laughs—deep, throaty, and it makes his eyes crinkle at the corners.

      “My guilty pleasure, Ekaterina, is ice cream.” He lowers his voice and brings his mouth to my ear. “In a cone. I enjoy sweeping my tongue across it and letting it slide down my throat.”

      “Ice cream, yes?” I swallow hard, shifting in my seat and squeezing my muscles to hold back the lust pulsing between my legs.

      “There’s an ice cream place around the corner. We should stop there before we head back to my place.”

      “I’d like that,” I tell him, trying to keep my composure. I want nothing more than to be with Vanya tonight. I want to shove him onto the couch, crawl on top of him, and make out for hours. But I want to take things slow. I’m already head over heels for him. I don’t want to go too fast and get my heart broken. “But I’m staying in a hotel tonight.”

      He doesn’t miss a beat. “Whatever makes you comfortable, Sunshine. No pressure here.”

      Once we finish, we set our napkins on our plates, and Vanya throws cash on the counter. “Come on, let’s go check out those ice cream flavors.”
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      Saying goodbye to Katya last night gave me massive blue balls, but I’d never rush her into doing anything she wasn’t ready for. When I woke up with massive morning wood, I had to relieve it before my morning run. Running around the neighborhood with my shorts tented might get me arrested; though in Detroit, I’m not sure.

      After my run, I’m tired, sweaty, and in dire need of a shower. Probably has just as much to do with the run as it does my thoughts about Katya. I couldn’t stop thinking about her. We had a great night eating and talking. The best night I’ve had in a while, actually.

      I head straight for the master bathroom, removing my soaked shirt and tossing it on the tile floor. That’s when I hear the doorbell. I’m not expecting anyone, so I ignore it. But it goes off again as I’m turning the water on.

      “Damn it!” I let out a loud sigh and shut the faucet off before heading to the stairs. When my impatient visitor presses the bell again, I yell, “I’m coming!”

      With furrowed brows and a deep frown, I yank open the door hoping my face scares off the unexpected caller. When I see Katya standing there, holding paper bags from the market down the road, my frown quickly dissolves. She’s looking as beautiful as ever in a flannel shirt tucked into designer jeans.

      “Why are you naked?” she asks, confused.

      “I’m not,” I begin, then glance down at my shirtless chest and chuckle. “I was just about to hop in the shower.”

      “Are you going to keep standing there, showing off your sexy physique to the neighbors, or are you going to invite me in?” she asks, holding the bags up.

      Now, I’m the one confused. She was supposed to be on a plane to New York this morning. “Please, come on in.” I move back giving her room to enter. “I’m just surprised. What are you doing here?”

      “I wasn’t ready to leave you yet.” She pauses to kiss me quickly, almost as if she’s not sure she should. Then she strolls toward the kitchen, dropping the paper bags on the table in the dining room. “Is it a good surprise?”

      “Absolutely.” I follow her to the kitchen where she’s unpacking the bags. She pulls out meat, onions, and noodles.

      “What’s cooking?” I ask, placing my hands on her hips and peering over her shoulder.

      “No offense, Vanya, but you stink.” She waves me back. “Go upstairs and shower. By the time you get back down, I’ll be almost finished making dinner.”

      “Okay, okay!” I hold my hands up and back away, watching her dance around as she unloads groceries. “I look forward to it.”

      “Need someone to wash your back?” She calls over her shoulder.

      I pause in the doorway. “You’re more than welcome to join me, Sunshine.”

      She shakes a bag of noodles like it’s a maraca. “I might surprise you.”
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      It takes me less than fifteen minutes to shower and dress. I don’t want to miss out on too much time with her since I don’t know how long she has here. As I race down the stairs, I almost pass her up, thinking she’d still be in the kitchen. Instead, she’s standing in front of a painting in my hallway—one of many throughout the house.

      “You’re into art?” She turns to me.

      “No, not exactly. That came with the house,” I reply, thrusting my hands into the pockets of my shorts and leaning against the wall. I smile as I watched her admire the oversized painting.

      “What does it mean?” she asks with eyes full of curiosity.

      “I bought this house—and everything in it—from the owner of the Chargers. He has,” I lift my eyes to the ceiling as I count. “I don’t know how many properties he has. I think he owns most of Detroit.”

      “So, this art means nothing to you?” She tilts her head.

      “Well, I mean, I did research this one. The name of that painting is ‘War.’” I clear my throat and move closer to her. “It’s about two lovers, warriors, who fought against the society they lived in because of the love they had for each other, to protect that love and be free,” I add as I trace the delicate brush strokes on the piece of art.

      Her gorgeous eyes meet mine, and my heart speeds up. “Did they win the war? The war of love?”

      “I think that’s up to interpretation,” I say, brushing her hair behind her shoulder so I can see her face. “What do you think? Do you think they won?”

      “I don’t know for certain, but what I do know is that love is freedom. People should be allowed to love freely,” she replies, looking from me to the painting. She swallows thickly, as if nervous—or excited.

      “I agree. What if obligations get in the way?” I cup her cheek in my palm.

      She closes her eyes for a brief moment, seemingly enjoying the feel of my hand. When she opens them, she says, “Nothing gets in the way of real love. You make time to see people. If you really love someone, you make them a priority.”

      I lean closer, so close I’m breathing her breath when I whisper. “Am I a priority?”

      She nods, her lips brushing mine when she says, “Am I priority?”

      Instead of answer, I close the miniscule distance between us, and press my lips to hers. She wraps her arms around my neck and pulls me into her warm, lithe body. My fingers graze her hips, as I gently hold her in place and increase the pressure on her mouth. I part her lips with my tongue and explore gently. She responds with a soft moan and moves her fingers to my hair, tugging on the roots as she sinks into my arms.

      When she pulls away her plump, pink lips glisten. Between the taste of her and the delicious aroma in the air, my stomach growls with want.

      “Is dinner ready?” I ask, looking over her head toward the kitchen.

      She slaps my shoulder. “After that amazing kiss, all you care about is food?”

      “Don’t worry, Katya.” I pull her hips toward me, knowing she can feel how hungry I am for her by the erection pressing against her belly. “Even after we eat, I’ll still be starving for you.”

      “It’s ready,” she says, grabbing my hand and pulling me to the kitchen.

      While Katya dishes out dinner, I remove two wine glasses from the cabinet. “How did the Glonex commercial go?” I ask.

      She sets each plate on the table and sits down. “It was wonderful,” she gushes, smiling brightly. “I absolutely love modeling, Vanya. It makes me feel beautiful and free.”

      “Free?” I ask, scanning the wine cooler for a specific kind. Once I find it, I grab the bottle opener and glasses and bring them to the table.

      “With tennis, everything is structured, you know. I have to remain calm and perfectly poised all the time. The only ways I can be myself are in the outfits I wear. And even those have to be a certain brand.”

      “A certain brand that pays you a lot of money to have you endorsing them.” I set the glasses down on the table.

      “Of course, they do, Vanya. Have you seen how good I look in tennis skirts?” She stands up, places both hands on her hips, and shakes them playfully.

      “Oh, I know. I’ve been watching you for years. Supermodels have nothing on you,” I reply as both of us laugh. She sits back down.

      I hold the opener over the neck of the wine bottle, push down on the lever, then pull it up. The cork comes out with ease. “You’re the face of a major sports brand, not too many Russians can say that.”

      “They say it’s because of my looks, not my play.” She pushes noodles around on her plate.

      “You won a Grand Slam two years in a row. You’re the second ranked female tennis player in the world. Whoever ‘they’ are can shove it up their ass.”

      There are always going to be people who want to downplay her talent because she’s beautiful, but her success on the court isn’t something that can be faked. You don’t win on looks.

      She snorts then wipes her mouth with her napkin. “What do you have there?”

      “You like wine, yes?”

      “Yes, I like wine.”

      I pour her a glass before filling mine. “This was a gift from Mr. Popovic, the Chargers owner, when I arrived in America. I always thought it was sad to drink such a great wine alone, so I saved it for a special occasion.”

      “That’s so sweet, Vanya,” she says genuinely.

      “Let’s make a toast,” I clear my throat as I slide into the seat beside her. “Let’s make a toast to you, a beautiful, talented woman, fulfilling her dreams.” We clink our glasses and sip.

      “We should toast to you, too.”

      “Toast to me? Why?” I ask.

      “You made it out of the USSR. You have this huge house. You play for a great team. You have everything we never had growing up. You’re living the American dream.”

      She’s right. I have everything—or do I? Why is there a gnawing reminder that the American dream isn’t my dream?

      “What is it?” Katya asks. She’s quick to notice the change in countenance.

      “Nothing,” I reply, quickly pushing the thoughts aside as I raise the glass to my lips again. I don’t want to ruin the moment. “The wine’s really good, yes?”

      “Best wine I’ve ever had.”

      “You want more?” I point to her glass, which is nearly empty.

      “Please.” She happily slides it toward me. “So, tell me something, Vanya.” She looks at me through thick lashes, coated in mascara. “Do you have many women in your life?”

      She brings the glass to her lips and crosses her legs at the knee as she waits for my answer. Her sultry gaze sends chills up and down my spine.

      I’ve dated a few girls since arriving in Detroit, but nothing serious. Mostly just someone to spend time with during the off season. I don’t even try to mess with a relationship while I’m playing. There’s no time to give a woman the attention she deserves.

      The connection with Katya was instant, from the very first moment I laid eyes on her. She’s irresistibly beautiful, confident, and extremely fun to be around. She is just so vibrant and full of life.

      “Are you counting in your head?” Her voice jolts me out of my thoughts, her sexy blue eyes meeting mine again. “Is it that many?”

      “It’s not many at all, Katya,” I finally reply. “I have no one in my life at the moment.”

      “No?” She reaches out and tickles my ribs. “Not one woman?”

      “Hey!” I catch her hands, pull her into my lap and wrap my arms around her. Then I nuzzle my nose into her neck. “There is this one woman.”

      She laughs and tilts her neck, giving me access to cover it with kisses.

      It’s getting hot and heavy, when Katya puts her hands on my chest. I have to go,” she says breathlessly.

      “You want to leave?” I ask. “Now?”

      “It’s not that I want to leave.” She clutches my T-shirt and pulls me closer. “But if I don’t, I won’t be able to control myself.”

      “I am one hundred percent okay with that.”

      She laughs. “I need more time.”

      “I’ll wait as long as you need,” I tell her, placing a kiss on her forehead. “Come on, I’ll drive you to your hotel.”
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      My eyes jolt open, awakened by the phone. There’s no trace of light, not even the dull early morning glow that usually seeps through hotel-room curtains. With half-open eyes, I turn over and check the small clock on the nightstand. Ugh! 4:56 a.m.

      It has to be a wrong number. We rarely get calls to our hotel room when we’re on road trips. Mainly because no one even know where we stay.

      Though there’s an odd feeling in my stomach, I’m not going to dwell on it. Maybe my roommate, Petr Novotný will answer. With that prospect in my head, I reposition the duvet and try to go back to sleep. I’ve barely shut my eyes when the phone rings again.

      “Who the hell is calling at four in the morning?” I mutter to myself, pulling the duvet over my head this time, trying to ignore it.

      The sound of the second ring still echoes in my ear when it goes off a third time. I have every intention of ignoring the call, hoping the person at the other end realizes they’ve dialed the wrong number. But when it keeps ringing, my brain goes into panic mode.

      A call at five a.m. is either the wrong number or something urgent.

      “Damn it,” I sigh as I shove the duvet off my body, the cold air hitting my bare chest as I sit up and reach over to grab the receiver.

      “This better be good,” I say as I answer, throwing an annoyed glance at Novotný who’s dead to the world.

      “We have a problem, Vanya, a big problem.” The words are urgent, and even though the person doesn’t introduce himself, I know the firm voice of my agent—and brother-in-law.

      “Problem?” I ask. My mind races, thinking of anything that could have gone wrong over the past few days or weeks. I couldn’t pinpoint any, unless it had to do with my sister. “Is Stasya okay?”

      “Yes, she’s fine.”

      I wipe my forehead and relax a bit.

      “This is about you and Katya,” he continues. “In a few hours, your relationship is going to be all over the newspapers.”

      “You called me at five a.m. to tell me my relationship is going to be in the newspapers.” I yawn loudly in his ear. “It couldn’t have waited until eight?”

      “She was photographed leaving your place last week,” he says, throwing random information at me like pieces of a puzzle, and I’m having a hard time putting them together. I’m really confused at why he’s so concerned. “Are you listening to me, Vanya?”

      “Yes, I’m listening,” I reply, clearing my throat and wiping my sleepy eyes. “You’ll have to explain what’s going on because I’m confused,” I confess. He’s moving too fast for me this early.

      “We have a scandal on our hands.”

      “What’s the scandal, Kirya?” I swallow hard as I speak, my fingers reaffirming the grip on the receiver.

      “A seventeen-year-old was photographed leaving your private residence. You were also spotted together in Chicago. The media is going to rail you. She’s underage, Vanya.” He’s taken the time to explain, yet his concern is still clear as mud.

      “What does it matter? She turns eighteen next month. And—" I rub my forehead again. “What does it matter?”

      “It matters because the media here is always trying to create drama. They aren’t going to say ‘Oh, they’re Russian and that’s normal for that culture.’ They’re going to say, ‘He’s a pedophile,’” he replies.

      Using that word feels like he threw cold water on my face.

      He’s right. It’s something I didn’t think of because I don’t think of Kayta as a child. She’s a woman—a professional. She’s been away from her parents—on her own in the tennis circuit—for years. We’re close because we have so much in common. I’m not a monster who preys on children.

      Back home, a twenty-five-year old man being in a relationship with a seventeen-year-old wasn’t a big deal; in fact, it’s very normal. It’s not about age, it’s about stability. Russian women don’t want men with future potential, they want men who are established.

      In America, though, they have a different culture and a way of doing things, and even though Katya and I are not American, it’s not going to matter much to the media. Kirya is right, we have a really big problem.

      “What do we do now?”

      “You’re going to have to lay low until she turns eighteen.”

      “It’s so stupid! You don’t just turn into an adult because your age changes.”

      “We both know that, but it’s a magic number here. A legal number,” he emphasizes. “You must promise me you won’t see her again until she turns eighteen.”

      “I promise.” I pause, then continue quickly. “I’m not attracted to children, Kirya.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Vanya. I know that! Zhenya went through the same thing, and she was sixteen when they dated. We both know he’s not interested in children either. He’s interested in hot, Russian models, like any warm-blooded male.”

      After Kirya’s call, I can’t sleep, so I get up quietly and get ready to go to the arena early. I plan on pounding the treadmill and weights until morning skate.
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      “Dude, I’m sorry about the news,” Simmons, says when we take the ice. “They make everything sound so seedy.”

      I skate to his left side, reaching for a rogue puck near the boards. “If you listen to the press, it’s like they think I’m prowling high schools for dates.”

      “Right?” Novotný chimes in from behind me. He places his helmet on his head. “Athletes at our level have been adults since we were teenagers. We’re old enough to get drafted and sign contracts, but not old enough to date each other. It’s fucked.”

      “Don’t let it get to you, V,” Simmons bumps my shoulder with his glove. “It’ll blow over as soon as she turns eighteen. Then you’ll turn into their power couple.”

      Suddenly, I realize I may have more in common with my teammates than I originally gave them credit for. We may have grown up in different environments, but we’re all professionals. We all had to conduct ourselves as adults before we turned any technical age.

      I squirt water into my mouth, drop the bottle back in the holder as I spit, and hit the ice, ready to put this drama behind me and get my head ready for tonight’s game against the New York Americans.
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      After the game, I head back to the hotel instead of grab a drink with the boys. They tried to lure me by saying they’ll go to the Russian Dining Room, but not even that can sway me. I want to talk to Katya to see how she’s feeling about everything.

      Kirya was right, we’re all over the news. He told me to ignore all the drama and go about my regular schedule as if nothing were happening, so I did. But I have a gnawing feeling Katya wasn’t able to. She does a great job of ignoring the stories, but I know it gets to her.

      When I get to my room, there’s a message from her saying she wants to talk and she’ll be here at eleven. I’m relieved she’s coming. We’re in this together.

      “She should be here by now,” I mumble to myself as I check the time.

      It’s 11:13 p.m. I keep pacing, biting my nails, my heart racing as I wait for her to arrive. I should have gone to her hotel. But there are more paparazzi outside her place than at the one the guys and I stay at.

      “Finally!” I jump up as soon as I hear the knock. “Come on in,” I say hurriedly, as she steps in. You never know who may have followed her, lurking behind with their camera ready. “Are you okay?” I ask.

      She looks exhausted. Her usual, bubbly smile is missing, and her eyes are rimmed with red.

      “I don’t know, Vanya,” she says, running her fingers through her lifeless locks as she drops onto the couch. She buries her face in her hands. “I’ve gotten dozens of calls today. It’s all so overwhelming.” She sighs deeply, sounding tired and defeated. “Did you read the papers this morning?”

      “No. I’m trying to avoid them,” I reply, sitting next to her.

      “Well, I’ve seen them. Charlie brought some to me. It’s a scandal, Vanya. A man with an underage girl. They can’t let that part go. I’ll be eighteen in two months, but they make you sound like—” She lowers her head and inspects her nails. “It’s ridiculous that they make such a big deal over nothing,” she adds, huffing and rubbing her eyes.

      I place a hand over hers. “Is it nothing?”

      She slowly turns her head toward me, silence hanging in the air as we stare at each other.

      “What do you mean?” she asks. The leather squeaks when she adjusts her position to turn to me.

      “Look Katya, I know we have a lot of things to talk about, and I know things seems really crazy right now. But ever since the moment we ran into each other in Chicago, I’ve had only one thing on my mind.” I hold her gaze as I speak. I want her to know everything is true, and it comes from my heart.

      “What is it, Vanya?” she asks gently, the words coming out in a whisper.

      I shift closer to her on the couch, closing the gap between us as I take her hand in mine. “You, Katya. All I can think about is you. Day and night. During games. While I’m—while I’m doing anything.”

      She stares at me, blinking a few times as if trying to understand, but not speaking.

      The silence is killing me. I want her to say something, anything—even if it’s rejection. I can handle rejection. I can’t handle not knowing how she feels.

      All of a sudden, her hands are on my face, cupping it gently. She leans closer, so close I can feel her warm breath on my face. Then she kisses me. It’s a quick touching of lips at first, very brief before she pulls back, her eyes searching mine as if seeking my approval.

      “Can I?” she whispers.

      “Always,” I say before she kisses me again. It’s longer this time, more passionate. She presses her lips to mine, our mouths moving together as she pulls me even closer. Her lips are soft, delicate, and taste like bubblegum. My mouth has never touched anything better. Her tongue flicks at my lips, seeking entrance.

      “Mmm,” she moans softly as I open for her, our tongues clashing as the passion begins to consume us. I kiss her back, matching her energy. She tugs my hair as she clutches it. Things are progressing faster now, mouths and hands exploring each other.

      “Wait, we should stop,” she says, breaking away from the kiss, ending the moment just as quickly as it started.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “We can’t do this, Vanya. I thought I could, but—” She touches her lips with her fingertips. She breaks eye contact and backs away. “I’m sorry.”

      “What’s wrong? You don’t feel the same way?” I ask. I thought we were on the same page. All of our interactions—every smile, every touch—has led us to this moment.

      “No, Vanya, I feel the same way. I promise, I do. But we can’t do this right now. We can’t be together.” She faces me, making eye contact again as she says the words.

      “Why?” I swallow hard.

      “We’re all over the papers already, and we’ve haven’t even started dating officially.” She throws her hands in the air. “It’s just—a lot of things are holding us back.”

      “What? What things are holding us back?”

      “I just don’t see a way this could work.” Her voice shakes, and tears well up in her eyes.

      “We can make this work. It’s going to take a lot of effort and some sacrifice from both of us, but we can do it.” There’s confidence in my words. I don’t see this as a situation that needs to tear us apart.

      “There are lot of things at stake here. My career, your career. Charlie said I could lose my endorsements,” she replies. She’s sniffing, trying hard to blink back the tears. “I know you care about me, and I care about you, too. But this can’t work, Vanya.” As she says my name, the first tear breaks free, trickling down her face. “I’m sorry, I have to go.”

      She rises quickly and leaves without looking back.

      “Katya!” I call after her. The world seems to stop for a few seconds. The back of my throat feels dry and irritated. The words sting, hurting in ways I could have never imagined.

      At first, I think about running after her, trying to convince her that we could make it work, but I don’t. She’s freaked out, upset, and thinks this is bigger than it is. Nothing I say right now will change her mind. I just sit there, stuck to the couch, thinking of her words and thinking of how I lost her over media pressure—something so stupid and seemingly insignificant.

      Something so stupid that will be a part of our lives for as long as either of us is in the spotlight.
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      While in Vanya’s room, my chest tightened and it felt like the walls were closing in. As soon as I’m outside, I breathe in the cool air and rush to the curb, raising my arm to hail a cab.

      “Four hundredth block of Madison Avenue, please,” I reply as I hurriedly get into the car.

      “You know the number?” he asks.

      “Umm, no. It’s a hotel, the Castle.” It’s getting harder to breathe, and when I look out the window, I can barely see with the tears clouding my eyes.

      “I got ya,” he confirms in a thick New York accent. “You okay, ma’am?”

      “Yes, j-just drive, please.” My voice shakes so badly, the words are barely audible.

      I had been holding it in since I told Vanya he and I couldn’t be together, holding back the tears from streaming down my face as I flagged down a cab. But now that I’m heading back to the solace of my own hotel room, and the driver’s attention is solely on the road ahead, I can finally let myself go. I lean back into the seat, rest my head on the window, and allow the tears to stream down my face.

      I sob quietly as thoughts of Vanya, the only man I’ve ever fell hard for, swim around in my head. I don’t know where I summoned the courage to break his heart, to break my own heart, but I had to.

      I can’t have him thrown off his game over some stupid stories in the press. I can’t have him thinking about me instead of thinking about his career.

      I blamed it all on the press, the American press, who love to ruin whoever they consider celebrities. They killed off the flame before it even got a chance to ignite. The papers and media portray Vanya as a predator and me as a helpless girl who needed saving. They said because I’m still seventeen—underage in American laws—they make it appear like Vanya is a monster.

      “You said the Castle, right?” the driver, who had been quiet since we started moving, asks.

      His question draws me out of my thoughts. “Yes,” I reply, blinking fast, wiping my cheeks with the back of my hands.

      “We’re here,” he replies, stopping in front of the massive brick building. The full name of the luxury hotel is, The Castle New York, which makes total sense because I feel like a princess when I stay here.

      “Thanks,” I reply, wiping my eyes one last time before stepping out of the car.

      “It’s a beautiful hotel,” he says as his eyes admire the place.

      “Here you go.” I hand him some bills, without waiting to find out how much the fare was.

      After entering the hotel, I race up the grand staircase, not because I need to take them to get to my room—there are elevators on the main floor—but because I can’t be here without taking them. I don’t see how anyone could stay at a place called a ‘Castle’ that has something they call a ‘grand staircase,’ without using it.

      When I walk into the sitting area between my room and Charlie’s, he’s there, sitting on the couch, with a bottle of flavored-water beside him. “You’re back,” he says, looking up with a smile. His expression quickly turns to concern. “Are you okay?”

      Charlie is more like a second father than a coach. We’ve spent more time together over the last few years than I have with my own parents. He knew me before I became a star, before all the fame, glitz, and glamour.

      “Yeah, why?” I reply, sniffing as I try to force a smile. I side step him and go straight to my door. “I’ll be right back, Charlie. I need to use the restroom.”

      The last thing I want is questions about why I’ve been crying. When he agreed to let me come to New York to shoot a commercial for an international make up brand, I told him I’d be completely focused on preparing for my match this weekend. He’d know immediately if—

      “You went to see him, didn’t you?” he asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      “What are you talking about?” I gather myself quickly but don’t turn to face him.

      “Don’t play that game with me, Katya. I know you too well,” he says gently, almost as if he’s pleading with me, begging me to tell him what was going on. “I see your eyes, I know you’ve been crying.” He gets up and walks towards me. “Did you go to see Vanya?”

      “Yes, I went to see him,” I say quietly. Then I take a deep breath and will myself not to start crying again, but I can feel the tears well up.

      “Are you okay?”

      I pause before speaking, thinking of what to say. If I tell him I’m okay, yet lock myself away in my room. he’ll know I’m not. Hell, even if try to keep it together, Charlie will know.  He’ll know in my demeanor. He’ll know during training. I might as well just bypass the drama and come clean.

      “I’m not okay, Charlie,” I turn around, letting the tears stream down my face. This time, I let myself go, sobbing louder than I had in the cab.

      “Come here,” Charlie pulls me into an embrace, stroking my back as I let it all out. He consoles me for a few minutes, saying nothing, just allowing me to cry. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Yes,” I reply, sniffing as I break away from the embrace.

      When I start wiping at my tears my fingers, Charlie leads me to the couch. He grabs a box of tissue off the table and hands it to me sitting down. “What happened?”

      “He’s in town for a game. So, I went to his hotel. I know it wasn’t a good idea to go see him, but I had to, I needed to see him.” I sniff as I speak, still trying to blink back the tears as the words roll off my lips.

      “I understand, Katya. When you said you were going out, I didn’t try to stop you or go with you. I knew you were going to see him,” he says. “Was Vanya upset about everything that’s going on?”

      “Yes. He was angry and annoyed with the media. It’s ridiculous that we can’t just live our lives. Don’t we have enough pressure?”

      Charlie nods.

      “He—Vanya told me he has feelings for me,” I tell him as if he doesn’t already know.

      “And you have feelings for him, too, don’t you?” he asks.

      “I wouldn’t be crying like this if I didn’t have feelings for him, Charlie. I haven’t been able to keep him out of my head since the first day I saw him at that party you invited me to in Detroit.” I wipe my face again. “Do you remember that party?” I ask wistfully, smiling as the memories from the night we met flood my head. Everything still seems so fresh: the way he spoke to me, the way he smiled, the things we talked about.

      “I told him we couldn’t be together though.” I lean back into the couch, a failed attempt to send back the coming tears.

      “Why did you tell him that?” he asks calmly. He’s treating me like a fragile doll, and I’m not. Just because I’m letting my emotions out doesn’t mean I’m going to have a total breakdown.

      “You brought the papers to me this morning, Charlie. You intercepted the calls from the media. You saw the horrible things they said. We haven’t even started dating yet. It’s a distraction,” I say, wiping the tears forming at the corner of my eyes away.

      “Are you sure that’s the reason?” Charlie leans back into the couch and folds his arms across his chest.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Are you sure that the reason you told him you couldn’t be together is because of the press? And because of the fact that it could affect your careers?” he asks, shrugging his shoulders. I’m beginning to get where he was driving at.

      “Yes, I guess.”

      “Come on Katya, we both know that’s not the reason,” Charlie says, bumping my shoulder with his, as if trying to get me to confess.

      He’s right though, that wasn’t the reason we couldn’t be together. I’d lied to myself, lied to him, tried to convince myself that the reason Vanya and I couldn’t be together was because of the media and the fact that our careers were at stake.

      “You’re right, Charlie. It’s because I’m scared,” I say, finally telling him the truth as I wipe tears from the corner of my eyes again.

      “What’s there to be scared about?”

      “Everything!” I jump up. “When we were all over the news this morning, it annoyed me. Most of the time I can brush it off, but this really got to me because of how horrible they were to him. And how they make us out to be terrible people because we like each other. Does he deserve that, Charlie? Does he deserve to be raked through the mud just for spending time with me?”

      “No.”

      I rake my fingers through my hair and pace the room. “It all happened so quickly. I met him once and I couldn’t get him out of my head. I told myself all this time that it was nothing but a crush—a stupid teenage crush. But when I got to his place and he told me how he felt about me, I realized that I’d been denying it. And now it’s real.” I stop pacing and look at Charlie. “And I freaked out because I can’t handle what’s to come.”

      “And what’s to come?” he asks.

      “The storm, Charlie. Being with him is going to take a lot of effort and sacrifice, and I’m not sure I’m up to that,” I tell him. As soon as the words leave my lips, I feel bad, as if I shouldn’t be so selfish.

      “There’s always going to be a storm, my dear. That’s how your life will be as long as you’re in the public eye.”

      “I know Charlie, but I don’t want to get hurt. I don’t want to hurt him, either,” I tell him.

      Fear. That’s the real reason. Fear of getting hurt. Fear of hurting him. Fear of what else the media will say about him and how it will affect his mind and career. We lead busy lives. We don’t live in the same city. We’re dedicated to different things—it will all get in the way.

      “He’s a big boy. He can handle himself.” When I huff, Charlie leans forward and gives me a gentle smile. “You’re never going to know if you don’t give it a shot. And I know you want to give it a shot.”

      “Have you been listening to anything I’ve said?” I ask throwing my hands in the air. Sometimes I feel like he doesn’t listen to me.

      Charlie gets up and crosses the room to stand in front of me. He places his hands on my shoulders. “Look, Katya, I don’t know what you want me to say, but I’ll tell you this. You’re hurt already. Hurt because you really like him and you broke things off before you even got the chance to see how amazing it could be. Don’t make this into something you’ll regret down the road. Why not just give it a shot and see where it leads?” He leans forward and places a kiss on my forehead before shuffling to his room.

      I’m lucky to have a coach like Charlie. He knows me inside and out—sometimes more than I know myself. When he gives me advice I listen, yet, if either of my parents said the same thing, I wouldn’t listen.

      “Damn it,” I mumble.

      What in the world did I do?
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      “In three… two….one, shoot!”

      The music comes on, the fans start blowing, flashing lights, and the cameras start clicking. Today, I’m shooting a spread for a new tennis apparel line.

      “Turn to the left. Good!” the photographer yells as I run through the poses we practiced earlier. I’m all glammed up for the shoot, yet still in my signature high pony tail. I’m sporting exclusives from a yet-to-be released collection, wielding a gold-colored tennis racket.

      “I’m not feeling this,” Monica, the director of the shoot, yells as the cameras keep clicking, the lights flashing.

      I’m doing the best I can; smiling the way they taught me to smile, posing the way they taught me to pose. But even I know I’m off, I can feel it in my forced smile and dull eyes. I’m not enjoying the shoot as I normally do.

      “Alright, alright, stop the music, cut the fans.” Monica waves her hands. The entire place goes silent. “What’s wrong, Katya? Your energy has been off since we started shooting,” She speaks quickly, pushing her glasses up her nose with almost every word she said.

      “I’m sorry, I ju—”

      Monica places her hands on my shoulders. “Is it that time of the month?”

      “What? No!” I shake my head and wiggle out of her arms. Placing my hands on my hips, I try to gain composure. “I have a million things on my mind for the match coming up. Can I get a quick break? Two minutes, please?”

      “You need a break? Let’s take a break,” she says, then turns around to address the crew. “Five-minute break everyone!” she yells out to them before turning back to me. “You get five minutes, Katya, because I love that accent.” She winks before gingerly stepping off the stage, her exceptionally high heels making ‘click,’ ‘click’ sounds as she walks away.

      I roll my eyes and jump off the set; Charlie’s waiting for me by the time I walk away from the lights.

      “Are you okay?” he asks as he hands me a bottle of water.

      “Yeah, sure,” I reply, tucking the racket under my arm.

      He raises an eyebrow. There’s a mix of concern and curiosity in his eyes. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” I shrug and bring the bottle to my lips. “Why are you asking?”

      “Well, Monica just said your energy is off.” He folds his arms and leans against the wall. He still has that look in his eyes.

      “And?”

      “Your energy has been off since last week. Ever since you broke things off with Vanya.” He shrugs. “Seems interesting.”

      “You think what Monica said about the shoot has to do with Vanya?” I ask as I twist the cap to close the bottle.

      “That’s exactly what I think,” he replies. “You were also off during most of our training sessions, so something’s definitely up with you.”

      He’s right, of course. My mind hasn’t been right since that night in New York. I haven’t been able to get Vanya out of my head since that day.

      I had tried, tried to distract myself, but the harder I tried to get him out of my head, the more I thought of him.

      “For a coach who wants me to be focused on training, you sure care a lot about something that could be a huge distraction.”

      “Seems to me, it’s already a distraction. And I much prefer happily distracted Katya. Happy Katya is fierce, strong, and gets her shit done because she knows she can do whatever she wants in her free time.”

      I laugh. “That’s me all the time, Charlie. I’ve never let you down.”

      “And I’ve never let you down.” He pushes himself off the wall and glances at the direction of the clicking of Monica’s heels returning to the set. “The Chargers are in town. They’re playing the Panthers tonight. I’m pretty sure I can get Katya Novikova into the game.”

      “Times up people! We start shooting again in thirty seconds,” Monica calls.

      “Go get ‘em, Tiger!” Charlie takes the water bottle from me and pushes me toward the set.

      It’s exactly what I have to do—both on the set and tonight.
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      I adjust my wool hat and rub my hands together before shoving them back into the pockets of my cardigan, wishing I would have brought a pair of gloves. When I left my house, I underestimated how cold it was outside. The wind whips at my face as I rush to the arena. I check my watch. A few minutes past nine p.m. Vanya’s game will be over soon, unless it goes into overtime.

      All day, I’d thought about what Charlie said, and at the last minute, I decided to take his advice. I bought a ticket to the game, hoping I could use my celebrity status to get a pass to wait outside the visiting team’s locker room. Have I figured out what I’m going to say once I see him? No, but everything I’m going to tell him will be the truth.

      I wait in the hallway near the locker room door for about fifteen minutes before the press starts filing out. I turn to the wall and shake my hair in front of my face so I’m not recognized. When the coast is clear, I turn around and stare at the door. As minutes tick by, it feels like watching a pot of boiling water.

      It’s twenty more minutes before any players come out. A few of them walk out together, laughing and chatting happily, but most guys slip out alone with their collars up and rush down the hallway without looking around. Vanya comes out with two other players.

      “Vanya!” I call out, waving at him. “Vanya!” I call again, louder this time as I finally get his attention. He says something to his teammates that I can’t hear, but he heads in my direction.

      “What are you doing here?” he asks, giving me a forced smile. I hate seeing it, but I understand it. I was emotional and volatile, and I didn’t listen to him or trust him, pretty much everything a Russian man hates.

      “I live here, silly,” I say, pushing hair behind my ear.

      “Yeah.” He closes his eyes and shakes his head, as if annoyed with me. “I know that. I meant, why did you come here tonight?”

      I freeze up for a few seconds, and when I finally managed to speak, all I can say is, “Charlie told me you had a game here tonight, so I decided to come.”

      He sighs and glances toward the locker room door as another player comes out. “Well, thanks for coming. Hope you enjoyed it.”

      He steps to the side, but I grab his forearm. “Vanya, please! I came here because I wanted to talk, to apologize.”

      I don’t exactly know how I expected him to react to me saying that, but I didn’t expect him to keep mute. Instead of speaking, he looks at my hand before lifting his eyes to mine.

      “Am I keeping you? Do you need to go with the team?” I point to his teammates who keep filing out of the room and walking down the long hallway, presumably toward the bus. I had to say something to distract him away from the staring contest. Looking into his eyes makes me feel guilty about the things I said to him the last time we saw each other.

      “I can meet up with them later.” He clears his throat and pulls his trench coat closed. “You said you wanted to talk?” he asks. “Must be important for you to track me down at work.”

      His joke eases some of the tension between us, and it makes me smile.

      “Should we head back to your hotel then?”

      “Let’s take a cab. It’s a cold night,” he replies, putting his hand on the small of my back and leading me through the hallway.
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      His hotel isn’t far, but it would have been a twenty-minute walk, so I’m glad he suggested taking a cab. Though, the small talk on the ride was a bit awkward. I held my tongue, not wanting to spill my heart out to him in a cab.

      We got to the hotel about 10 minutes later just as he predicted. It starts to drizzle as we exit the cab, so we jog to the door. His hotel room is big and spacious, with two queen beds and bright, white dressers.

      “Can I get you anything? A drink? Water?” he asks.

      “No, I’m good.” I’m sitting on his bed with my hands in my lap, twisting my fingers nervously. My heart beats fast as I think about what to say, how to start it, how he’ll respond after how I acted in New York.

      “I’m going to change quickly.” He nods toward the bathroom as if asking permission.

      “Of course. I’ll be right here,” I say, patting the bed.

      He grabs some clothes out of a suitcase and slips into the bathroom. He’s only been in there a few seconds when my eyes dart to the door. For some reason, I have an overwhelming desire to get rid of all this awkwardness by shoving him into the shower and lathering up his naked body. We can say everything we need to say while letting the warm water run over us as our hands run over each other.

      I should be thinking of what I would tell him first, not creating a bathroom fantasy in my head. I’m nervous and excited at the same time, a weird, heart-pounding mix of both.

      As nervous as I am about talking to him, and apologizing to him, I’m grateful to be in his room, on his bed. When I look around the room, I catch a glance of myself in the mirror above the dresser.

      “Oh God!” I snatch the beanie off my head and fluff my hair a few times, rubbing my roots with my fingertips to give it a little volume. I’m still primping when the bathroom door opens.

      “Hope you didn’t miss me too much.” He flashes me a small smile as enters the room again. He changed into a white T-shirt that shows off every single ripple of muscle underneath and a pair of black shorts.

      “I always miss you, Vanya,” I reply.

      He sits beside me on the edge of the bed, my nose catching a hint of mint, as I feel his weight push the bed in. “You went out of your way to see me. What did want to talk about?”

      I’ve avoided eye contact, but with him sitting right there beside me, it’s no longer possible. When I look into his eyes, I see questions, questions only I have the answer to. I open my mouth to speak, but the words are stuck. I’ve never been so nervous to talk to someone in my life.

      “I—we—” I pause to gather my thoughts. It shouldn’t be this hard to apologize. “The last time we saw each other, I told you that we couldn’t be together. And, I gave you the wrong reasons.”

      “What? I’m sorry, I’m not following.” He’s confused, just as I expected him to be.

      “When the papers said all those things about us, and I told you that we couldn’t be together because of noise from the media. That it could affect our careers—” I say the words in one breath. I pause, then look up to face him again. My heart thumps so fast and hard, I’m sure he can hear it. “I lied to you. I lied to myself.”

      “How did you lie?”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and take a deep breath. “The reason I said we couldn’t be together was because I was scared. I’ve never felt this way for anyone before. I thought I felt something with Zhenya, but what I feel for you goes a million times beyond that, it’s much deeper.” I’m on a roll, connecting thoughts to words properly now. Probably because it’s coming straight from my heart, with no holds barred.

      “I understand, Sunshine. I’ve never felt like this for anyone, either,” he says gently, moving closer to me on the bed and taking my hand in his. “I know you’re scared, and this is going to take effort on both of our parts; but, I told you I’m willing to give it a chance if you are.”

      “It’s going to take a lot, Vanya,” I say pensively. Then I put my other hand on top of his and smile. “But we’re used to that, right? Crazy schedules? Making time for things that we really want?”

      “Nothing worth anything in this life comes easy. We both know that. I’m willing to give you my all.” There’s genuine sincerity and excitement in his words. His gaze captures mine. “I want you, Katya.”

      He lifts his hand to my face and caresses my cheek, moving even closer, so our thighs are flush against each other’s. His eyes aren’t questioning anymore, they’re demanding.

      I bite my lip in anticipation of what’s to come.

      “I want you, too,” I whisper, bringing my hands to his face. “I want you, Vanya.”

      I can feel the passion radiating in the room. I’ve dreamed of this moment longer than he has—as my crush on him started well before he ever knew who I was.

      I close my eyes just as his lips touch mine. My body comes alive, humming as he draws me into his arms, closing the gap between us. The kiss isn’t like any we’ve ever shared. No, this one is much better. The last time we were just two people kissing, one of us unsure about what she wanted. But this time, we’re two hearts aligned. Two people who know what they want and are ready to go for it.

      I moan softly as our bodies play an erotic game of push and pull as his hands start sliding down my body. His tongue finds its way into my mouth, clashing with mine once, twice, curling, tugging, until I’ve gotten a proper taste of him and realize I’ll never have enough.

      The passion gets deeper, swirling through my body, sending pulses between my legs as it takes control. His hands slide across my back, my arms, pulling me onto his lap. The pressure intensifies, kisses get harder and deeper, creating a rhythm I enjoy. His tongue lashes mine with an urgent need I’ve never experienced before.

      Vanya doesn’t stop exploring, his hands slipping underneath my sweater, and lifting until he’s easing it off. My body shudders, and my heart races. I knew from the moment our lips touched that we weren’t going to stop tonight. I lean into him, yearning for the next step.

      When he lifts his lips from mine, I almost protest, but then I feel his warm breath on my collarbone before his lips finally descend.

      “Oh Vanya,” I moan, tilting my head to one side, giving him room to explore. His tongue flicks out, teasing as he moves down, his lips grazing the valley between my breasts. I bite into my lower lip as pure pleasure travels up and down the length of my spine.

      Then, his warm hands slide over the bare skin of my stomach, and he slips his thumbs underneath the soft fabric of my bra as he kisses my neck. His touch sets me on fire, leaving a trail of heat as he explores. Slowly, he moves from the small of my back until his fingers hover at the clasp of my bra. He pauses to look into my eyes. His are filled with lust and hunger—and it’s all for me. He takes my mouth again with a renewed passion. I match his intensity as I return the kiss.

      Vanya unclips my bra, then slides the straps off my shoulders easily. My breasts spill out, nipples taut with excitement. He lifts his mouth, licking his bottom lip as he lowers his gaze to my breasts. He takes one in his hand, his fingers grazing it before giving it a gentle squeeze.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he says before leaning in and placing his mouth over the other. I throw my head back, my hand cupping the back of his head as I moan. He sucks on one nipple, his tongue circling the erect tip as his hand continues to fondle the other. When he switches sides, I gasp.

      He stops and stands up, his gaze holding mine captive again as he slowly removes that sexy white T-shirt he has on. My breath flutters watching his smooth muscles crunch as he leans over and pulls down his shorts. My breath catches. His body could be on the cover of any fitness magazine. Over the last few weeks, I’ve dreamed about this moment, finally getting to touch each roll and ridge of muscle that lines his torso.

      When he slides down his underwear, my eyes widen with excitement as I see him completely naked—and extremely excited—for the first time. His cock is thick and hard, encouraging the pulsating arousal that makes me so wet, I feel the gush between my legs.

      He pushes me gently, and I fall onto my back with a laugh. He pulls off my boots, then removes the jeans I had on. They’re off in a matter of seconds, and a couple seconds later, my damp panties with them.

      “Are you sure you want this?” he asks, holding his cock, eyes searching mine as he moves closer.

      “I’ve never been so sure of anything,” I whisper. “I want you deep inside me, Vanya.”

      Choosing to give my body to him is an important decision. I wouldn’t have turned back for anything, but I’m touched he asked. It reassures me that he cares about me and not just getting in my pants. Plus, it gives me the chance to let him know how much I want this—how much I want him.

      His eyes were still searching mine, his gaze holding mine captive as he spread my legs and positioned himself at my core.

      “Oh my god,” I hiss with absolute satisfaction as he slowly plunges into me. He starts slowly, entering me a bit at a time with each slow thrust. The anticipation has me lifting my hips off the bed, moaning, and begging for him to enter. Then he plunges in, a swift thrust that fills me up and stretches me out completely. I wrap my legs around him as we become one, my ankles digging into the defined muscles at the back of his thighs as he starts thrusting harder.

      I can’t stop moaning as we make love, each thrust better than the last. The passion takes control, driving out our lust and deepest desires. He was slow and gentle at first, just gliding in and out, shifting his weight expertly on me as I felt his strokes deeper and deeper inside me. He didn’t rush it, he actually knew what he was doing. He creates a rhythm for him, giving me time to get used to his size. Once I’m matching his rhythm with him, we climb higher and higher from there.

      Soon, we’re moving faster, my panting too getting louder. Our wet bodies slam into each other, sweat and sound our aroused bodies sweating. His panting and my moaning resonate in the huge hotel room.

      “Oh, oh, Vanya,” I whisper, as he goes in even deeper, my nails digging into his strong back as I hang on for support.

      He thrusts faster now, while I throw my hips back and forth in an attempt to match him thrust for thrust. It goes on for a while, building and building until he pauses and swallows hard.

      “I’m so close, Katya. But I want you to come, too.”

      I grab his hand and place it on my clit, saying, “I need stimulation here.”

      He nods and presses his pelvic bone against me, in the perfect spot. Then he circles and rubs, creating the friction I need. I’m already so aroused, it doesn’t take long before I’m ready to sing.

      “Yes, yes, yes!” I cry out, so close to succumbing to him completely, the pleasure so intense I couldn’t even think straight.

      He was going really hard now, it’s as if his body has come alive, and with the intensity of his circling, it’s only a matter of time before I hit my peak. I can feel it already, building up deep within my stomach, threatening to take hold of me at moment. We’re driving recklessly close to the edge, and it’s only a matter of time before we both go over.

      I let out a loud moan as I hit my peak. My heart pumps faster, my thighs trembling uncontrollably as I jerk forward a few times. He hits his peak with me, low groans escaping his lips as his warmth fills me up. He pulses inside me before going completely still.

      Without exchanging any words, he opens his arms, and I burrow into them. He strokes my hair until his breath returns to normal. We lay together, exhausted and satiated, enjoying the silence. Then, he pulls the comforter over us, both of us surrendering into the hands of sleep, the thoughts of the moment we just shared playing over and over in my head until I closed my eyes.
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      I move through my hotel room, dancing around and humming a tune my father used to sing all the time as I roll my clothes and place them in my suitcase.

      I have a quick meeting with Sierra, a makeup manufacturer based here in New York, to finalize the promotion for a new fragrance. After that, Charlie and I are headed to the airport for some much-needed rest and relaxation. I’m going to Detroit to be with Vanya, and Charlie is heading home to Florida. He certainly deserves it for as much travel I’ve subjected him to recently. He’s a saint for what he allows me to do

      I’m so excited to have days with Vanya at his house. We’ll be together in a “normal” environment for the first time since we started seeing each other. Don’t get me wrong, I love traveling and meeting up for sexy rendezvous in cities all over the country, but it can be exhausting.

      Sometimes I just want to lay in bed with him making love and cuddling for an entire day without either one of us having anything else to do. But that’s never the case.

      Vanya is picking me up at the airport tonight when my flight gets in. I’m so excited to see him—yearning to have his lips all over me. I don’t even think I’ll be able to make it back to his house before I jump his bones.

      I’m nearly done arranging my clothes when there’s a knock on the door.

      “Come on in, Charlie. The door is unlocked,” I call. When he slips in, I look up. “You’re early.”

      He quietly shuts the door behind him. “You’ve got an important meeting before the flight. I don’t want you to be late.”

      “If you’re here to grill me about packing, you don’t have to worry. I’m already finished.” I zip my suitcase, then pat it before lifting my hands over my head in a raise-the-roof celebration.

      Normally, I wait until the very last minute to pack my things, which meant we had to rush to the airport so we wouldn’t miss our flight. I don’t know why I did it, other than it was a bad habit. Charlie tried everything to get me on track. He even went so far as to adjust the clock in my hotel room ahead by an hour. But it didn’t work. In fact, the only thing that’s worked has been my relationship with Vanya. Ever since we started dating, I’ve been extra early, eager to get to the airport and get on the plane. Because that meant I’d be in his arms soon.

      “No, at all,” he replies, giving me a small smile. I’d seen that smile before. He has something on his mind, something he’s not sure I’ll want to know.

      “What is it Charlie? Do you have something to tell me?” I shove a water bottle into the oversized Louis Vuitton bag I use as a carry-on when I fly.

      “Well, it’s just—” He clears his throat. “When I went to check out, the concierge asked me to give this to you.” He dips his hand into the pocket of his sky-blue pants and pulls out an envelope.

      “What is it?” I ask, glancing at him.

      “Opening your mail isn’t in my job description, Katya,” he deadpans, holding the envelope out to me.

      “Well, that’s good news.” I laugh and wiggle my eyebrows at him.

      I take the envelope from his hand and rip it open, removing the small card inside. As I read through the words written on it, my smile disappears.

      “No, Charlie. No, no, no,” I repeat, shaking my head and bringing my fingertips to my lips. It’s almost as if I’m pleading with him when he doesn’t even know what’s on the card.

      It’s is an invitation to a pop-up release party for my new fragrance—today at four p.m. I’ve been working with Sierra for over a year while the perfume has been in development. During that time, I’ve had input on the scent and I’ve done multiple print and commercial advertising photo shoots, so they have the marketing campaign ready to go.

      My agent told me today’s meeting was to finalize the campaign and get me the dates for future promotional events. Having to be at a release party completely blindsided me. I’ve got just over an hour to get there, do my makeup, and–what the hell am I going to wear?

      I toss the card on the bed and quickly move to the bedside table, lifting the receiver, and punching my agent’s phone number with such force, I may break a nail. After multiple rings, the call goes to her answering machine. I slam the phone down.

      “Jill isn’t answering.” I rub the bridge of my nose with my fingers, willing the tears to stay back. I can’t be red-eyed and puffy for my meeting—er, release party. “She better be at this event.”

      “Four o’clock,” he says, letting out a deep breath as he reads the card. He sits on the edge of the bed next to my suitcase. “That’s the same time as your flight.”

      “Yes. And Vanya is supposed to pick me up from the airport at six.”

      “Don’t worry. We can reschedule your flight.” The words roll off his lips with ease as if he’s got it all figured out.

      I lift my eyes to his, as hope fills my heart. “Is it that easy? To reschedule a flight?”

      “Yes.” He shrugs. “I mean, if they have room on a later flight it should be easy. Expensive, but easy.”

      I roll my eyes. “Money takes care of everything, right?”

      “The event shouldn’t take more than two hours. You could probably catch a nine o’clock flight if they have one.”

      I’ve always loved Charlie’s optimism. It reminds me of Vanya. They both believe we can make anything work. They figure out solutions to problems instead of wallowing over them.

      Sometimes, I wallow—but only for a moment.

      I reach up and pull my high ponytail tighter, pacing the room while contemplating my choices. My anxiety has gone from zero to sixty in less than thirty seconds, thanks to one tiny envelope.

      “I can’t cancel my appearance at the event, can I?” I ask. “Tell them I didn’t realize the meeting was a release party and I already had a flight scheduled?” I move closer to him, looking at him with wide, hopeful eyes. “It’s the truth,” I add.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea.” He shakes his head.

      I sigh in frustration and flop onto the bed. I didn’t expect him to go along with it, but being shot down is still disappointing.

      “You signed a contract, Katya. On top of that, I don’t think it would look very good for you not to show up at the release party for a fragrance you’re the face of, do you?”

      “I know. I know.” I look up to the ceiling.

      One of the clauses in the contract is to be present at every social event surrounding the product. I just wish they would have given me a heads up. How did communication about something so important fall through the cracks? I’m going to have to talk to my agent—and her assistant.

      My gaze shifts from the ceiling to the clock, and I realize how late it is. I jump off the bed. “Shit! Charlie, I’ve got to get to the Sierra offices.” I grab the handle of my suitcase and set it on the floor. “Let’s go!”

      “You should call Vanya and tell him what happened.” He points to the telephone. “Tell him you’ll be taking the later flight instead, ask if he can still pick you up.”

      “Yes! Of course!” I nod and race to the telephone again. When I dial his number, there’s a busy signal. I hang up and try again. Same thing.

      “I keep getting a busy signal.” To lighten the mood—my mood—I joke, “Shouldn’t Vanya know to keep his line open at all times for my call?”

      When I turn around, Charlie is right behind me. He places a hand on my shoulder. “You can try him again later. It’s almost noon, and if you want to be ready for that party, you’ve gotta get your ass in a cab and high-tail it to Sierra. And I need to get to the airport.”

      “Wait. You’re not going with me to the party?” I ask. Charlie and I go everywhere together. He’s a star in the tennis world and recently well known in fashion circles since he’s been by my side since I was fifteen.

      “You’re eighteen-years-old, Katya. You don’t need a chaperone anymore.”

      “Is that what you’ve been? A chaperone for an underage tennis player?”

      “We can talk about this in the elevator.”

      “You’re right,” I say, pulling up the handle on my suitcase and rolling it toward the door.

      “You were ready on time and you’re still going to make me late,” Charlie teases as we exit my room and walk through the hallway.

      I laugh. “Some things never, change, yes?”

      As disappointed as I am of not being able to hop on the early flight, I really am excited about this fragrance. Plus, it’s all part of the job, the part of the job I love.

      “I really hope they have hair and makeup ready and waiting—and a dress.” I turn to Charlie, suddenly panicked. “I have nothing. Should I stop by a department store?”

      “Relax. I’m sure they’ll have something for you, or send someone out while you’re getting hair and make-up done.”

      I nod, knowing he’s right. My brain is working overtime from stress.

      “Did you decide? Are you going with me to the fundraiser?” I ask just before he opens the door to exit the hotel.

      “Of course, Katya. We go everywhere together,” he replies and flashes me a bright smile. Then he rushes to the curb to hail a cab.
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      As soon as I get to Sierra, I’m ushered through the main offices and into a conference room where my agent is siting.

      “Katya!” She stands up and moves to me, taking me in her arms. “I’m so glad you made it.”

      “Jill, what’s going on? I thought this was a meeting to finalize—” I start on my rampage, but she grabs my shoulders and looks me in the eyes.

      “Take a deep breath.”

      I do as she says, and she lets my shoulders go.

      “There was a huge mix up with my new assistant. I just hired her and training has been slower than I expected.”

      “That’s not my problem,” I tell her crossing my arms. Being a bitch isn’t my style, but at the same time, I’m a client and this was a big mess up. Adapt and assimilate are my middle name, but I’ll speak my mind when necessary.

      “Do you have your cell phone?”

      “No, the battery is dead and won’t charge, so I left it home. I planned on getting a new one this week.”

      “So that’s why you never answered,” Jill says. “She left multiple messages on your cell.”

      Heat rises in my cheeks. “Are you saying this is my fault?” I ask, indignantly. “Because your staff knows I stay at the Castle every time I’m in New York, and they could have easily called my room or the front desk.”

      She puts her hands over her heart. “Katya, I take full responsibility. If my team fucks up, it’s my fuck up, and I’m sorry. Can we move forward and get you to hair and makeup?”

      I close my eyes and take another deep breath, willing myself to put everything in perspective. Mistakes happen. The only reason I’m this upset about it is because I was supposed to meet Vanya. Any other day I’d be happy to have another party to attend.

      “Yes,” I say calmly, allowing her to lead me through a hallway to a large room filled with hair and clothing stylists and makeup artists. Time to relax and let the professionals work their magic.
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      I’d hoped the event would start promptly at four, but in true New York party style, it’s 4:30 p.m., and people are still sailing through the doors of Rudson’s department store.

      “Four o’clock my ass,” I mumble to Charlie while still keeping a smile plastered on my face. A woman who seems to know me waves from across the room. I return the gesture, though I don’t recognize her at all.

      “Relax and try to enjoy the moment,” he replies as he adjusts the button of his suitcoat. “You look stunning, by the way.”

      I blush. The short, red cocktail dress the stylist picked out fits me perfectly, and it’s so comfortable it could be a nightgown.

      “You don’t look too bad yourself,” I tell him, bumping his arm with my elbow. “I love the way they gelled your hair off your forehead. It brings out your features.”

      I reach out to touch it, but he bats my hand away with catlike reflexes, which makes me giggle.

      “My, aren’t we vain tonight,” I tease, which earns me a big laugh. Charlie would much rather be in a polo and shorts, but he suffers for me.

      I catch sight of a three-tiered-tray of multi-colored macaroons on a dessert table across the room and wonder when I’ll be able to sneak over there.

      “Stop fidgeting, Katya,” Charlie says.

      “I’m restless, Charlie. I really want to see Vanya tonight,” I whine.

      Just then, a waiter carrying a tray of champagne walks by, Charlie stops him and takes two glasses.

      “Here, drink,” he commands, handing me a glass. “And for the love of god, relax. If you look too shifty, people will think you’re on drugs.”

      I slap his shoulder playfully. “Stop!”

      He laughs, bringing a bubbling glass of champagne to his lips. “Once the fragrance is revealed, you can make a graceful exit.”

      Just as I’m sipping my first glass, Jill whisks me away from Charlie. There’s no shortage of people who want to meet me, shake my hand, take a photo, or talk about tennis. As one of the youngest, if not actually the youngest tennis champion in history, everyone wants to hear my story.

      I’m not sure how long Jill has been zipping me around the room, but if I measure it in drinks, I’ve had three glasses of champagne and zero water. I’m starting to feel a little tipsy, but overall, I’m good. She hands me a glass of water and rushes me to the front of the room while someone from Sierra steps up to the microphone and directs everyone’s attention to the stage to hear Andres Martinez, Latin King of Pop, perform his latest single.

      I’ve heard Andres’ music and love it, but I’ve never had the chance to attend one of his shows. I sip my water and watch as his band starts playing behind him. His eyes are closed as he grips the microphone and stands tall in a vintage gray t-shirt and dark, blue jeans. When he starts singing, he opens his eyes and looks at me. Well, not me in particular, but he looked out at the crowd and I happen to be front row.

      There’s no doubt in my mind why Andres was named sexiest man alive last year by multiple magazines. He’s absolutely mouth-watering with his dark hair, smoldering eyes, and muscular brown skin. He has the most sultry singing voice—in Spanish and English—which he switches between during the song.

      I have to remind myself not to stare, but he has that all-consuming charisma lead singers have. I may need a cold shower after this one.

      When Andres is finished I let out a breath, Sandra Latham, Director of Product Development at Sierra, walks up to the microphone stand located next to a white wall covered with a black curtain.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to thank everyone for being here for the grand reveal of our newest fragrance. We at Sierra are so grateful to Katya Novikova, two-time tennis Grand Slam champion, for signing on to be the face of this fragrance. Thank you, Katya, for giving us so much for your time and for working tirelessly on this project.” Sandra stops and holds her arms out. I step into them, embracing her as the crowd applauds.

      She releases me and continues, “When we set out to create this fragrance, we were so inspired by Katya. We wanted to capture her essence in a scent. We needed something fresh and sexy. Sporty yet feminine. Graceful, but strong. And so, without further ado, I’m proud to introduce, Katya by Sierra!”

      As soon as she finishes, the curtain drops, revealing a huge poster of me in a white tennis dress next to a net at center court. The fragrance sits in the bottom right. I heard her say my name, but I didn’t quite understand until I read the bold type on the top of the advertisement. “Katya” by Sierra. “Katya” is the name of the fragrance.

      I’m so struck by surprise, my knees almost buckle. My heart races, and my knees shake as I turn around and throw my arms around Sandra again.

      “I had no idea!” I tell her.

      “Now you see why we wanted this pop up to be a surprise for you.”

      “It’s amazing. Thank you!”

      Once the initial surprise wears off, I flip the nervous energy into playing it up for the crowd. I stand in front of the poster, smiling brightly as flashbulbs go off every few seconds.

      Sandra, who’s still at the microphone, clears her throat. “Katya has a huge heart and is very involved with charities. Knowing that, and wanting to capture her generous spirit, we decided that a portion of the proceeds of this fragrance will go to a national network of children’s hospitals who provide free medical care for patients.” She pauses, allowing the crowd to cheer and applaud again. “So, please, eat, drink, enjoy! Let’s celebrate a wonderful woman and this wonderful moment.”

      I can’t believe my ears. Tying the product to any of the charities I work with wasn’t something I knew about at all. In casual conversation, people at Sierra had asked me questions about organizations, but they never went into depth. I didn’t think anything of it. It’s absolutely amazing to have this moment. When Sandra steps away from the podium, I hug her again. She’s probably going to file a restraining order on me, but I can’t help it. I’m so overwhelmed by emotion.

      After shaking hands and thanking a line of people form Sierra with Jill at my side, she pulls me away to mix and mingle again. Thankfully, she takes me to a group where Charlie has been chatting happily.

      “Congratulations, my dear,” he kisses me on the cheeks.

      “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” I spin around, taking in every sight and sound of the party. I stumble a bit when I turn back to him. “Charlie, I had no idea!”

      “It’s a very special moment. Enjoy it.” He takes the drink from my hand and replaces it with water. I appreciate that he looks out for me. I didn’t how much alcohol I’d had in a short period of time.

      I’ve only been talking to Charlie for a moment, when suddenly, Jill barrels back in and grabs my arm. I hadn’t even realized she left.

      “You will never guess who I just talked to,” she says.

      “Who?” I’m hanging on every word.

      “Andres Martinez’s agent,” she responds. “Andres wants you to be in his next video.”

      “What?” I shake my head in disbelief. “Me?”

      “Yes. Are you interested?”

      “Am I interested? Of course!” I hop up, which isn’t a good idea in five-inch heels, as I waver a bit. Charlie holds my arm to steady me.

      “I thought you’d say that. We exchanged numbers. I’ll figure out the details and run it by as soon as I know what’s going on,” she says. She touches my shoulder. “Honey, you have been such a rock star tonight. Let’s go say goodbye to the Sierra folks and get you and Charlie in a cab.”
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      “Charlie, I’m never going to m-make it on a flight.” I say, trying to stand upright, but my wobbly legs know Charlie’s doing most of the work.

      “Don’t worry, Katya. We missed that flight, anyway.”

      “Vanya. What about—” I lean forward, until my forehead hits the door. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “Hold on, now,” he says, unlocking the door and ushering me inside. He leads me straight to the bathroom. Immediately, my legs buckle and I crumple onto the floor next to the toilet. I lean my elbow on the rim and prop up my head.

      “Katya,” he scolds, gathering my hair in his hands and securing it with an elastic band.

      “I know, I know.” I wave him off, and lay my cheek down on the rim of the bowl. The cold porcelain feels good on my flushed face.

      “Do you need me to stay?” he winces as if it’s the last thing he wants to do. I don’t blame him. The smell of vomit makes me sick, so I never hang around when someone else is doing it.

      “I’m okay.”

      He leaves the room for a moment, and comes back with a glass of ice, which he sets on the floor next to me. “It might help to chew on those. I’ll check on you in the morning.”

      “Charlie!” I call out meekly, barely able to find my voice. When he turns, I continue, “Thank you.”

      “Get some rest, Katya.”
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      When I wake up, I’m lying on the bathroom floor with a fluffy white towel pulled over me like a blanket. My hand flies to my pounding forehead, as I sit up. Slowly, I reach forward and start crawling. The hotel room is completely dark, but I find my way to the bed, climb into it, and curl up under the covers.

      Before I close my eyes, I pop my head out and check the time. 3:27 a.m.

      I missed my flight to Detroit last night, missed the chance to get to Vanya, and had far too much champagne. I groan and bury my head again before drifting off.

      “Katya!” Charlie pounds on my door seconds later.

      Well, it felt like seconds, but when I throw the blanket off my head, a glance at the clock tells me it’s ten after seven.

      “Katya! You’ve gotta to get up. You’ve got a flight to Detroit at ten.”

      His announcement makes me scramble out of bed. I’m still wearing last night’s dress, and probably have last night’s eye makeup running down my cheeks. I rush to the door and let him in.

      “Your bag is packed from yesterday, right?” Charlie asks, kindly ignoring my appearance as he sets a cup of coffee on my dresser.

      I nod.

      “Jump in the shower. We’ve got to get a move on.”

      Without delay, I scramble out of bed, hightail it to the bathroom, and take the fastest shower ever.
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      “Katya,” I whisper, smiling and pushing her head toward my cock. I tense in anticipation as her warm breath sends chills through me. Just as she’s about to cover me with her mouth, a loud, annoying buzzing fills the air.

      My eyes pop open and I realize I’m alone in my bed holding a pillow over my dick. The alarm blares in my ear, until I reach over and slap it. Normally, I never press snooze, but I really want to get back into that dream. Especially being interrupted at such a pivotal moment.

      But my body is so used to waking up at the same time almost every day, it doesn’t allow me to fall back asleep.

      Out of all the things that quickly run through my head, it’s the thought of her that lingers. Since I have a minute, I lean over and grab the latest issue of MX men’s magazine, where my girlfriend graces the cover in nothing but a black leather bikini. If I can’t have her in my dreams, I can rub one out while looking at her—like millions of other men around the world. It doesn’t bother me. In fact, it turns me on even more. One of the most lusted after women in the world is mine.

      I turn to the center, where there’s a photo of her kneeing on the beach, legs spread with one hand behind her head, and the other with her thumb hooked into the front of the practically non-existent swim suit pulling it down slightly in front. She’s wet, with her blonde hair slicked back and sand glittering on her bronzed skin.

      I spit in my hand and grab hold of my cock, imagining my face between her legs, mouth directly over the prized spot. With every lick, I rub my cock up and down which feels amazing in my current state. I allow myself to drift into the moment, remembering how soft her skin felt under my fingers and her intoxicating scent. There’s no stopping now. I’m licking, sucking, lapping at her, making sure I coat every inch of my tongue in her juices.

      The thought of her cum dripping off my chin is what brings me to my peak. My cock throbs and pulses in my hand, and I swear I see stars when I squirt. I drop the magazine, saying, “Oh yes! Fuck yes!” through an exhale.

      The release is absolute ecstasy. Though, I’d rather be doing it inside Katya than on my bed.

      I let myself enjoy the moment, zoning out and catching my breath before squeezing out every last drop.

      I add changing and washing my sheets to the list of things I have to do today before I pick Katya up from the airport tonight. She’s spending a few days with me in Detroit and I couldn’t be more excited. The Chargers have a three-game home stand, so I’m home for over a week, which rarely happens.

      The last few months feel like I’ve been living in a dream—which is how I expect life with Katya will always be as long as we’re both working. Our relationship has felt like a series of mini-vacations since we’ve been together. Imagine getting to have all your dates in different cities across the US and Canada? That’s gotta go down as one of the coolest courtships in dating history. But we do what we have to in order to see each other when we can.

      Katya usually travels to where I am, because I don’t have many free days in my schedule. She doesn’t either, but she can train from whatever city she’s in, while I have to stay with my team.

      I never expected her to show up after my game in Florida. I knew she lived in Miami, but I didn’t expect her to visit. Not after how we’d left things in New York.

      I thought about calling her a million times over the month we didn’t communicate. But I wanted to give her space. Plus, I don’t believe in chasing women. Pursuing them? Yes. But chasing after she’s told me she’s not interested? No. If she doesn’t want to be with me, I respect the decision, no matter how much it might sting.

      I don’t have time for any more games than the eighty already on my schedule.

      Not to say I won’t give someone another chance. I know Katya is young and scared. She’s affected by what the press reports. Their stories—truth or not—weigh on her heavily, rightfully so as they’ve turned her into a sex symbol and marketing machine. I don’t understand how she can even focus on her tennis career with what she has to put up with.

      But I knew, if she was going to come back to me, she’d wait until after she’d turned eighteen.

      Maybe that’s what was going through my subconscious when I sent a massive bouquet of roses to her home for her birthday.
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      I spent longer than usual in front of the mirror checking my freshly-shaved face to see if I missed any spots. When I’m satisfied with my look, I get dressed. I check the time as I strap on my silver Tag Heuer. It’ll only take me twenty minutes to get to the airport, but I want to stop and get Katya something on the way.

      By five fifteen, I’m in my Mercedes heading to the only flower shop I know of, a local place not far from my house. I’ve never been in there, only passed it, but it’ll serve the purpose.

      Upon opening the door of the dimly lit store, I see multiple people mulling around, sniffing flowers or running their fingers along them. When I step in, various pungent scents assault my nose, making me feel slightly sick for a moment. I stand there, taking a second to let the nausea pass, when a woman calls out to me.

      “You need help or are you just gonna stand there?” Her accent is thick, but I can’t tell what nationality. It’s definitely not Eastern European. Maybe Spanish or Italian?

      A few people look up, but most keep their head down, which means they don’t want to embarrass me, or this woman is like this all the time and it’s not something to bat an eyelash at. I’ll bet my car it’s the latter.

      “I look at these flowers for my girlfriend,” I reply, remembering to smile, as Americans do.

      “What’s your girlfriend’s favorite kind of flower?” she asks, showing a set of tobacco-stained teeth while she speaks.

      “No clue,” I say, running my fingers through my dark blond hair knowing this lady’s not going to be happy about my answer.

      “What kind of man doesn’t know his girlfriend’s favorite flower?” She gives me a disgusted look, as if she just wiped me off the bottom of her shoe.

      “We just start dating. This I do not know.” I keep my cool. A crotchety old lady in a flower shop isn’t going to make me blink twice. I actually like her. Her direct demeanor reminds me of old woman back home.

      She pauses, sizing me up from underneath thick dark eyebrows. At first, I think she’s going to kick me out of the shop empty-handed. Still, I stand my ground, showing I’m unaffected by her scrutiny.

      “Alright, follow me,” she finally says and leads me to a different section of the store. “Don’t suppose you know her favorite color either, eh?” she asks as we stop in front of a wall of flowers, all grouped together in large buckets.

      “Nope,” I tell her, shaking my head and crossing my arms over my chest. I haven’t asked a woman what her favorite color was since I was in primary school.

      “I like you,” she says abruptly, which surprises the shit out of me. “I’ll pick you something she’ll love.”

      She smiles then rubs her forefinger over her chin as she scans the wall of flowers. “I’ve been selling flowers for over forty years. Right here in this store.” She points to the ground. I follow her finger as if there’s a historical marker under her feet. “I can tell you what every flower symbolizes.”

      “Red roses do not work for every time?”

      She rubs her lower back as if it’s stiff, while dismissing a bucket of red roses with a wave of her other hand. “Red roses are beautiful, but cliché.”

      “I think they are love, yes?”

      “Yes. Boring, plain old love.”

      The woman moves to the next bucket and plucks out a yellow rose. She brings it to her nose, closes her eyes, and inhales before returning it. Yellow roses are a symbol of friendship.”

      I watch closely as she handles the flowers. She loves this—both the flowers and a captive audience. I appreciate that because I love a captive audience when I’m doing what I do best as well.

      She stops in front of another red flower, krasnyy tyul'pan in my language.

      “But red tulips!” She lifts one of them and brings it to her nose as she did the yellow rose. “Red tulips symbolize passion. And that’s what I see in you.” She winks as if we’ve shared a special moment. “Give her these,” she says, grabbing a new bundle and shoving the flowers at me.

      I accept the bouquet and count them quickly. Twelve beautiful red tulips. “I need twenty-three of these.”

      “What are you, a wise guy?” she asks, tilting her head as if I’m playing a joke on her. A joke she’s not amused with.

      “Is my tradition to give odd number.”

      The woman folds her arms across her chest. “Where?”

      “In Russia. We only give even number flowers at funerals.”

      “Really?”

      I nod.

      “I guess we both learned something today,” she says, smiling as she hands me the bouquet where she’d removed a flower to smell, making it a bundle of eleven. “Head to the front and my daughter will check you out.”

      “Thank you for your help. I appreciate this.” I smile back as I collect the flowers.
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      I arrive at the airport at exactly 5:45 p.m., fifteen minutes before Katya is scheduled to land. I wait outside the gate where her flight is due, shifting on my feet as I look out the window. When I see the plane pull up to the gate, I can’t help but smile. I can’t wait to hold her in my arms and bring her to my bed.

      Waiting for people to deplane seems to take forever. I watch with baited breath as passengers exit. There’s a large group, then a gap, followed by more people. I thought Katya traveled first class and would have been one of the first people off the plane, but she’s not in any of the early groups.

      When she still doesn’t come through the door with the last stragglers, I can’t help but wonder if I got the flight time wrong. Maybe she departed at 6:00 p.m. instead of arriving at that time. My thoughts have been so scattered recently trying to remember her schedule and my schedule that I totally could have made that mistake.

      I rush to the agent at the gate and ask if there’s anyone left on the plane.

      “I’m sorry, sir. It’s empty. They’re cleaning it for the next flight out.”

      I shift the flowers from my right to left hand. “I’m waiting for a friend, Ekaterina Novikova. Was she on the plane?”

      “Let me check the roster.” She taps away on her keyboard, eyes scanning the screen quickly. Suddenly, she frowns. “Ms. Novikova was supposed to be on this flight, but she never checked in.”

      “Thank you.”

      There’s a pit of fear in my stomach wondering why Katya missed her flight. I’m not usually one to worry, but it’s not like her to miss time with me and not call. Then again, maybe she called while I was on my way and I missed it.

      Absentmindedly, I turn around and start walking through the concourse. When I see a group of pay phones, I stop and dig into my pocket for change. I quickly punch in the number to her mobile phone. It rings and rings, but she doesn’t answer.

      There’s still a possibility that Katya missed her flight and is on a later plane to Detroit and calling her hotel room in New York is a waste of time, but I have to try.

      I hang up, deposit more change, then call the Castle, the hotel she always stays at when she’s in the City.

      “Thank you for calling the Castle New York,” a woman answers. “How may I help you this evening?”

      “Yes, hello. This is Ivan Kravtsov. I need Ekaterina Novikova in room two-fifty-seven, please.” I always tell them my name because I’m on a list of approved callers whose calls can be directed to her room.

      “I’m sorry, Sir. Ms. Novikova checked out earlier today.”

      “Thank you,” I say, hanging up before the woman can reply.

      It’s not like her to not let me know if her plans change. If she missed her flight, she had plenty of time to call before I left the house. I rub my eyes, tired and frustrated. The only thing to do is go back home and check my messages.
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      The drive home only enhanced the annoyance I already felt leaving the airport alone. What began as a light rain when I got in my car, started coming down so hard I could barely see the lights of the car in front of me. Traffic was so heavy; all the cars literally came to a standstill. Not only was it rush hour, there was also an accident. Even though the police and first responders were at the front trying to clear two of the three lanes to get things moving again, I spent almost an hour sitting there.

      It’s after eight when I walk through the door. The first thing I do is toss my keys on the table and rush to the answering machine, hoping there’s a message from Katya. But the light isn’t blinking at all. Anger seeps into every pore.

      How could she do something so selfish and not even call?

      Just as I turn to go to the living room, I hear a noise. It’s a weird, tiny beeping sound. I glance at the answering machine, but don’t see anything odd. Then, I look at the phone itself. The receiver is partially off the hook.

      Shit.

      The phone has been off the hook. Even if Katya tried to call, it wouldn’t have gone through. I shrug off my coat, annoyed at myself. Then I trash the flowers and order a pizza. Both anger and worry subside slightly.

      To clear my mind, I stretch out on the couch, pop on the T.V., and wait for the pizza to arrive.

      Though I’ve hooked up with quite a few women, I’ve only had a couple girlfriends—women I’ve dated more than once. I forgot how edgy it made me feel when I was thinking about another person constantly. Which is probably a big reason I didn’t have many girlfriends—they’re a distraction.
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      The next morning, I still haven’t heard from Katya. I try her mobile phone again, but it goes right to a full voice mail box. My heart races, worried at what could have happened that she missed her flight and didn’t call.

      I don’t have time to sit and stew because I have to be at the arena for practice. Then, I have a meeting with Brookins and my translator, Viktor “Vitya” Berezin, to sign my newest contract. After months of Kirya negotiating on my behalf, the Chargers and I finally came to an agreement—a four-year, 2.7-million-dollar contract.

      I’ve just finished getting dressed when Novotný pops his head into the locker room and tells me my translator is waiting in the hallway. Even though I know Kirya has gone over it a million times, I always send Vitya a copy to review and ask him to join me for meetings when I’m signing documents. You can never be too careful.

      “Perfect timing,” I say to myself as I fasten my belt. I grab my coat, stuff my car keys in my pocket, and head to the hallway to meet him.

      “Vitya,” I greet the older man. He turns his head and smiles, walking toward me with his beige trench coat flapping against his calves.

      “You look tired, Vanya. Have you been getting enough sleep?”

      I laugh and kiss his cheeks. “Plenty. Thanks for your concern.”

      As we start walking toward the Assistant GM’s office, Vitya leans closer and lowers his voice. “I have more concerns.”

      I stop abruptly, uneasy at his surprising comment. “About the contract?”

      “Are you mafia, Vanya?” he asks, cutting straight to the point.

      I laugh. “No. Why would you ask such a thing?” I start walking again.

      “Because your agent is mafia.” Vitya removes his jacket and hangs it over his arm.

      Kirya’s affiliations weren’t something I was ever going to bring up, but my friend is a smart, connected man. I knew he would realize sooner or later. “Everyone has shady people in their life. As long as they do well by me, what can I say?”

      He grabs my shoulders and holds my gaze. “Let me give you the number of a friend. He can be your agent. Leave the mafia connections behind.”

      I laugh. “That’s going to be hard since my agent is my brother-in-law.”

      Viktor lifts his hands and steps back as if I’m on fire. “I had no idea.”

      “He’s a good man. I owe him my career. I can’t do anything about his ties. They have nothing to do with me.”

      “You are who you surround yourself with,” he says in a stern voice.

      I slap his shoulder. “I appreciate how you look out for me. But I’ve known Kirya since I was a boy. We’re more brothers than friends. Without his help, I never would have gotten to America. And as my agent, he saved me from being extorted by another bratva.”

      “He saved you from paying another bratva because, by being your agent, he’s getting money for his own to be your krysha.”

      As we stand outside the office talking in hushed tones, I realize I’ve got to shut it down. I’m not switching agents. On the contrary, I’m about to jump into business with Kirya again soon. But that’s a talk for another day with my American father figure.

      “I’m lucky to have you in my life, Vitya. You and Catherine have treated me like family since I’ve been in Detroit, and I couldn’t be more grateful. Let’s put this aside, get in there, and sign a multi-million-dollar contract.”

      He slides his arm across my shoulder and gives me a slight hug. “You deserve it, Vanya. You’ve worked very hard for this.”

      When I rap my knuckles against Brookins’ office door, his thin, gold-plated name tag rattles against the heavy wood. There’s no answer at first, so I knock again, slightly harder this time.

      “Yeah. Come on in,” he calls from inside.

      I open the door and walk in before Vitya. “Hey, Brooksy. I have Viktor with me.”

      Brookins’ head is down, sleeves rolled up, and he’s scribbling furiously. Then he drops his pen and stands. “Viktor, it’s nice to see you again.” The men shake hands over his desk. He gestures to two empty chairs. “Have a seat, please.”

      While we sit down, he shoves a few papers into a manila folder and sets it on a pile of other folders. Then he grabs another one and removes the papers.

      I lean forward, grabbing a black pen from a cup on the corner of his desk, excited to sign. I love playing for the Chargers organization, and I’m proud they want to invest in me and consider me the future of the team.

      “You’ve read thorough it, correct? We had a copy translated into Russian and sent to you and your agent.”

      I nod.

      “Do you have any questions?”

      I adjust myself on the seat and throw a glance toward Vitya for confirmation that the contract looks good from his perspective. He shakes his head as if to say “no questions.”

      “Great. Just initial here and here, and sign here,” Brookins points to different lines. He puts another piece of paper on top. “And this is for the signing bonus.”

      Adrenaline ripples through my veins, and my hands shake as I scratch my name. Never in a million moons did I think I’d be signing a contract for so much money.

      Once we’ve finished the paperwork, he stacks it up, secures it with a paperclip, and slides it into another folder. “After Mr. Popovic signs, we’ll send you a copy with original signatures and send a copy to your agent.”

      “Sounds good.” My knee shakes as I sit there waiting to be dismissed as he writes something on a sticky note and pops it onto the folder.

      Brookins, in particular, doesn’t make me nervous. He’s never made me uncomfortable, and he risked prison-time by being involved in my defection. For that, I’ll always be grateful.

      I’m uneasy because sitting in a hockey team’s administrative office reminds me of my time with the Central Scarlet Army. The only time I was asked to report to the coach’s office meant Myskin wanted was going to scream at me about something—usually something insignificant.

      “So—” He clears his throat as he sets his pen down. “I saw some articles about you and a tennis player a few weeks back.”

      “Yes. Katya Novikova,” I reply, crossing my legs to keep my knee from shaking. I know how some of my teammates feel about my relationship, but I’ve been riding the storm and keeping a low profile with the organization. Up until today, no one has mentioned it. “The press, they talk.”

      “Are you aware of what the press is saying?”

      “I am aware but,” I pause, trying to think of the English words I need. “I do not listen.”

      “Look, Ivan, your personal life is none of my business, but I will say, American press is a beast. Not the local newspapers. While, some people want to hear about the intimate details of your life, most Detroiters only care about what you’re doing on the ice and if it’s going to help us win a Stanley Cup.” He removes his glasses and places both elbows on his huge mahogany desk. He looks tired, like he hasn’t slept in days.

      “It’s the paparazzi types you need to watch out for. And Novikova is all the rage. She’s at the top of all of their lists.”

      “I understand, Sir. It’s something Katya and I have discussed at length.”

      “Like I said, I don’t care about your personal life, but I do care about how it effects your play and this team.”

      I lean forward, confused. “Have I been, uh—” I look to Vitya to help me find the word. “Neeffektivnyye?” I ask him.

      “Ineffective, underperforming,” he tells me.

      I know the answer before I even ask the question. I’m having the best season of my career—as evidenced by the contract I signed moments ago. The stories about Katya and I have been an annoyance, but it hasn’t affected my game. I train hard. I play hard. I’m one-hundred percent focused on my career.

      I look to Brookins, who heard Vanya’s translation.

      “No. Not at all actually.” He glances around the room as if he was looking for something before finally settling on my face. “I just want to make sure it doesn’t become a distraction.”

      “May I speak honest?” I ask.

      He nods.

      I turn to Vitya, and ask him to translate for me.

      “I give you my word that I have never, and would never, let a relationship affect my play. I am one hundred percent committed to this team.”

      He nods as Vitya translate my words. “Thank you for your commitment.” He stands up and stretches his hand across his desk. I rise and shake his hand. “We’re excited for the future with you, Ivan. Very excited.”

      “Same, Sir.”

      Vitya and I leave Brookins’ office and start down the hallway. He’s sliding one arm into his coat when I ask, “Do you think it’s weird that he talked to me about Katya? Is that normal?”

      He looks up and shrugs. “I don’t know if it’s normal, but I’m sure many players get a talk when their personal life is all over the news. They’re trying to protect their investment and make sure you’re focused.”

      “There are many players—not necessarily on the Chargers—but lots of guys who are with different high-profile women all the time.” I pause, thinking about all the singers, models, and actresses I’ve seen guys with. “It seems to me being in the public eye for dating a lot of women is just as distracting than it would be dating just one,” I reply with a low chuckle.

      “Vanya, everyone has personal life. And it’s going to come up every once awhile. Even guys who are married. Stay focused on your game and try not to let the stress of the media get to you.”

      I nod. One of the best things about Vitya is that he’ll always tell me the truth, which isn’t always what I want to hear, but at least I know I can trust his opinion.

      He claps my shoulder. “Commitment takes time, and so does hockey. Find a balance and always be honest with yourself.”
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      When I get home from the arena, my phone is ringing. I unlock the door quickly, hoping I get to the kitchen in time to grab it.

      I dash through the living room, getting to the receiver on the fifth ring. “Hello?”

      “Vanya, it’s me!” Katya says, her voice bright and bubbly as always.

      Despite still holding onto a tinge of irritation, I breathe a sigh of relief. After not hearing from her last night, and not being able to reach her, most of the anger I had turned to fear. We hadn’t gone a day without speaking to each other in weeks, and I had a feeling in the pit of my stomach that something was wrong.

      “I’m so glad to hear from you, Sunshine. Are you all right? I’ve been worried sick.”

      “Yes, I’m fine. I’m so sorry, Vanya.”

      “What happened yesterday?”

      “I’ll explain everything, I promise. But I have a favor to ask first.”

      “A favor? I waited for you at the airport for over an hour yesterday and you have a favor to ask of me?”

      “Well, now I’m the one waiting for you.”

      “Waiting for me? How?’ I ask.

      “I’m at the airport in Detroit, waiting for you to pick me up,” she replies. My face instantly lights up.

      “I didn’t realize I was supposed to.”

      “That’s the favor.”

      “Wait. You’re there now?”

      “Yes. My flight got in twenty minutes ago. And it’ll take you about twenty minutes to get here, right?”

      “Correct.”

      “So we’re even.”

      I laugh. “Hold tight, Sunshine. I’m on my way,” I say, hanging the receiver on the cradle before heading back to the front door.

      “I can’t wait to see you,” she whispers.
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      As I pull up in front of the arrivals area at the North terminal, I find Katya right away. She’s sitting on a bench outside the doors with her suitcase at her feet. I pull the car to the side, and get out quickly.

      “Vanya!” she cries out when she sees me. She runs toward me and jumps into my arms. Thankfully, I’m ready for it. I’m not prepared for her to pepper my face with kisses.

      “Hi, Sunshine,” I say, when she lets up. I nuzzle my face in her neck and inhale her sweet powdery scent. Having Katya in my arms again feels like home. Being with her makes all my doubts wash away.

      “I’m so happy to be here right now.” She pulls her head back and looks at me. “I thought you’d hate me.”

      “I could never hate you, love.” I smile, cupping her chin between my thumb and forefinger. “What happened yesterday?”

      When we break apart, she blows into her hands and rubs her them together. “Can we continue this in the car? I have so much to tell you.”

      “Of course.”

      I open the passenger door and let her get in before shutting it and grabbing her suitcase. After tossing it in the trunk, I get it the car.

      Our eyes meet, and I’m immediately drawn to her smile—her lips, actually. Before shifting out of park and getting on the road, I lean over and kiss her. She responds immediately, pressing her mouth to mine with urgency as her fingers weave into my hair. Blood rushes to my dick. I’ve got to get her to my house.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask.

      Her cheeks are flushed as she shakes her head.

      “Good, because I can’t wait to get you home.” I wink, then shift into drive and check my mirrors before merging into the traffic leaving the airport. I reach over and set my hand on her thigh. She takes it in both of hers, squeezing it gently.

      “Now we can talk, yes?” she asks. “Yesterday was crazy, Vanya. Crazy and wonderful.”

      “It must be good if you still had a wonderful day even after missing your flight to see me,” I tease, smiling to make sure she knows I’m poking fun.

      “Once you hear why, you’ll be happy for me.” She crosses her arms across her chest and sticks her tongue out at me. “I tried calling you, but I kept getting a busy signal. I called twice from the hotel. I even tried from the party.”

      “Yeah,” I say, sheepishly, rubbing the back of my neck. “That was my fault. I guess I didn’t hang the phone up all the way and it was off the receiver. I had no idea until I got home from the airport last night. I’m sorry.”

      “Oh no!” She laughs, leaning her head against the rest. “It’s a comedy of errors with us sometimes, isn’t it?”

      “Right? So, go on. What party?”

      “You know that fragrance I’ve been working on with Sierra?” she asks. When I nod, she continues. “I had a meeting scheduled to go over the final marketing promotions, but instead of a meeting, it was a pop-up release party for the fragrance.”

      “Really? They didn’t tell you?”

      “No,” she exclaims. “All I got was an invitation that someone dropped off at the front desk of our hotel yesterday at noon. If Charlie hadn’t gone to the desk to check out, I never would have gotten it.”

      “That seems odd.”

      “Yes! But don’t worry, I talked to my agent and got it figured out. It was a huge mix-up with her new assistant who she’s been training.”

      “So, you went to a New York party instead of catching your flight to see me? I see where I stand, Katya.” I squeeze her knee.

      “It wasn’t just a party, Vanya. It was a surprise for me.” She grabs my forearm and turns to me. “They named the fragrance Katya!” She squeals.

      “You’re kidding?” I ask with wide eyes. She shakes her head. “Kayta, that’s amazing! You have your own perfume. That’s huge!”

      “Yes!”

      I love the pride in her eyes and excitement in her voice. It makes my heart swell with happiness for her.

      “Well, I’d say that’s a fine reason to miss your flight.”

      “And, I didn’t call last night after the party because—” Her face scrunches up and she bites her lip.

      I glance at her, widening my eyes as if beckoning her to continue. “Because?” I draw the word out.

      Her gaze moves to the floor. “I passed out.”

      I burst out laughing, which makes the wheel shake a bit, I check the mirrors and correct myself immediately.

      “The champagne was flowing, Vanya!” She giggles. “And you know how much of a lightweight I am.”

      I reach out and touch her cheek. “I’m so proud of you.”

      “It was so surreal. I was actually a bit pissed when I got the invitation. Though I didn’t know the surprise part of it, I wondered how something so important as a release party had slipped through the cracks.”

      “That’s understandable, though. I mean, you have a busy life. A slip like that is massive.”

      “Are you okay.” Her brows furrow with concern as she reaches out and traces the skin under my eye with her thumb. “You look stressed.”

      “I’m good. I swear.” I grab her hand and kiss it. “I actually have good news, too.”

      “Really?” She tucks one leg under her butt and turns toward me. “What is it?”

      “I signed a contract extension this morning.” I glance at her quickly. “The Chargers want me for four more years.”

      “That’s wonderful! They see you as their future.”

      “Can you handle four more years in Detroit?” As soon as I say it, I realize how presumptuous it sounds. We’ve barely been dating for two months and I’m asking her about the next four years.

      I shake my head. “Forget I said that.”

      “I’ll go anywhere you are, Vanya. I love you.”

      The words surprise me, but a jolt of adrenaline hits me as I process them. “I know I said we were going directly home, but do you mind if we make one quick stop first?”

      “Not at all.”

      We laugh and chat happily as we drive. She tells me about the party and how she smiled so much her face hurt.

      “I thought that only happened when you were with me?” I ask, feigning being offended. “We’re here,” I announce just before I swing the car into a parking spot.

      “A flower shop?” she asks as she scrambles out of the car. When I round the corner, I grab her hand, and she kisses me.

      Upon entering, I have my eyes peeled for the old woman who helped me pick flowers the day before, but I don’t see her. I lead Katya to the back wall, watching with a smile as her face lights up.

      “What are your favorite flowers?” I ask.

      “Tulips,” she replies, walking down a bit, and pulling a bouquet out.

      “I bought tulips for you yesterday. An older lady I met here advised me to.” I crane my neck, looking over Katya’s head. That same woman is walking toward us, as if she sensed we were talking about her.

      “That’s a smart lady,” she says, waving the flowers at me before closing her eyes and taking them to her nose.

      “You’re about to meet her.” When I nod, Katya turns around.

      “Well, well, look what the cat dragged in for the second day in a row,” the old woman says, her face lighting up when she sees me.

      “Second day?” Katya from me to the lady puzzled.

      I shrug. “I brought flowers to the airport.”

      “Let me guess, this is the girlfriend.” She points to Katya.

      “Yes, this is my girlfriend, Katya.” I step back and gesture from the lady to Katya. “Katya, this is woman I teach Russian customs yesterday.”

      “Real funny,” she scowls at me before replacing it with a grin for Katya. She stretches out her wrinkled hand. “You can call me Lucia.”

      “Lucia. That’s a beautiful name.” As Katya shakes her hand, the old woman beams.

      “Lucia, you own this shop?” I ask as I look around. It’s busier in here today than it was yesterday.

      “Yup. That’s why my name is on the sign.”

      “Your sign say Vitale.”

      “Are you sure about this one, Katya? He seems a bit thick.” She taps her temple. We both laugh. “Vitale is my last name.”

      “You liked the tulips so much, you came back for more?” Lucia nods to the flowers Katya’s holding. Red tulips—the exact kind she picked out for me yesterday.

      “These are my favorite,” Katya replies, closing her eyes and bringing the flowers to her nose.

      “You know, your boyfriend wasn’t sure about the flowers to get you yesterday. I told him to get you red tulips.” She sounds proud of her advice.

      “Well, thank you,” Katya replies. “I bet he told you he needed an odd number, yes?”

      “I will admit, he taught me something I didn’t know. We don’t get many Russians in here.” She says conspiratorially.

      “Glad I could help,” I chime in.

      “I’m gonna go save another man from making a stupid flower decision.” She laughs. “I hope I see you both again.” She seems happy, she must have lived a fulfilled life, a life she truly enjoyed.

      “Nice to meet you, Lucia,” Katya calls as the woman walks away. When she’s out of sight my girlfriend turns to me. “That’s it! I’m never leaving Detroit again.”

      I laugh. “Why is that?”

      “That woman has a crush on you!” Katya puts her hand in mine as we stroll to the counter to pay.
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      It’s been over a month since I’ve seen Vanya. Between both of our schedules, we haven’t had any time to get together. I miss him more than ever, but it’ll only be a few more days until I see him. I finally have a free weekend, and I’m flying to New York for the NHL All-Star game where Vanya, and many other Russian players, will be.

      Currently, I’m in Los Angeles to shoot a music video for Andres Martinez’s latest single. I’ve been looking forward to this moment ever since Andres’ agent told Jill that Andres wanted me to be in the video at the Katya fragrance release party in New York.

      I don’t think I’d ever been more excited about a project in my life. I’ve done hundreds of photo shoots—literally hundreds—but this is my first music video. I haven’t been able to sleep more than four hours over the last few nights, which has been hard on my body.

      The shoot will take two days, but I’ll only be needed for a half day on each of them. They’re filming the scenes with Andres and his band this morning, and I’m supposed to be on set at around seven p.m. Since becoming a model, I’ve been around many celebrities and musicians, but I’ve never met Andres. Which is kind of funny, since we’re both based out of Miami. You’d think we would have crossed paths at some point.

      After a full day of training and workouts, Jill and I grab a late lunch in L.A. before heading to the studio in Long Beach. I’m whisked straight to hair and make-up. I don’t know anything about the concept of the video or what I’ll be doing, but since I love being on camera and dancing, I figure I’ll be okay.

      Once the artists have worked their magic, I’m led to a room with racks of clothes. A stylist hands me a pair of leather, bootcut pants and a black and white top. There’s a flurry of activity around me, and I can hear Andres’ song piping through the studio. It’s catchy, and I find myself already moving my hips as I get dressed.

      “You’ve got nothing to worry about out there, Katya. You’ve already got the groove,” the production assistant tells me as she hands me a jacket.

      “It’s such a great song,” I gush, sliding on the coat.

      “Come on.” She waves for me to follow her.

      Shivering, I tug the jacket closed, as she leads me through the air-conditioned studio to the set. We walk quickly, making sure not to trip over cords and wires as my stiletto heels clack along the floor. A camera crew from a music network follows us, filming the entire process for a behind-the-scenes video.

      “Katya!” Andres greets me with a wide, infectious smile.

      “Hi, Andres,” I say as he grabs my shoulders and kisses me on each cheek. His lips are soft, and he smells like expensive cologne. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “I’m so happy you agreed to do this. I’ve been excited to work with you.”

      “I’ve been excited as well. I haven’t stopped smiling since you asked me.

      “That’s exactly why I wanted you, Katya! You’re always sporting that stunning smile. At that event for your perfume, I told my agent, her!” He points at me. “We need her.”

      His compliments make my grin even bigger. I feel like my cheeks will explode. With cameras capturing our entire interaction, I make sure to keep my smile and laugh ready. It’s not hard, since he’s so sweet and makes me feel very comfortable.

      I clap my hands together, excited to get started. “I’m ready. Where do you want me? What should I do?”

      “You play my love interest in the video.”

      “Your love interest?” I laugh, hoping it hides my nervousness. I’m actually relieved I didn’t know the concept before I got here. How would I have been able to keep that from Vanya? And how would he feel if he knew?

      He turns and points behind him where there’s a stage and crowd of extras ready to cheer him on. “This is the scene where you’re watching me in concert and you get really excited.”

      “I get excited watching you?” I ask, crossing my arms under my chest. “From the performance, right?”

      “Absolutely. The sex scenes are tomorrow.”

      “Sex scenes?” I ask, rearing back in surprise, but the smile stays on my face. “Is that why you asked me to be on this video?”

      “We’re totally clothed. Just making out!” He holds his hands up in the air laughing.

      “Okay. Okay.” I touch his upper arm.

      “But this first part, you’re in the crowd staring at me, enthralled by my magical voice and how I’m singing just for you.”

      “Oh, you’re singing just for me, yes?” I place both hands over my heart as if swooning. “What are you singing?”

      “I will sing anything you want me to.” He lifts his arms as if gathering the world for me. “You’ll be in the crowd and then everyone will be gone, and it’s just us. It’s the moment—that passionate moment—when you know you love me.” His voice gets higher, more excited, as he talks about the concept.

      “Oh wow. Don’t get too excited now,” I say, laughing and touching his upper arm to bring him down a bit.

      “I am excited! I’m standing next to Katya Novikova. Who wouldn’t be excited?”

      “Oh, whatever.” I roll my eyes and wave him off. He’s very charming and complimentary. If I didn’t have Vanya in my life, I may be swayed by it.

      He points behind him with his thumb and winks. “I gotta get to the stage. Jamie will be over to tell you what you need to do.”

      I laugh at what a jokester he is. But I appreciate his ability to make me feel very comfortable when I’m a bit nervous.

      The sexual nature of the video doesn’t intimidate me. Andres Martinez’s celebrity persona is all about being a brooding, sensual, Latin-lover. His songs ooze romance and sex, so even without knowing what the video was about, I figured it would be something romantic or sexual. It’s not that I’m excited to make out with a random man. I’m excited because it fits with my brand.

      The reason I get many of my endorsements and magazine covers is no secret, and it’s not because of my stellar tennis skills. I’ve been sexualized in the American media since my parents and I moved to Florida to work with Charlie when I was fifteen. Articles and news stories have always focused more on my looks than my talent.

      I love being in front of the camera. I love being a sex symbol, a fantasy. I love the attention that comes with it. It makes me feel like the strong, beautiful woman I am. Playing up my femininity and sexiness doesn’t mean I’m any less of a tennis player. I prove my talent by winning matches—and championships.

      Being in a sexy video with an extremely attractive musician doesn’t mean I’m going to cheat on my boyfriend. I don’t believe in marriage, but I do believe in commitment. There aren’t any feelings involved. All of my feelings are for Vanya.

      Before I take my place in the crowd, the music network asks me a few questions for their footage.

      Even though the process is long and intense, I decide quickly that I like acting. The last scene for the night is the last scene of the video, where Andres and I are alone in the crowd. He hooks his fingers into the waistband of my pants and pulls me into his chest. I wrap my arms around him and we embrace until Jamie, the director, yells, “Cut!”

      As soon as he yells, we both back away as if the other is on fire. I push my hair back and giggle. “That was so fun. Good job, Andres.”

      “Ha! Thanks, Katya. You did great. Thank you so much.”

      “Andres and Katya and done for tonight,” Jamie calls out. “We’ll see everyone tomorrow. It’s going to be a long day, so don’t be late.”

      It’s after ten p.m. by the time we finish and the East to West coast time change is taking a toll on me. I’m exhausted and I know it’s an early wake-up call to be on set again tomorrow.

      When I rest my head on the pillow in my posh LA hotel room, my stomach swirls with excitement. It was an amazing day. Tomorrow, I’ll finish the video, then hop on a plane to New York. By nightfall, I’ll be in Vanya’s arms.
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      All Star weekend is always a flurry of activity, only for me, there’s much more going on this year than in others. The official NHL events start tonight, but I got into town early because Kirya and I have been discussing a business deal for the past few weeks.

      Instead of having the cab take me to my hotel, I give the driver the address to the Russian Dining Room. The bartender directs me to the office downstairs. Over the last couple years, it’s undergone a complete renovation. Why anyone would keep the office near the bathrooms is beyond me, but I guess space is limited in New York buildings, and you’d rather have as much patron-space as possible.

      As I stand in the doorway, Kirya is behind the desk with his head-down, scribbling something on a paper in front of him. When I knock on the frame, he looks up. Then he stands and approaches me saying,

      “Vanya, come in. It’s good to see you.”

      “You too, brother.” After we embrace, he returns to his seat and I take the one across from him.

      “Did you read the contract?” he asks, reaching onto a shelf and grabbing a bottle of vodka.

      I nod as he sets two glasses on the desk. “You didn’t add anything since I last looked, did you?”

      He looks up from pouring. “Just a twenty percent increase to my agent fee, but nothing else.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be a silent partner?” I roll my eyes.

      “Only on paper, dear brother.” He places the paperwork in front of me. “I’m the loudest mother fucker you know.”

      “If you’re going to make all the decisions and tell me what to do, I won’t sign.”

      “Yes, you will, because this gives you a chance to be with Katya more often. New York is her second home, not Detroit,” he says, setting the glass next to the contract.

      I grab a pen and lean over, my hand hovering over the page. I sign my name quickly, sealing the deal.

      With that signature, I became a fifty-percent owner of the Russian Dining Room. The ghost on the other side of the desk owns the other half. But he can’t be seen by anyone but me—and whoever else he chooses. One of which is not Stasya.

      In order to get my sister out of Russia safely, Kirya faked his death. Well, it wasn’t that he faked it as much as he sent her to America with her thinking he was dead—and he ordered everyone to keep it that way.

      Stasya doesn’t know any different, and it kills me.

      She’s upstairs right now without a clue that the man she loves is alive and well, right under her feet—literally.

      Kirya raises his glass. “To the newest owner of the RDR.”

      We clink glasses and empty the glasses in one swallow. Then he refills them and we do the same thing. The vodka gives me liquid courage.

      “Stasya eats here almost every day. She’s going to ask about how the opportunity for me to become an owner came up. She’s going to ask who I’ve partnered with.”

      “Well then, you’ll have to figure out something to tell her, won’t you?” Kirya doesn’t meet my eyes, keeping busy by filling the glasses again.

      “Why are you doing this to her?” I bat the pencil cup off his desk to get some kind of reaction from him. “She’s a shell of herself.”

      He glances at the pens and pencils scattered across the floor, then brings his gaze back to me. Though he looks amused, he’s still an intimidating figure—for most. I still think of him as the guy I grew up with—my brother from another woman.

      “It looks like she’s doing just fine moving on with Morozov.” Kirya grabs the papers and rolls his chair to a printer in the corner of the office. He makes a copy of the contract and hands it to me. “She’s better off without knowing, without me.”

      The relationship between Stasya and Dima is laughable. They’re like strangers in the same house who may have sex sometimes. I don’t know. It’s not something I want to think about.

      “So, I’m supposed to keep your secret for the rest of my life? And watch my sister wilt?”

      “I could have you killed.” He shrugs. “Or do it myself.”

      “You have a sick sense of humor.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know, Vanya.” He leans back in his chair and places his left ankle on his right knee, seemingly calm, but I know he’s agitated. “Stasya is better off without me,” he says firmly.

      I push back my chair and stand up before leaning toward him. “You can say it out loud as many times as you want, but you and I both know you’ll never believe that.”

      I knock twice on the desk then walk out.

      Sometimes, holding onto Kirya’s secret makes me feel like I’m living a double life. I’m down here talking to him, signing paperwork, and then going upstairs to surprise my sister at lunch.

      I once joked that Stasya should buy the place, but she already owns it—in a way. She just doesn’t know. Everything Kirya owns is split in two names—his and my sister’s. If things keep going according to his plan, she won’t know until he really is dead.

      And I don’t say anything because as much as I know Kirya thinks of me as family, I also know what he does to people who cross him.

      Stasya’s removing her sketchbook from an oversized bag when she looks up and sees me, her eyes are wide in surprise before a smile spreads across her face.

      Normally, the only time we get to see each other are during the summer when I spend time in New York. Every time I see her, the guilt of leaving her behind floods my memories.

      Over the years, we’ve discussed everything that happened at length. She understands I did what I did to protect her. I knew she was in good hands with Kirya, but I also know the pain of betrayal is still there. Since hashing it out, our relationship is almost back to normal. I don’t know if she’ll ever fully trust me again, but I know she loves me, and she’d never let the grudge stand in the way of our relationship.

      I stride toward her, sitting at a tiny two-top at the back of the restaurant. She stands up to greet him. “What are you doing here?”

      Instead of answering right away, I pull her toward me and kiss her cheeks. “I am an All-Star, Stasya,” I say with exaggeration. “You knew I was coming into town for this weekend.”

      “Ah, yes.” She touches her forehead as if remembering. “Don’t you have press conferences and a skills competition to be at?”

      “I do. But all of that is later,” I say, removing my gray pea coat and throwing it over the chair across from her.

      “You act like you own the place,” she mumbles, plucking her tea off the table quickly, as if saving it from being spilled.

      I laugh. “I do,” I tell her. Then, I scan the restaurant, confused as to why she’s at this tiny table when she has her pick of the place. “What are we doing at this table? We should be at one of those banquets.” I nod to the bright red booth behind her.

      “Wait? You what?”

      “Let’s move,” I say, picking up her bag and grabbing both of our coats.

      “Well, I didn’t expect you—” she stammers as I move everything to one of the huge red booths. She carries her tea to the table and slides in after me.

      I lean into the soft cushioning and close my eyes briefly. “Much better.”

      “Thank you,” Stasya says as Sergei, our waiter, sets a steaming bowl of borscht in front of her. It smells amazing and reminds me of how hungry I am.

      She places her napkin across her lap and picks up her spoon before lifting her eyes to me. “Please tell me what’s going on.”

      “You are looking at the Russian Dining Room’s newest owner. I just signed the papers.”

      “You bought this place?” she asks.

      “I bought into it.” I raise my hand to grab Sergei’s attention before he walks away. “This is my retirement, Stasya.”

      The waiter is back at our table in two point five seconds. “Mr. Kravtsov, welcome. What can I get you?”

      “A bottle of Stolichnaya. We’re celebrating.”

      Sergei nods. “Very good, Sir.”

      “Work is not a wolf, Vanya. It doesn’t run to the woods.”

      Hearing my sister use a Russian saying brings warmth to my heart. It’s a familiarity that I rarely feel here in America. They have their own proverbs and idioms that I don’t always quite understand. It’s a reminder that home isn’t necessarily a place, it’s who you’re with. I think about Katya and how being with her feels like home.

      “Not today, Stasya. You will take this day off and celebrate with your brother.”

      It’s just after noon on a cold Friday in January. I know she has workers who can take care of her store when she’s not there.

      “You really think you should be drinking when you have the skills event tonight?”

      “That’s nothing. It’s all fun.” He assures me. “Do you think I forget how to skate and shoot after a few drinks?”

      “I don’t think you’ll forget; I worry your aim will be off. Someone might lose an eye.”

      “Would you like me to aim for Dima’s head?” I ask. “Or lower?”

      Dima and I have been friends for years. In some ways, we’re more like brothers are than just former teammates.

      “Don’t give him any reason to be even more temperamental. He has enough mood swings during the season.”

      “Dima has always been intense.”

      Sergei returns to the table with the Stoli and two glasses. I wait as the waiter pours the vodka for us before setting the bottle down.

      “He will be in a good mood tomorrow. I promise you this. I’ve invited everyone back here after the game to celebrate before we all go on our way again.”

      “Everyone?” she asks, lifting her eyes from her spoonful of soup.

      “Not everyone,” I clarify, picking up both glasses and holding one out to her. “Just the Russians.”

      “Where do the Americans and Canadiens go?”

      “Fuck if I know,” I say, slamming my drink. My stomach is already warm from the shots I had while signing the contract earlier. I push the glass toward my sister. “Come on, Stasya.”

      She shakes my head. “I told you I have too much work to do today.”

      “You’re so serious all the time. One of these days, you will let loose and enjoy yourself again.”

      When I see tears in her eyes, I realize my comment may have been a little insensitive. Despite her brave, stoic demeanor, she’s still wrecked over Kirya. It takes everything I have not to tell her what I know, but I can’t. It was in the contract.

      “Let me know when that day will be, Vanya. I’ll look forward to it.” A tear slides down, but she wipes it away quickly.

      I inch closer, slide my arm across her shoulders and pull her into my side. When she drops her cheek onto my shoulder, I kiss the top of her head. “You will get through this, Stasya. You are strong and resilient.”

      She lets me hold her for a beat, before inhaling deeply and saying, “Pass me that drink.”
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      I arrive in New York just in time for the Saturday night All-Star weekend celebration. After the game that afternoon, the Russian players who came into town descend on the Russian Dining Room, hungry for a delicious dinner. Though many of them played against each other, there’s nothing but happiness and comradery among them.

      Vanya and my ex-boyfriend, Zhenya, both played for the winning team, the Western Conference. I thought hanging around my ex when Vanya and I are obviously together would be awkward, but it isn’t. With all the career pressure and media covering my every move, drama with a former flame is the last thing I need.

      Exhaustion hits me like a brick, but I’m always ready for a party. And this is one of the best ones I’ve been to in years. All Russians, an amazing meal of familiar favorites, and being with the man I love.

      After the cab drops me off, I dash through the doors of the iconic Russian restaurant, bubbling with excitement. Everyone else has been there for at least an hour. The noise level gets louder and louder as the waiter leads me to a separate room called the Bear Salon. It’s a good thing they put our group away from the main dining room because the more this crowd drinks, the louder it will get.

      When I enter, I spot Vanya standing at the bar with his sister, Stasya, and her boyfriend, Dima. He’s smiling brightly with his arms extended as if telling some story. I run to him and rush into those open arms.

      “There you are,” he says, wrapping his arms around me and holding me tightly. “I’ve missed you, Sunshine.”

      “I’ve missed you more!” I rise onto my toes and offer my lips.

      Vanya doesn’t disappoint, kissing me like we’re the only two people in the room right there in front of his sister. He slides his hands over my back and down to my leather-clad butt. I loved the pants from the video shoot so much, I bought them. Not only did I love them, but I knew Vanya would love me in them. I’ve paired it with a sheer black tank top with spaghetti straps. He hasn’t seen that yet because I still have a sexy motorcycle jacket on.

      “Don’t eat her face off,” Dima quips.

      We pull back and gaze into each other’s eyes for a moment before coming back to reality.

      “Your ass feels amazing,” Vanya whispers to me, squeezing my cheeks. I step back, put my hands on my hips, and twirl as if I’m in a commercial modeling the pants. Then I pop my hip so he has a perfect view.

      “Do you like them?” I ask.

      “It’s good to see you again, Katya,” Stasya interrupts.

      I turn around quickly and give her a hug, kissing her cheeks three times. “Stasya! Please excuse my manners. I haven’t seen your brother in over a month. I missed him terribly.”

      “I understand.” She touches my arm and leans closer. “Your ass looks amazing. I wish I had those pants at Prekrasny. Maybe I need to make a pair.”

      “If you make them, I’d buy them.”

      Vanya puts his hand on my back. “Come on, ladies. Let’s sit and catch up. I’m dying to hear about the music video.”

      I bite my lip, but follow Stasya to the table. I didn’t do anything wrong, yet the sweat beading on my forehead makes me feel like I’m guilty of something. My heart races as I take off my jacket and hang it on the back of a chair before sliding into a huge red booth.

      I scoot closer to Vanya, so close he has to put his arm around me to sit comfortably. But that’s exactly what I want. I’ve missed him so much over the last month. All I can think of is molding myself into his body and having him inside me.

      “How was it? Tell me everything,” he says.

      After two hours, we’ve talked and laughed and gone through I-don’t-know-how-many bottles of vodka. Every time we set our glasses down, someone is making another toast, as is Russian custom.

      This time, it’s Zhenya standing up, raising his glass, and addressing the entire table. “To Pavel Viktorovich Myshkin! For without him, none of us would be here!”

      His toast is met with a mixed reaction: a chorus of groans with a few laughs peppered in. Myshkin was the revered head coach of the CSA when most of these guys left. From what Vanya told me, many players respected him as their coach but disliked him as a person. Instead of earning his position, he was appointed to it, and many didn’t think he deserved it. He had a strict coaching style and demanded full control over his player’s lives. It was so bad, a few guys, like Vanya, chose defection over playing for him anymore. Myshkin feared his best men would defect so much that he cut the ones—like Dima Morozov—who had been drafted by the NHL from the team.

      Still, Zhenya is right. Without him as their coach, some of these guys might have stayed with the system rather than make the leap to a better life in North America.

      After the toast, Vanya wiggles out from my grasp and stands up.

      His sister, Stasya, props her elbows on the table and drops her head into her hands. “I can’t take another drink,” she pleads with him.

      “You can sit this one out, Stasya.” Vanya winks at her. Then, he raises his glass and continues, “Times like this remind me that home isn’t necessarily a place, it’s who you’re with. To friendship!”

      “To friendship!” The chorus repeats and we all drink.

      When Vanya sits, I place my hand on his thigh and lean into kiss him. My head is fuzzy, my stomach is full, I’ve never been so content.

      Dima returns to the table with a silly grin on his lips. Stasya scoots out of the booth to let him in, wavering a bit as she does. He grabs her waist, pulls her into his arms, and plants his lips on her. She falls into him, clutching his shoulders as they kiss.

      It’s quite passionate and romantic. I bump Vanya’s shoulder with mine and nod in the direction of his sister and her boyfriend.

      Stasya’s mouth forms the word, “Wow.”

      They’ve pulled apart, but stay clutched in an embrace, speaking quietly to each other. I look away, thinking it’s not right to watch such an intimate moment.

      Suddenly, Dima sweeps a glass of champagne from the table and drops to one knee. I slap Vanya’s thigh three times quickly, to get his attention.

      “What is it, love?” he asks.

      “He’s doing it,” I whisper with excitement. We both know what’s coming. Dima talked to Vanya about it a few weeks ago.

      Stasya bends over, looking concerned like he may be hurt. “Dima! Are you—”

      He lifts his head, looking into her eyes as he raises the flute.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t drink any more tonight,” she says.

      He whispers something to her but I can’t tell what he says despite complete silence at the table. Everyone is rapt with their attention on Dima and Stasya.

      She appears confused as she peers into the glass. She seems to notice something because her eyes are wide as she brings her hands up to cover her mouth with her hands. There’s a bit of chatter as people realize what’s happening, but the volume in the room is considerably lower.

      Stasya glances over her shoulder at Vanya. With one raised eyebrow and a smirk, his face holds no trace of surprise.

      “Anastasiya,” Dima begins, using her full name.

      When her gaze shifts back to Dima, Stasya’s face is pink, and her chest rises and falls quickly. She looks frightened rather than excited.

      “Will you marry me?” he asks with shaking hand.

      Though I’m not the one being proposed to, my stomach swirls, and my heart races, excited to be here for such a beautiful moment. Under the table, Vanya squeezes my hand.

      Instead of answering, Stasya stands frozen, looking at Dima with an expression of mixed emotions.

      We’re all waiting with bated breath on her answer. The silence starts to get uncomfortable.

      I lean close to Vanya’s ear and whisper, “What’s going on?”

      He shrugs and shakes his head, but doesn’t take his gaze off his sister.

      Suddenly, Dmitri’s smile falters, and he squeaks out, “Stasya?”

      “Um, sure,” she says, nodding, as if remembering she’s supposed to say something.

      Though the table erupts into cheers as Dmitri slams the champagne and fishes a ring from the bottom of the flute. He grabs Stasya’s hand and slides it onto her finger. Then he stands up and pulls her into his arms.

      “To Dima and Stasya!”

      “To a beautiful life together!”

      “Let the tables break from abundance, and the beds break from love!”

      Despite the excitement from everyone else, I can’t help but feel like Stasya isn’t happy about the proposal. I’m not sure if it’s because she felt awkward being put on the spot or because Dima did something so personal in front of all these people, but her smile seems forced and it doesn’t reach her eyes. Her gaze darts around the room as if she needs to get away.

      It’s no surprise when she excuses herself to use the restroom.

      “Is Stasya okay?” I ask Vanya, watching with worry as she hurries toward the front of the restaurant. “Should I go with her?”

      He shakes his head. “I knew it wouldn’t be easy for her. Give her a minute.”

      “What do you mean? I thought she and Dima were quite happy together.”

      His brows furrow as he watches his sister rush to the front of the restaurant. “Stasya has been through a lot. I think her feelings are complicated.”

      “Do you want to go with her?” I ask, understanding if he wants to check on her.

      He shakes his head. “I’ll give her a minute to process.”
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      After practice, Mike Collins, Ricky Campbell, Petr Novotný, and I head to Hoover’s, a small restaurant not far from the Chargers arena. The bartender nods hello and tells us he’ll be over with menus in a minute.

      “We’re heading to the VIP section,” Campbell calls. He nods to the table in the back of the restaurant that we sit at every time we’re here.

      “Nothing but the best for my boys,” Flo, the only waitress who’s ever working in this place, says as she sets a menu in front of each of us.

      Novotný picks his up. “Do we even need these?”

      “Cheeseburgers and fries all around.” She jots the order on her notepad.

      “And—” Campbell starts.

      “I know! I know!” She waves at him with her pen. “No lettuce for that one and give your pickle to the Russian.” She looks at us over her thick black glasses. “I’ll be back with a bucket of beers.”

      “You’re the perfect woman, Flo. You always know exactly what men want.”

      “Save it for the puck bunnies, Romeo.”

      “You just got shot down by a seventy-year-old woman,” Collins teases.

      Hoovers isn’t crowded at all, which is normal for the dinner hour. Things kick up after nine. And when I say that, I mean ten to fifteen people tops.

      “I think I’m okay with that.” Campbell shoots Collins the middle finger. He seems to notice something out of the corner of his eye and turns his head. “Maybe I’ll have better luck with those two stone-cold foxes.”

      Two women glance at us, then look away as if playing coy. But we all know, they aren’t shy. They’re puck bunnies, the girls who actively seek out hockey players. I have no problem with bunnies. They aren’t my cup of tea, but they make it easy for guys on nights they don’t feel like searching for someone.

      I chuckle and lean back in my chair, making room as Flo reaches over me to set down a bucket of beers.

      “Come on over, ladies.” Campbell waves them to the table. They don’t have to be asked twice, practically falling over each other to get to us. Instead of standing at the table to interact, they pull up chairs.

      “Oh wow,” Novotný says, scooting over to make room.

      “What’s your name, gorgeous?” The blonde sitting next to Campbell asks, smiling and touching his cheek.

      He pulls back. “You don’t know who I am?”

      I put my hand over my mouth to stifle a laugh. Not only is it hilarious because he thinks he’s wanted by anything in a skirt, but also because the boys and I always love seeing him to get knocked down when he says things that make him sound like an egomaniac.

      She points to me. “That’s Ivan Kravtsov over there, but your face isn’t familiar.”

      “Damn, that’s cold.” Collins laughs, holding his bottle out. Both Novotný and I clink the neck with ours.

      “He is goalie,” I say. “He have no face.”

      “Oh, Vanya.” The one next to me smiles and places her hand on my arm.

      I look from her hand to her face without a smile. “It’s Ivan.”

      She removes her hand, but she’s not deterred. She leans closer to me, asking, “So tell us, boys. What are some things you like?”

      “Beer.” Collins drains his bottle, then slams it down, and grabs another.

      “Hockey,” Novotný deadpans.

      “Sexy women,” Campbell winks.

      “I like my girlfriend and not being bothered while I eat.” I pick up my beer and take a long drink, hoping I’ve turned her off for good.

      The last few months have been the best of my life. Katya and I have spent as much time as we possibly can together, getting closer and having so much fun. A relationship I thought would be stressful and hard to maintain has been fairly seamless. And when we’re not together, I have great teammates to hang out with.

      “Look who’s on the news,” Collins cuts in before the girls can ask any more questions. His eyes are focused on something over my head.

      “Who?” the blond asks.

      Collins points to the television in the corner. I glance quickly, but when I see the logo of a music television network in the corner, I spin back and take a sip of my beer. “Madonna have new boyfriend?”

      “Oh shit,” Collins hisses.

      “Not Madonna.” Campbell shakes his head slowly.

      “Hey!” Novotný pats my shoulder. “I’m going to grab us another round. Join me?”

      “We have beer.” I give him a confused look.

      Collins and Campbell eyes are still glued to the screen, while Novotný glances at it uncomfortably.

      When I look at the T.V. again, my eyes widen with shock, and my jaw drops. I blink rapidly, thinking my sight might be playing tricks on me, but it isn’t. What I’m seeing is real.

      It’s Katya kissing Andres Martinez, the singer who asked her to be in his video earlier this year. There’s no sound, but it’s not needed. First, it’s them kissing on a street. Then they’re lying in the backseat of a car. He’s covering her body with his, sliding his hands up and down her body and kissing her neck.

      “What the fuck?” I jump up, but the clip ends, and the show moves on to something else. “What is this?” I ask out loud. It’s not directed at my teammates, but they answer anyway.

      “It’s probably just—” Collins begins, but he can’t finish the thought because no one has an explanation.

      “Oh my god! She’s so lucky. Andres is sex on a stick.”

      “This is man she have video with,” I tell them, dropping into my chair.

      Three of the five heads whip around to look at me. The girls are still looking at the T.V.

      “What?” I ask confused.

      Collins drops his beer onto the table, but quickly grabs it before it falls. “Like, a sex tape?”

      “No.” I shake my head in disgust. “She in his music video.”

      “Ohhhh,” they all chorus.

      “How is this news?” the blonde asks. “Katya and Andres have been in every tabloid and celebrity magazine on the shelves. They’re so cute together.”

      “How she do this? Why she do this?” I rest my elbows on the table and let my head fall into my hands.

      “Hey, hey, take it easy,” Collins says. “She’s always all over the news, right? The press takes pictures and makes things out to be worse than they are.”

      “She’s getting fucked in the back of a car,” Campbell says dryly. Novotný punches his shoulder. “What?”

      “They’re fully clothed.”

      “Sorry!” He holds his hands up. “They’re dry humping in the back of a car. If my girl ever did that. I’d never forgive her.”

      “Probably why you don’t have a girl.”

      I slide my chair back from the table and stand up abruptly. Then I dig into my pocket, take money out of my wallet, and throw it on the table.

      “Come on, V! You don’t need to get into it tonight,” Novotný calls. “Sleep on it.”

      “I sleep for months,” I say, storming to the exit and leaving my friends behind. I’m stewing as I walk to my car.

      I know the paparazzi loves Katya and follows her around. I know they take pictures and create stories to sell copies. I never thought I had to worry because I’ve always trusted, Katya. She never gave me a reason not to.

      Now, I’m beginning to wonder what happened in Los Angeles while she was making that video. She told me her part was acting as the singer’s love interest. A love interest is the pretty girl in the video who the singer lusts for. She’s smiling and dancing, not kissing and simulating sex.

      When I get in the car, I slam the steering wheel with the palm of my hand. How could I be so stupid to think she was ready to settle down with one man? Especially at her age and with her popularity. She’s the it girl that everyone wants.

      This is exactly the kind of distraction I didn’t want. As if the stress of trying to find time to see each other with two busy schedules wasn’t enough, the jealousy of seeing her all over the place with other people was bound to take a toll.

      Instead of calming down on the ride home, I’m actually more worked up. I run to the phone in the kitchen and dial her number.

      After five rings, she finally picks up. “Hello?” Her voice sounds as if she’s been sleeping.

      “Katya,”

      “Vanya, love.” I can hear her smile through the phone. “What’s going on? You’re calling late.”

      “You’re all over the news!” I yell.

      “All over the news? What are you talking about?’ She asks through a yawn.

      “Photos of you and the singer,” I snap, slamming my palm on my kitchen counter.

      “Oh Vanya, it’s probably just photos from the video. You know what the press says about me.”

      I hear the squeak of a bed frame as if she sat up or jumped out of bed.

      “You were kissing him, Katya. Kissing him and laying with him.” My voice breaks towards the end, but my anger is intact. “He was all over you.”

      “I told you I was his love interest in the video. It was just acting, Vanya.” Her voice is nonchalant, as if I should understand.

      “Acting? Having sex with someone is acting, now? You weren’t in a film, Katya. It was a music video. You could have said no. You could have drawn the line.”

      “We didn’t have sex!” She yells back. “This is absolutely ridiculous.”

      “Yes, it is ridiculous that you had no problem doing that when you have a boyfriend.”

      “This is my life, Vanya. I’m a model and a sex symbol. You knew that from the first moment we started this.”

      “You’re right, I did know that. But I thought you had integrity.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “That’s not what I meant. I—” I backtrack, scrambling for words to apologize but Katya cuts me off.

      “You know what, Vanya? This relationship isn’t working for me anymore.” Her voice is ice and getting colder with every word. “I need someone who understands my life and trusts me.” It’s the last thing she says before slamming down the receiver.

      My brain is numb as I hang up the phone. She broke up with me. I don’t know what my intention was when I called, but that certainly wasn’t it. Things had been going great between us for months and in less than five minutes, everything blew up.

      Maybe we didn’t have the foundation I thought we did.
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      The last month and a half has been a rollercoaster of emotions, I don’t have words to describe it—in English or Russian. During the season, I tallied seventy-seven goals, a personal and team record. And the Chargers have had the ride of our lives: capturing the President’s trophy as the team with the most points in the league and winning all three of the playoff series we’ve played so far.

      And I’ve done it all without Katya by my side.

      Hence the rollercoaster. How can I enjoy the ride when I haven’t been able to celebrate best season of my hockey career with the person I love the most?

      We haven’t talked since I saw the tabloid photos of her and Andres. I could barely handle the risqué music video—but to see the photos of them together in a Hollywood nightclub was too much. That didn’t fall under the category of “work.” That was all play.

      We cruised through the playoffs, scaling every hurdle, and defeating every team we came across on our way to the Stanley Cup Finals. A best-selling author couldn’t have written a better story.

      And now, here we are, in the intermission before the third period of Game 7 against the New York Americans on their home ice. I’ve been matched up against Dima Morozov, one of my best friends, for the entire series, and I don’t expect that to change.

      Years ago, I made the conscious choice to defect from the USSR for the opportunity to play in the National Hockey League with the best players in the world. I abandoned the only country I knew and my entire family for the chance at this moment.

      My sister is in the stands. And even though she’s here because Dima plays for the Americans, I know deep down she’s cheering for me. Our bond is too strong for it to go any other way.

      The person of significance that’s missing is Katya. And the weight of her absence hits on me hard.

      But not hard enough to take me out of the zone.

      I made a commitment to the Chargers when I made the decision to defect.

      This moment has been the dream of every single man in this room for as long as they can remember. As I glance around the locker room, some of the guys are silent, with their heads down. A few have their eyes are closed, others have knees shaking with nervous energy. And though the Cup has been my dream for a slightly shorter time, I feel the pressure.

      Just then, Coach Gagnon walks in and the room falls silent. He looks around, his eyes settling on every face present before he clears his throat and asks, “Are you fucking ready?”

      “Yes sir!” The entire team yells together.

      “I said, are you fucking ready?” he asks again, louder this time, the muscles on his neck straining to show the extra effort.

      “YES SIR!” We chorus together again. It’s much louder than the first time, and some guys bang against the lockers to make extra noise.

      We know exactly how to respond, since this has been our pre-game ritual ever since we won that first playoff game in April.

      Hockey players are superstitious.

      “Let’s pump it up. We are here in Game Seven of the Stanley Cup Finals for a fucking reason. We’re a fucking good hockey team.” His cheeks are red, and he’s pointing with his index finger to punctuate every sentence. “And we’re going to fucking bring the Cup home to Detroit tonight. So, let’s fucking go!”

      Every guy in the room jumps up, inspired by Coach’s short, enthusiastic speech. There’s a chorus of:

      “Let’s go boys!”

      “Let’s do this!”

      I adjust my shoulder pads and grab my helmet and stick. As I follow my teammates to the ice, my mind is far away. Coach’s words echo through my head. We’re in Game 7 for a reason. I know he means our hard work and determination in every game this season got us to where we are, and we deserve it.

      I’m thinking about the reason I’m here, the reason I play. It’s been years since I really thought about it. While it’s true, I play for myself, for the freedom—and opportunities—hockey’s allowed me to have.

      But above all, I play for my team. The unit who has a common goal and does everything together—win or lose. I may be living in America, but I’m still a Soviet man. I can’t forget my upbringing: being selfless, sacrificing everything for the cause. Playing a professional sport, being part of a team, isn’t about me, it’s about us.
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      Over the last five minutes of the third period, my teammates and I have thrown everything we have at the Americans, trying to score to break the 3-3 deadlock.

      The announcer says something over the PA that causes the crowd to respond with a thunderous cheer. Using the praise as motivation, I jump off the bench and join the play, accepting a pass from Collins on defense and skating up the ice. When I pass the blue line, I see a shot and take it, rearing my stick back and slamming it against the puck. The American’s goalie reaches out quickly, grabbing it with his glove and holding on until the ref blows the whistle.

      I remove my mouth guard and look up at the scoreboard, hocking spit onto the ice before I return the guard back to its place. There’s thirty seconds on the clock, and the game is tied 3-3. My stomach is in my throat, but this is where I excel—now-or-never situations.

      The ref drops the puck. I win the faceoff, sending it back to Collins in one swift motion, but he’s immediately checked and loses control. New York takes the puck and turns it around, charging toward Campbell, our goalie.

      American’s rookie forward, Tremblay, rears back before sending the puck forward with everything he has.

      Skating forward, evading bodies as I close in on the goal, ready to pick up a rebound, I watch the puck fly. For a moment everything is silent. All yelling from the players on the ice is blocked out. The sharp sound as skates glide over the ice is blocked out. The noise from the crowd is blocked out. In that moment, all I can hear is my heavy breathing, as my eyes follow the puck.

      It sails right through Ricky’s five hole. The red light goes off and the crowd erupts. The noise from the fans is deafening, in all my years, I’ve never heard anything like it.

      As the Americans celebrate, my teammates and I skate to the bench to get the play from Coach Gagnon.

      Adrenaline pumps through my veins, refusing to give up. There’s still 1.6 seconds left. It’s a long shot, but we have to try.

      Everyone in the arena is on their feet, buzzing with anxiety and excitement. I’m shifting my weight from foot to foot, willing myself to use that momentum to spur me on.

      Skating into the circle to face me is Dan McDonald, the veteran center who never wears a helmet. I’m not nervous to face him. I’m nervous because this is the most important faceoff of my life.

      The puck drops.

      Dan wins the draw, sending it to a defenseman behind him.

      The clock strikes zero.

      And the entire arena erupts, everyone jumping to their feet screaming and cheering. On the ice, the Americans throw their gloves and sticks before crashing the net.

      I bend at the waist and rest my stick on my thighs in disbelief. Then, it’s as if I can’t hold my weight anymore. I drop to my knees and look up at the scoreboard one last time before hanging my head again.

      When I finally have the energy, I skate over to the bench to join the rest of my team watching the Americans celebrate. There’s nothing worse than having to watch the other team celebrate after you just lost the most important game of your life. But we have to hang around for the center ice handshake.

      Actually, I’m wrong—that handshake is worse than having to watch the other team celebrate. Don’t get me wrong, I think it’s a great tradition. At the end of the day, we’re all out there doing our jobs and playing the game we love. To show each other respect after a hard-fought series is something I appreciate.

      But it fucking sucks when you lose.

      When we finally get back to the locker room, it’s silent, except for the sound of gear slamming into lockers and skates shuffling across the floor. Thankfully, we have a few minutes to compose ourselves before the media will be allowed in. The press is the last thing I want to deal with tonight. The media. The flashing cameras. Pretending to be calm and poised on such a disappointing night.

      I already know what they’ll say about me. It’s the same thing they’ve said every year since I joined the Chargers. I don’t have the heart. Russians don’t show up because we don’t care about the Stanley Cup. That I “only” had six goals in this series, why didn’t I do more?

      I take a deep breath, wishing I didn’t know enough English to answer. Wishing Vitya were next to me.

      Thankfully, the press doesn’t stay long, finally having a little mercy on us and letting us wallow in peace. Like most of my teammates, I can’t get out of the locker room fast enough. We can still hear the celebration vibrating through the arena. After showering and collecting my things, I push the door open and slide out quietly. When I look up, Stasya stands in the hallway, biting her thumbnail.

      She rushes to me and throws her arms around me. I slump in her embrace, my stoic facade falling for a moment. When I notice water dripping from the tips of my wet, shaggy hair onto her shoulder, I pull back.

      Tears well in my eyes, but they’ll never fall in public, not even in front of my sister.

      “Thank you,” I say, voice shaking with emotion.

      “Of course.”

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, standing straight and regaining my composure. “You should be with Dima.”

      “They’re still—” she stops. We both know they’re still on the ice celebrating because we can still hear the roar of the crowd.

      “Dima is the first Russian to win a Stanley Cup. The Dining Room will be hopping tonight.” I smile.

      “Are you staying or is the team flying out tonight?” she asks, ignoring my question.

      I lean against the wall. “Some of the guys are leaving, but most are staying. A lot of them have family here who don’t have flights out until tomorrow.”

      “What are you doing?” She reaches out to fix the collar of my suit coat. That simple act sends a flood of emotion through me, and I swallow hard. Knowing someone loves me and cares about me is what I needed.

      “Can I stay at your apartment?”

      Above the store my sister owns, there’s a beautiful apartment she fixed up to be used by visitors. As far as I know, my grandmother and I are the only people who have ever stayed there.

      “Of course,” she assures me, rubbing my back. “Is Katya in town?”

      I look up to the ceiling. “We broke up.”

      “I’m sorry, Vanya. I didn’t know.”

      She tries to grab my hand, but I wave her away. “It’s no problem, seriously.”

      “Do you want company?”

      What in the world is she talking about? Her fiancé just won the Stanley Cup. That comes before wallowing with me—the brother who left her stranded in the USSR while he defected to a better life.

      “You think Dima will let you hang out with me tonight?”

      “What is this ‘let me?’ Like I’m some kind of kept woman.” She scowls. Any other day, I’d laugh, but I can’t find it in my heart right now.

      “It’s a big night for him, Stasya.”

      “And it’s a difficult night for you. He’ll be celebrating all night. He won’t even know I’m not there. Who needs me more?

      “He will be your husband soon.”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “I don’t think he will.”

      I raise one eyebrow, hoping she continues. Does she know Kirya is alive?

      “We can talk at the apartment.”
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      Before I met Katya, every time I was in New York, I stayed at my sister’s apartment above her store. That’s where we head tonight. When we get there, Stasya goes right to the kitchen and makes us both a cup of tea. I shrug off my coat and kick off my shoes before collapsing on the couch.

      She hands me a mug and sits next to me, curling one leg under her.

      “How long have you known, Vanya?” she asks quietly, not meeting my eyes.

      Her question takes me off guard. I thought she’d ask about Katya or want to console me over the loss. “Known what?”

      “How long have you known that Kirya was alive?” She’s biting her bottom lip when she looks up at me, as if she’s holding back.

      “Awhile,” I say.

      “Just tell me the truth, Vanya!” When she raises her voice, her entire body shakes and tea spills onto her lap. Tears seep out of the corners of her eyes. “I can’t take any more secrets and lies.”

      My stomach drops. How many times can I break my sister’s heart? I reach out, take the cup, and place it on the coffee table. “I’ve always known.”

      She doesn’t look surprised as she wipes at the tears. “It’s what I get for getting involved with the mafia, right?”

      “You can’t help who you fall in love with.”

      She laughs, but there’s no humor. “I found out the night Dima proposed to me.”

      My eyes widen. “I was there that night. You, you said yes to Dima.”

      “It was after,” she whispers. “When I went to the bathroom.”

      I don’t know what to say. With as vigilant as Kirya has been about not wanting Stasya to know about him for three years, it doesn’t make sense that he’d slip up.

      “How?” I shake my head. “Did he come to you?”

      “No. He was walking in just as I was coming back up the stairs. It rattled him.” She wipes her nose. “But not as rattled as I was. I’ve been seeing him ever since, Vanya. I can’t help myself. I can’t stop. Kirya is my past, my present, and my future. He’s my soul. I can’t live without my soul.” It’s as if she’s confessing sins to me.

      “I’m not here to judge you, Stasya. But if Kirya is your future, you need to tell Dima.”

      She nods, swallowing hard and rubbing her eyes.

      

      After two hours of talking, I’m exhausted. I finally convince her to go celebrate with Dmitri, even if it’s only for a little while.

      “Stasya, I am fine,” I say. “I don’t know what you two are going through right now, but you’re not a mean person. You should be there to celebrate with him.”

      She nods and gets up quickly.

      I grab her hands. “I’m not kicking you out of your own apartment.”

      “I know, Vanya. You’re right. I should be there with him.” She reaches out and touches my cheek. “Thank you.”

      Without another word, she grabs her purse and leaves.

      I lock the door behind her, then shuffle to the bedroom, wondering why love has to be so complicated.
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      My heart breaks for Vanya. He’s had the best year of his life. I’ve seen how focused he’s been on his game and his team. He put blood, sweat, and tears into being a leader and helping take his team to the series hockey players dream their entire lives about—the Stanley Cup Finals.

      And they lost.

      I’ve been at every game, traveling from New York to Detroit as if I were a player on either team. As soon as the buzzer sounded to end the game, I ran to the visitor’s locker room to wait for him. I may be the last person he wants to see right now when he’s already at his lowest, but I need him to see me. I need him to know I’ll be with him through the good and the bad. I need him know how I feel.

      Then I saw his sister, pacing the hallway outside the locker room, chewing her nails, and I realize how selfish it is to show up like this. It’s not my place to be here, to try to console him when we haven’t spoken in over a month. Before anyone sees me, I spin around and rush toward the exit to hail a cab back to my hotel.

      When I set my key on the dresser, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror, all dressed up as if I’m going to a party. And all I feel is shame. When I got ready for the night, I was prepared to meet with Vanya during a celebration. Prepared to pop into his life at his happiest moment, where he’d be so excited to see me, we wouldn’t need to have any discussion about getting back together.

      Angerly, I tug the silver hoop earrings out and kick off my Louboutin heels, removing the rest of my clothes as I head to the bathroom. If I do this, I’m going to do it right.

      

      The cab drops me off in front of Prekrasny, the clothing store Vanya’s sister owns on W. 57th Street. It’s been closed for hours, which is fine, because it’s not the store I’m here for. It’s the person in the apartment above it.

      I race up the stairs, taking two at a time, which is easy in my tennis shoes. Before I knock, I take a deep breath and reach up to tighten my ponytail. I rap on the door while letting out the breath.

      After a few seconds, I check my watch, then look behind me. The stairwell only goes to this door, so I’m not sure what I’m looking for. I knock again, harder this time.

      Behind the door, I hear shuffling, then the sound of the lock.

      “Katya?” Vanya asks, disoriented as he blinks. “What are you doing here?”

      His sleepy eyes widen, and he runs his hand through his hair, looking behind me as if I’ve brought others. There’s a towel wrapped around his waist, but his hair isn’t wet.

      “I—” I pause, gathering strength to look him in the eye. “I had to see you. Especially after—” I cover my face with one hand, losing my nerve now that I’m in front of him. “I’ll always be here for you, Vanya. Through good and bad.” I turn around and move toward the steps.

      “Katya! Wait!”

      I spin toward him, but can’t meet his eyes.

      “Come in.” He moves aside, giving me space to enter. I nod and slide past him, my elbow grazing his bare torso. A shiver courses through me.

      As the door closes, I feel a tug at my hair. When I spin around Vanya has a small smile on his lips.

      “It’s straight,” he says, absently. I tilt my head, but before I can ask, he continues. “It’s usually got some waves and tangles when it’s up like that.” He wiggles his fingers as he speaks. “You wear it straight when you go out.”

      Tears prick at my eyes. “I was at the game. I’ve been at every game of this series.”

      He looks toward the kitchen and chuckles. “It’s two a.m. Did you join the Russians celebrating at the Dining Room?”

      “No, I went to my hotel afterwards.” I clasp my hands together and twist my fingers. “I came here to tell you that I’m sorry.”

      “There’s always next year, right?” he says, lowering his head.

      “No, not the game.” I close my eyes and shake my head. “Well, yes, I’m sorry about the game—the series, but I mean I’m sorry about the video and the photos and—” The words come out quickly, saying them all in almost one breath.

      “Katya, don’t,” he says. “I’m the one who owes you an apology. I let the stress get to me. It made me insecure and jealous and I said things I regret.”

      I grab his hands and plead, “Let’s not do this, Vanya. If we rehash everything it won’t make any difference. It won’t solve anything.”

      He nods. “I know.”

      “I love you.” I bring his hands to my lips and kiss his fingers as I lift my gaze to his. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      He holds my gaze. “I love you, too. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything when you told me you loved me. I froze, froze like the coward that I am.”

      “You’re not a coward,” I whisper. “I never thought that.”

      “You mean everything to me, Katya. You are the sunshine that brightens my day and the darkness that lets me rest. Your strength enhances my own. My heart is completely open to you. I love you, Katya,” he says.

      If he keeps talking, I’ll start crying, and all I want is to have his arms around me.

      “Forget this talk. I need you.” I grab his face and pull it to mine, kissing him with a vibrant passion. He presses back, his tongue finding its way inside my mouth, massaging mine until we’re clashing. As we kiss, his deft fingers unzip my warm up jacket and shove it off my shoulders with urgency. The towel at his waist drops onto my shoes. His erection on display.

      He pulls away, grabbing the hem of my tank top, dragging it up my body and over my head. I’m breathless when he tugs my hand and leads me to the bedroom, leaving a trail of clothing in our wake.

      I need him like a fish needs water—to live. We kiss like tomorrow will never come, hands in each other’s hair, going at it with unparalleled intensity, the manifestation of our pent-up desires. By the time he backs me onto the bed, we’re both naked, and I’m pulsing with need.

      I fall onto my back, Vanya climbs over me, leans down, and presses his lips on mine. I reach up and grab his waist, pulling his pelvis toward me. When his cock hits my entrance, I inhale deeply, and when he thrusts into me, I cry out.

      “Oh Vanya, oh!” I moan into this mouth, letting my eyelids flutter shut.

      “Don’t close your eyes,” he orders, thrusting into me with every command. “Look at me. Feel me.”

      I do as I’m told, opening my eyes and using all of my senses to experience him. I grab onto him, digging my nails into his back and biting his shoulder, letting my tongue taste the salt on his skin. He rolls his pelvis into me, creating delicious friction on my clit as he fills me completely.

      He looks into my eyes, a mix of softness and desire. “I love you, Katya.”

      “I love you,” I say as I hit my peak.
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Vanya

        

      

    

    
      I can’t remember falling asleep, but when I wake up, Katya is in my arms, sleeping peacefully with her head on my chest. I run my hand over her back gently, thinking about how amazing it feels to have her here.

      Somehow, the worst day of my career turned into the best day of my personal life.

      The yin and yang of life.

      I kiss her forehead and wiggle out of bed slowly, so I don’t wake her. After using the bathroom and taking a quick shower, I shuffle to the kitchen to make coffee.

      After a double-take, I realize Katya is sitting on the couch, completely naked with her legs spread.

      I rub the back of my neck. “What? How? I thought you were still in bed.”

      “I was hungry,” she says, watching me as she slides a hand across her stomach and down to her pussy. “Aren’t you hungry, Vanya?”

      That’s all the invitation I need.

      I rush to the couch, and kneel before her, grabbing her hips and replacing her hand with my mouth. When I plunge my tongue inside her, she bucks off the couch, but I don’t let up. Instead, hook one arm around her thigh and place a hand on her stomach, licking and lapping. She cries out, grabs my hair, and circles her hips. I lift my eyes to watch her as I make her squirm and moan.

      “Vanya!” She screams out, then her voice is soft. “Oh, oh, oh.”

      Her pleasure has me harder than a steel rod. I remove my mouth, slap her outer thigh, and stand up. “Turn around and get on your knees.”

      Without another word, she flips over, gets on her knees, and clutches the back of the couch, while I guide my cock to her pussy, sliding into her slowly.

      “Yes, Katya! Oh my god!” I squeeze her hips, excited by the sight of her tight, toned ass as I slide in and out of her. I trail my hand down her back, then lean over, reaching around to rub her clit. My pace gets faster and harder when I feel my balls tighten. I’m going to come at any moment and I want her to come with me.

      Suddenly, the door opens, and my sister walks in with a bag in her hands.

      I pull out of Katya quickly and look around for something to cover us, but there’s nothing. “What the hell are you doing?” I yell.

      Staysa drops the bag and covers her eyes. “Oh my god, Vanya!”

      Katya scrambles to cover herself. “I thought Stasya lived somewhere else!” she hisses.

      “She does. She—”

      My sister doesn’t say another word, she just opens the door and exits.

      Katya and I meet each other’s gaze—and burst out laughing. She sits back on the couch and covers her face with her hands. I lean into her, kissing her neck as we laugh.

      “Well, that’s one way to ruin the mood,” she says, leaning into the cushions.

      “Ruin the mood?” I stand and look down at my still fully-erect penis. “My mood is not ruined.”

      “You’re so bad,” she teases, reaching up to take my cock in her hands.

      My stomach tightens in anticipation as I wait for her to take me into her mouth. “In the best way, yes?”

      “You must promise me that it will always be like this.”

      I glance at her. “Well, it needs about ten minutes between, but—”

      “Us, Vanya.” She cuts me off and looks into my eyes. “Promise me we’ll always forgive and have fun and laugh and make love.”

      I drop to my knees and wrap my arms around her. “That I can promise, my love.”

      If I’ve learned anything in my life, it’s that nothing worth having comes easy. Among the good, there will always be pain and tough times woven through. But when it’s worth it, you adapt, forgive, and fight, and that’s exactly what I plan on doing to keep us together.

      

      
        
        THE END
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        A Broken Romance Book One
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        I knew who he was the moment I saw him. I’d heard the stories and the legend. I knew the risk. He’s strong. Dangerous too. Carved from perfection. The scars make him all the more beautiful to me.

        It won’t be long before the brothers destroy him and take out my entire family. He’s hell bent on getting himself killed just to protect me. I came here to save my own. I didn’t expect to be drawn to him. To have to make a choice.

        His life or my own.

      

        

      
        Darius

      

        

      
        Broken. Scarred. I’m a monster. Every night I live for the kill. The ultimate fight. And she’s the angel who can bring me back to life.

        There are those around us who want their pound of flesh and blood. And If I don’t pay up... they’ll tear her apart. Her life for mine? Is that a small price to pay? Should I die for the one who showed me who I really am and brought me back from the dead?

        Hell knows.

        I should have stayed away.
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        To my family.

        Who love me no matter what.
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      She’s watching me again.

      I’m standing in the corner, fists clenched, ready to fight, as her eyes rove over me—the way she does when she thinks I’m not looking, taking in my naked, sweat-soaked flesh, studying every plane and angle of slick, solid muscle. Even though I’m all hot and bothered from being under the spotlights too long, I can’t help but glance over to the side of the cage where she waits.

      She’s a stunner. All dark eyed and curves for days, with luscious cherry-red lips and cascades of long, silky, jet-black hair. A fuckable, tight body any man in his right mind would want riding his cock…

      At that sliver of a thought, my own cock pulses, pushing at the thin material of my shorts. Damn. I shouldn’t think about her body right now. I need to fucking focus considering what’s about to happen.

      I avert my eyes dragging them away from her lithe form as her lips move. She’s muttering under her breath again despite being here alone. I like to imagine she’s praying under her breath, beseeching to her god to protect me.

      If the cross she clutches at every Friday night, the one hanging from her neck on a silver chain, is anything to go by, she’s a girl of faith. I’ve no idea why but I like the idea of someone trying to protect me. Not that I need protecting. Nothing in heaven let alone earth can safeguard me from this. Nothing at all. No matter how fucking divine.

      Still, I don’t mind. She’s a breath of fresh air in this shit hole of a place, part of it’s charm already, and she hasn’t even been coming to The Pit long. It’s been a couple of weeks at most since she started working here. I know because I noticed her, well before she glanced my way, wearing a short little number, flaunting herself at the Twins. Sure, she was going to get the job. Who wouldn’t want to hire her?

      That body…

      Fuck. I’m hard again.

      Alright, enough. Time to fucking focus, Darius.

      I glance up and make brief contact with the hundreds of pairs of eyes on me. There are degenerates from all walks of life here but dotted around are the elite wankers who own a stake in this place. You can tell from their tailored suits and the occasional glint of a fancy watch on their wrists, they have it all. As they eyeball me from their lofty status above the steel-caged octagon I’m locked up in. Smirking at me among the throng, cheering, spitting and howling for blood. Screaming for fucking slaughter. I want to tear this fucking cage down and rip those shit-eating-grins off their wanker faces.

      One day maybe… not today. Today, I exist to give all the rich bastards  in the room what they truly want.

      And they want death.

      Of course, I’ll butcher some poor fuck for them. If it isn’t me who does the killing it’ll sure as hell be the other guy. The one who’s eyeing me from across the cage right now, squawking and flapping like a cock in a henhouse as if he could be the one to take me down. The chosen one where all others have failed.

      He should be so fucking lucky.

      I close my eyes.

      If looks could kill, maybe… No joke, the guy is glaring at me so hard he looks like he might shit himself.

      He sweeps by me. With my eyes closed, I sense and smell him almost too close. A musky aroma that has the hairs on the back of my neck bristling. I keep my eyes shut. I don’t need to see him or the crowd, or anything else until it’s on. And it will be soon. As always, this moment of anticipation between the bell ringing and the unleashing of my fury feels fucking endless. I hate waiting.

      The inner demon, a rage I can’t control some days, paces the mental enclosure it’s contained inside. I can’t let it out yet, if I do, it’ll beat that guy to a pulp before the first bell and then the fight would be over.

      I can’t let that happen too early.

      The Twins, Elias and Alexei Lexington, wouldn’t like that. Every fight needs to be good. Every drop of blood earned. The night needs to last and look convincing or the punters will demand their money back. And no one hates refunding customers more than the infamous ‘Bloodbath Brothers’, psycho twins so named for their fondness of illegal blood sports and violent gambling rackets.

      Complete and utter fucking bastards, if you ask me.

      I’ve honestly no idea how I ended up fighting for them. They own me. Or at least they think they do. One day I’ll walk out of this hellhole, but for now the arrangement suits me fine. It’s not like I’ve anywhere better to be.

      I was born for this, that much I know.

      The crowd heckles as tension mounts, and my nose and mouth curl up into a tight snarl. I’m losing focus again. Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes. Shutting out the chaos. Calming my raging beast.

      Soon I’ll have him.

      “And now, the fight you’ve all been waiting for. The biggest and bloodiest of the night.” A voice rings out overhead at last. “Are you ready to see hell unleashed before your very eyes?”

      The throb of the crowd explodes from above, dying out only as the announcer continues. “Our newest challenger, fighting out of the red corner, a freestyle fighter weighing at 185 pounds, Leighton “Ace” DeSilver!”

      Ring-girls parade around the cage. There’s some cheering for my opponent, but mostly they boo as he bellows and bounces around the pit.

      “And in the blue corner, the reigning, undisputed champion of The Devil’s Pit, weighing in at 175 pounds, The Notorious, Darius Archer!”

      The crowd goes wild—a sound I must admit never gets old. They chant my name over and over and I permit myself a sliver of a grin. It won’t be long now.

      The ref comes forward, like he always does right before the start. My eyes are still closed but I know the moment he stops walking and stands between us.

      “Alright, boys, you know the drill. Anything goes once the bell rings or until one of you gives up. Do not try anything between rounds or I’ll tear you down where you stand, got it?” I sigh and hiss a yes, but the other guy doesn’t say a word. “You. I need to hear you say ‘yes’ or get the hell out of my ring.”

      “Yeah. I get it.”

      “Ok good, we’re ready to go in three, two, one—”

      I open my eyes.

      The sound of a bell makes the cage behind me reverberate against my spine as I step away. The crowd jeers and their shouts become louder, hollering at me to ‘take him down’ or ‘crucify him’. But I wait while my flashy opponent dances toward me fists raised, stance wide like a rookie, and grinning like a moron.

      It’ll be almost too easy to take him down.

      All at once he moves.

      It takes the barest step left to dodge him, and then he’s back again, gunning for me. I dodge every blow, right then left. I don’t even need to raise my fists. He follows me around the cage like a pathetic puppy, barking to keep up.

      Then I take a shot. No fancy footwork for me, just my knuckles in his face.

      I hit home.

      There’s a crack of bone and a spray of red as I slug him just right causing him to stagger back and grunt. The copper tang of salt and iron fills my nostrils. I lick the blood off my lips and then go in low and hard, up close for a few strikes. And then keep going, pounding him over and fucking over until I finally come to my senses and pull back.

      The amount of blood drawn, bones cracked and broken, from one tirade is devastating.

      It takes everything I have to control my fury at the sight of it but I manage to. Breathing hard, I wait for him to stagger to his feet. The crowd are wild. They love it.

      So does she.

      My eyes cut across the crowd of their own accord to see her gnawing at her lower lip, trembling all over, eyes white and wide, cheeks stained crimson. I bet that’s how she’d look if I was buried deep inside her.

      She’s fucking beautiful.

      She’s the first woman to pique my interest in a long time. Keeping my primal urges in check during this fight is going to be fucking difficult. I’ll have to find some pit whore after this to get any fucking relief. A tight pussy to sink into. Anything to forget about the angel who prays for me every night, religiously. Although, lately, I’ve lost all interest in the others. It’s the angel I want. No one else.

      Even the demon inside agrees.

      It craves her.

      That’s why I can’t control shit right now.

      Fuck it. Do I even care?

      No.

      A couple of rounds in, my opponent has hardly touched me. That doesn’t stop me from delivering blow after punishing blow until he’s barely able to keep upright. This fight is a fucking joke. The only thing that stops me from putting the fucker out of his misery is a stillness in the air that wasn’t there before. That, and the bell ringing.

      On the catwalk above between rounds, I find my gaze drawn up there to see Alexei observing me from the private viewing platform with blank eyes. I’m surprised to see him. He must have just arrived. The older twin doesn’t come to The Pit often. Alexei prefers to leave the hands-on business side of things to his younger brother, Elias. Why is he here?

      Most probably to keep an eye on his investment.

      I crease my lips into my usual trademark smirk but the bastard just stares back intently, first at me and then at the bloody mess of my opponent on the other side of the cage. The corners of his mouth curl downward.

      Fuck. He’s pissed.

      If I keep on pounding this guy he’s going to die too soon and then all bets are off. Elias knows I can’t control myself. It’s what I’m known for. But Alexei, he likes to make nice for the stakeholders. And despite their whoops and cheers, I’m not giving the bastards watching what they really want.

      They want blood, a lot more blood.

      And not my opponent’s—they want fucking mine.

      The next round I’m slower, sloppier, enough to let myself get punched in the face a few times. Enough for my nose to break and my ears to ring. Enough to make it messy.

      Over the noise of the crowd, she gasps and her hands fly to cover her mouth.

      I grit my teeth and take it. This is what I’m supposed to do. Let the moron win a few and he’ll keep coming back for more. A few blows to the head and I’m leaning against the cage bars, scanning the crowd for her. Dark eyes full of terror, she meets my unfocused gaze for a split second, and then something inside me clicks. I can’t hold back any longer, it’s been eight fucking rounds already.

      I look up to see if Alexei will give me the nod, a sure sign to finish this guy, but he doesn’t move. The bastard just sits there stiff like a statue. Why is he drawing this out? What’s so damned special about this fight?

      Behind me, I sense the fucker moving in for another batter of blows. I’ve had enough of this fucking shit show. Eight rounds of getting my head kicked in is plenty in my book. It’s time to end this.

      The demon inside me smiles inside as red rage explodes in front of my eyes. I smash the guy across the cage and he slams against the metal, blood running down the side of his head as he falls.

      Time to dance, motherfucker.
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      As a man, he’s bigger than most; but as a fighter, Darius is no less than a titan.

      Magnificent. Deadly. A god in the ring.

      Fear or desire, I can’t tell which, makes my heart race and my breath catch. My mouth is suddenly dry, and even though I’m not the one who’s in the cage facing him, the one about to be destroyed, I take a step back. My eyes never leaving his perfect form.

      I’ve seen him fight before, kill a thousand times, but I’m never ready for this vision of him; a beautiful monster, dripping in sweat and blood, taking the life of another.

      He smashes the other guy against the metal of the cage closest to me so hard it shakes. Blood sprays in a hot arc. I have to jerk my head away as some of it hits me in the face, settling on my lips. Then the taste of it is on my tongue, its iron flavor falling somewhere between revolting and repulsive, exactly like the rest of this endeavor.

      Nausea rises up. I push it down and wipe my mouth with my sleeve, turning to go. I can’t watch anymore. It’s a slaughter not a fight. It’s against my principles to stand and watch men die. I’m meant to save lives not lose them. Or will be when I finally take the Hippocratic oath.

      I may only be a medical student but our principles should be the same, shouldn’t they?

      I push my way through the heaving crowds, swallowing the bile in my throat, ignoring the stench of so many bodies crushed together. Most of the regulars are here to bet their week’s wages against the House and win back what they lost on the tables. Because if Darius loses, the payout is one thousand to one.

      What a joke. It’s the same every fucking week; watching, waiting for Darius to fall so everyone can get stinking rich. Well, he hasn’t yet. Darius never loses. Each week I’ve been here the format is the same; let the other guy rough him up, then at the last moment pull himself together and annihilate the challenger. It astounds me that no one has figured it out.

      Fucking idiots.

      As usual, during the fight no one pays me any attention. Oh sure, once the entertainment is over they’ll give me a look that says they want to show me what a real man can do. Until then, I may as well be wallpaper. I take advantage of this now and move through the masses.

      I know Alexei is watching me because I can feel his cold eyes boring into me with every retreating step. I suppress a shiver. And against my better judgement, flick my gaze to the box seat. The worst of the psycho twins glances down, his cold, gray orbs meet mine momentarily and I falter. It takes me a second to jerk my gaze away and keep moving, pushing through the sea of bodies until I’m at the rear of the arena. Alexei is not just anyone. He’s my worst nightmare come true and he’s enjoying this, despite his face being completely devoid of any emotion.

      Sick bastard.

      I offer Darius one last look, casting my gaze back to the fight in time to see him deliver the final blow.

      It’s a miracle Darius leaves any of them alive. Every week, I’ve come to watch him fight, and every week he savagely beats the other guy right up to deaths door for money, just to win. Though, Darius can’t win, not really. This is where people like us lose everything, the Twins saw to that when they started this place. He must know; he must remember who he is even if he acts like he doesn’t.

      Is he acting, though?

      When we spoke the other day I anxiously searched for it—the recognition. It wasn’t there. He dismissed me as if I was no one to him, nothing important. He didn’t even have the graciousness to acknowledge my father when I casually  dropped his name.

      Screw him. I need to remember I’m here to do a job and that Darius deserves to rot in this hell of his own making. God knows the last thing I need to do right now is chase a forgotten crush.

      Even if that crush is hotter than the sun and draws me in like a moth to a flame?

      Even if.

      I’m here to find my brother, nothing else.
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      I step into the dark tunnels that lead off from the arena and head back to the clinic. It’s where I’m meant to wait for my patients after the fight ends. Heading there early will mean I can prep the room. When I get to the clinic, I unlock and quickly set up. There’s a loud beeping from my bag which is hanging from the back of the chair. I reach inside, grab my phone and switch notifications to silent so it won’t keep buzzing incessantly.

      I’m ignoring everyone. I’ve already got a load of missed messages from my cousin, Zac, and from my mom. The last one flashes up so I can read it just as I’m about to put my phone away. It’s from Zac telling me to get my ass back home or he’ll make me wish I’d never been born. I scowl at the screen. He’s such a dick sometimes. I’m temped to throw my phone in my bag but another message flashes up from my mother pleading me to call Zac. My heart softens.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake.

      I should call them and let them know I’m okay. It has been two weeks since I upped and left my life behind to come here. I glance at my watch. Maybe I have some time now to escape to the loading bay? There’s hardly any signal here…

      I grab my jacket and a packet of unopened cigarettes from my bag and head back into the tunnels to make my way to the rear exit of the warehouse. I don’t smoke, but I had the bright idea to use them as cover for when I’m snooping around. I can say I’m just out for a smoke or something. I just hope to God that they don’t make me light up as I’m pretty sure I’d fail right there. I lied about my age, of course. And my qualifications.

      If I get caught, impersonating a doctor and being younger than the legal age is the last of my worries. I’m pretty sure the Twins would drag me into the bowels of this place and torture every last secret from me. After that they’d probably rape me, beat me, and leave my body in a river somewhere.

      Ever since I forged my qualifications and took the job as resident medic for the club—which happens to come with an all-expenses paid apartment above the strip of businesses owned by the Twins—Elias has invited me to his club almost every night for after hours drinks, and every night he’s tried it on. Though, I don’t mind Elias; he’s the lesser evil of the two brothers, if a little grabby at times. He likes to possess women, so he’s easy to play. I know his type, it’s how I got this dammed job in the first place. Wearing the tightest, shortest skirt I could find, throwing myself all over him and teasing him until he was salivating at the bat of an eyelash.

      Alexei, on the other hand, is a different story. He looks at me like he wants to see inside of me and tinker around a bit, and not my inner emotional state either but my actual working organs. Creepy as hell.

      Outside, it smells like rain and the only light is from a solo streetlamp and the loading bay interior. The place is deserted. Cold, damp air passes through the thin shirt I’m wearing. Quickly, I pull on my jacket and lean against the warehouse wall, then speed dial Zac’s number.

      I’m not looking forward to calling him. Zac will be pissed that I disobeyed him. He said it was dangerous, and he’s probably right. But what’s a girl to do? My brother has been missing for several months after fighting in that damned ring. If he’s not dead already, I need to find him.

      It rings once before he picks up. That’s the fastest he’s ever answered. Usually he lets it ring while he’s on a job. He must be pissed.

      “Rae. What the fuck? Where are you?” His voice is all authority. I want to tell him. I have to tell him.

      I take a breath, before my resilience caves in and makes me give myself up. I think of my brother, and how much I miss him. That, and having a distance between us gives me the strength I need.

      “Screw you, Zac. I’m not coming home.”

      “Just tell me where the fuck you are. Now.”

      “Or what? You’ll drag me back? You’re not my father, you’re not even in charge. I don’t have to listen to you.” Not all of the family supported my cousin’s claim to takeover the family business, Mother included. When my dad was around, Zac wasn’t even on the radar. That makes him as low as Darius in my mind. Third. One step up from no one.

      I breathe in deeply.

      None of that matters anymore. I couldn’t care less about family politics. I just want Dylan, my brother, back home where he belongs, with me. The thought of Dylan spears a dull ache into the center of my chest and causes tears to spring from the corners of my eyes. I blink and have to suck down a breath to calm myself.

      “So, you’re not coming home?” Zac growls.

      “Not right now,” I sniff.

      “Shall I tell your mother that?”

      What am I? Twelve? But I don’t say that, instead I remind him of how much he’s going to hurt when she finds out he doesn’t know where the hell I am.

      “It’s your funeral,” I say with a shrug even though Zac can’t see me.

      I know I sound like a petulant child, but I’m not going to give in. Not when I’m this close. I know the brothers had something to do with Dylan’s disappearance, I just know it. Zac might be standing-in as the boss but he’s a freaking coward. If he wasn’t, I wouldn’t need to do this by fucking myself. I’m a Hunter just like my father. I can do this. I have to.

      There’s a hissing down the other end of the line and I flatten my lips in response as the cold wind blows a gale around me.

      “Fuck, Rae, you do my head in, you know that? If you’re not going to tell me where you are, just tell me you’re safe, at least,” Zac says down the line.

      “I’m safe.” Lying is easier on the phone when he can’t see his way to the truth.

      Suddenly there’s a noise coming from the garage door which doubles as an entrance to the Twins’ apartment; a two-story, glass tower duplex sitting adjacent to the arena warehouse. From my spot against the wall, I glance over. It looks like the shutters are starting to open, and I can just about hear the sound of a car engine as it approaches.

      Someone is coming home.

      “Zac, I’ve got to go,” I say, backing out of the way of the headlights and into the protective shadow of the building. It might be Elias. If he catches me outside while the fight is on, I can kiss this job goodbye.

      “Wait—” I don’t. I hang up on Zac, forgetting him instantly, and crouch down in the dark to the side of the loading bay. I slip my phone into my pocket in time as a rather luxurious-looking black vehicle with huge silver wheels pulls into the loading bay area, and then into the Twins’ driveway. It’s not Elias. He has a McLaren, if I remember rightly.

      From my hiding place, and by the soft light of the streetlamp, I can just about make out the driver is a woman; a rather beautiful one with reddish-brown hair piled high on her head and dark red lipstick. I switch position to get a better glimpse and I swear she looks right at me as she drives by.

      She must be a patron of the club. I can’t imagine the Twins have many visitors, so it stands to reason. They certainly don’t bring girls back home. They have a suite in the casino hotel for that.

      As she rolls into the building’s underground garage like she owns it, I hesitate to follow. Curiosity has got the better of me and I really want to slip under the shutters before they can seal shut, but I can’t. I have to get back. The fight should be over by now.

      I have a job to do if I don’t want to get fired.

      Or worse killed.
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      When I get back to the corridor where the clinic is, Darius in all his half-naked, beaten up glory, is waiting—leaning against the wall with a dark look on his face. He’s still wearing the bloodied wraps on his hands. He looks like he’s been dragged through hell a hundred times.

      He also looks like he wants to eat me.

      Maybe I want to be eaten.

      Shit. Where did that come from?

      His pale-blue eyes rove over me. There’s a question in them. No doubt he wonders where the hell I’ve been, but he doesn’t say anything, instead he folds his arms while I open the clinic door and then follows me inside.

      I grab my white coat from behind the door and gesture to the examination bench, trying not to stare too much as he strips off his wraps. I reach for my stethoscope to start the check-up.

      My eyes do wander a little though, I can’t help it. It’s hard not to take in his broad, sculpted shoulders complimented by a set of perfectly chiseled abs. This close he smells of sweat, salt, and fresh blood. You’d think the smell would repel me but it doesn’t. It does the opposite. Images flash through my mind of me licking his bicep as desire floods my body.

      Fuck.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      You’d think I’d be used to half naked men by now given the job and usually I am, but there's something about Darius that has me an emotional mess inside. He was a legend to me growing up. The one guy my father trusted beyond anything. I’ll even admit I had a crush on him. How could I not. He was my father’s right hand man; domineering, arrogant, cocksure. He was also panty-dropping hot as hell. Still is.

      Even though I knew he was a player and women would fall all over themselves just to get his attention, I dreamt Darius would be my first. Looking back, that was a ludicrous idea. Darius never saw me that way. I was the boss’s teenage daughter. If he had my father would have cut his dick off, fed it to the dogs, and grounded me for fucking life.

      Still, one night with Darius back then might have been so worth it.

      My mouth goes dry and I find my gaze sliding down to the solid v of muscle just above his shorts. You’re not a teenager now, Rae. You’re a grown woman. There’s nothing to stop you living out that fantasy.

      Heat flushes my cheeks as it does everywhere else, especially between my legs. There’s a clearing of a throat. I drag my eyes up to see Darius looking straight at me, a ghost of a smile straying over his lips as though he can read my mind. I ignore him and my hormones, and carry on running my hands over his firm abs checking for internal injuries, playing at being professional. There’s no way in hell I’m letting him see how much his semi-naked body affects me. Even if his skin feels so warm to touch and I desperately want to know how it feels against mine, I step away.

      Breathe, Rae. This is your job so fucking do it already.

      On the side bench is my suture kit. I grab it, open it up, and start to close the nasty gash on his side from the crushed glass the fighters like to cover their wraps in before a match. I do it all without administering anesthetic. I know Darius won’t take anything to block the pain so there’s no point in asking.

      He's still staring at me. Blue orbs burning into my soul from the periphery of my vision as I try to work.

      “Do you have to stare at me like that?” I say without looking up from what I’m doing.

      Darius regards me, all mussed dark hair and piercing blue eyes, the same body of a god as the first day he showed up at my house. He was younger then, although, he hasn’t changed much. I still feel I know him like I know the back of my hand.

      But that was then, when I was just a teenager with a school-girl crush. I must not forget who he works for and that he’s a killer.

      “Have we met before?”

      I suppress the urge to roll my eyes. “Er yes, we met last week? In this room?”

      “No, no, I mean before that?”

      My breath catches and I almost drop the needle. He’d better not be joking. Suddenly, for some reason I'm angry. I know I was a teenager when I last saw him but I haven’t changed that much. Why is he still pretending not to know me? The fucker. At first I thought that he was doing it to protect me but we’re alone here. I know there are cameras in every part of this shitty warehouse but he could give me some kind of inaudible signal that he remembers me. Is he faking to make it easier for him? Does he not know how hurtful that is?

      Fucking traitor!

      He grunts as I stab the needle a little deeper than I intend.

      “Sorry. Did I hurt you?” I say, not quite able to meet those blue eyes of his, unable to keep the annoyance from my voice.

      “No. It’s all good. You're doing great,” he adds.

      “I'm doing fucking amazing,” I retort.

      He gives me an incredulous look, a smirk forming on that luscious mouth making me want to kiss it. “That’s some mouth you have on you.”

      It’s my turn to frown at him. “You’re calling me out for bad language after you just killed someone?”

      Okay, so I’m not really over that either. The fact that I’m treating Darius first means the other guy is clearly dead which makes him a murderer, just like everyone else in this God forsaken building. He’s worse than all the others, given who he used to be. The Darius I know would have stopped this. He wouldn’t kill for fun or money. The Darius I knew did only what he had to do to protect the business, and protect the family. He wouldn’t become the reigning champion of The Pit—slaughtering more souls than anyone else I've ever met. What's his kill-count again? Elias spouts it at every opportunity he can get. To be honest, I don't even want to remember.

      Not everyone who fights in The Pit is there to win the prize money, most take to the ring out of debt to the Twins, having no choice but to enter the cage and fight Darius. If he knows that and takes their lives anyway…

      My blood boils just thinking about it. I steal another glimpse into his eyes. Traces of regret seem to lurk in their blue depths. There’s a distance in the way he regards me back, like he’s looking at me from behind a sheet of glass. When I first saw him fight, I had hoped he wasn't killing all his opponents. I prayed he wasn't. Otherwise, what's the hope for Dylan still being alive?

      If Darius killed my brother, I’m going to end him myself. I don’t know how but I will, so fucking help me God.

      “Do you kill them all?” I snap, unable to help myself. Tears spring up in my eyes as I finish his stitches and not-to-gently apply iodine and an alcoholic salve to the wound.

      I hope it stings like hell.

      “All who?”

      “Your opponents. Are they all dead?” My words are high-pitched and blunt as the pain in my heart. If Dylan is dead…

      His nostrils flare as he looks at me. “Not all, no.”

      “So, what happens to the ones you don't kill?” I’m hyper aware my voice is raised and my eyes are blazing, but I don’t care. I’m risking everything by asking but I have to know. I can’t not know.

      “Honestly, I’ve no idea.”

      “Of course, you don’t,” I snap. I narrow my eyes at him, resisting the urge to slap him. Then, I concentrate on rolling a bandage but it all goes back wonky. I unroll and roll again. My hands are trembling. I can't help it.

      After a minute of him watching me fail at life, he’s still staring at me. I glance up as his brows raises. The confusion on his face is real. He looks at me like I’m not who he thought I was. He’s right. I’m so not. He really doesn't have a clue and for the first time since I got here the sheet of glass between us has a crack. It’s the call with Zac. It’s riled me up. That and the fact that I’ve been in this depraved world two weeks and found nothing. Zilch. It’s like the ones who fight here just fucking vanish into thin air.

      “You knew what this place was before you took the job, right? You know who the Twins are?”

      I give up on the bandage and opt for an adhesive gauze. Once unpeeled, I slap it over his wound super hard. The noise of my hand cracking his flash is strangely satisfying. “I know who the Twins are. That doesn’t mean I have to like what they do. You on the other hand seem to like it more than you let on,” I say.

      “Is that right?” he says, his face darkening.

      “That’s what I see.”

      “You don’t even know me,” he snorts.

      I know you more than you think.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I lie. “Maybe, I don't know you or what happened to make you a cold-blooded killer taking innocent lives so fucking easily, working for the worst kind of people on earth, but I damn well know I'd rather die than become what you are.”

      You left us to die Darius. You left us all.

      There’s an awkward and strained silence while he stares at me. You can hear a pin drop and maybe my heart racing to catch up with my thoughts.

      What the hell. I'm supposed to be under fucking cover! Well done, Rae. Why not dump all your shitty opinions right out in the open. If the cameras don’t catch it, Darius being the turncoat he is will fucking report it back to the Twins!

      “I see” he says, flatly.

      The air is thick with frost between us, making it hard to breathe. Great, Rae, this is not the way to get Darius on your side!

      Oh well, fuck it. If he tells Elias, I’m going out guns blazing and Darius can rot with the guilt for the rest of his shitty life.

      I blink a few times, gnawing my lower lip. “Maybe…I shouldn't have said that,” I say.

      He cocks a brow and snorts. “Just be careful what you say around here, babe. I’d hate for anything to happen to you.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “A threat? Is that what you think that was? Do you think I’d hurt you? Are you afraid of me?” His eyes are cold now, narrowed at me like he can’t quite believe we’re having this conversation. I can’t quite believe it either but I’m glad we are. I hate all this passive aggressive shit. I’m tired of secrets. Part of me wants this all out in the open.

      “After what I’ve seen, maybe.”

      He shakes his head. “Maybe? Fuck.”

      “Now who has the potty mouth,” I say, glaring.

      He stares at me for the longest time and then sighs, running his hand through his dark hair. “Babe, it’s been a long night. We should rest.”

      I nod, feeling more angry by the second. “Fine, we’re done here anyway.” I turn away from him and head to the cabinet above the countertop. “Just avoid vigorous movement for a few days and take these until I see you next.” I produce a couple of medicine bottles from within the locked cabinet.

      “What is it?” I hear him say behind me. He sounds full of distrust, like what I’m prescribing him might contain poison.

      I check the labels to make sure. “Oral antibiotics and some painkillers. They should help you heal a bit faster and stave off any secondary infection”

      “No, I don’t do drugs.”

      I cast my eyes heavenward and turn around to face him. “If you don’t take them that wound will get infected and you won’t be able to fight. They won’t affect your reaction ti—”

      He’s no longer on the bench but right behind me, towering over me. How did he move so fast and so quietly?

      His fingers brush over mine as he reaches to take both medicine bottles and I jump back since I’m not expecting it or him to be so close, hitting my head on the edge of the shelf behind me. Some of the precariously stacked glass bottles in the cabinet fall and drop, shattering on impact.

      I let out a scream. Fuck. I’m such a girl.

      Darius grabs me and pulls me towards him out of the way of the breaking glass until his whole body is flush with mine. Without warning, tingles course like crazy from where he holds me tight. I can even feel him pressing against me. Before I can prevent myself, I cling to him like a monkey climbing a tree and give off a soft moan.

      Fuck. You wouldn’t think moments ago I was running my hands all over his naked chest. Did he hear me moaning? Does he know how much he turns me on?

      Of course, he fucking does.

      I suck in a breath and look up at him. His pale-blue eyes colliding with mine.

      “I can feel your heart racing.”

      “It’s because you’re scaring me. Now let me go.” I try to step away but he grabs me by the neck and pushes me against the counter.

      Darius smirks. “Are you sure it’s because you’re afraid of me? Because I think that’s all an act.”

      “It’s not an act,” I breathe out.

      He pushes against me and lowers his face and gently brushes his lips over mine. He’s so hard against the material of his shorts that it’s obvious he wants me. This close, his raw scent consumes me. He smells delicious; like uncontrollable fury waiting to be unleashed. The heat of his breath on me has the hairs on the back of my neck standing up and goosebumps breaking out all over my arms.

      Another soft moan escapes my lips and without thinking I grind into him. Like, I want him.

      “Liar,” he chides. His fist around my neck tightens, my pulse is pounding under my skin. “This is what you want, isn’t it? That’s why you took this job. You crave the excitement, the rush, the adrenaline of living life on the edge. I’ve seen you watch my fights. You’re just as fucked up as I am.”

      “You’re right. I am.” The words come out like I’m out of breath, barely above a whisper.

      He’s right. If he wanted to, he could rip the life out of me and that thought excites some dark urge I have. Behind his eyes, I see the walls come crashing down and something raw within them tears into my soul, stripping everything away, leaving nothing but an intense heat burning through me.

      He tightens his grip, cutting off all and any air.

      My eyes flutter closed as my lips quiver and my heart skips several beats.

      Hurry up. Fucking consume me, already.

      I dare you.

      A radio crackles to life with a message from the security team confirming their one last sweep of the venue before lockup.

      His hands fall away. And cold air rushes in.

      I come to, just in time to see him pulling back, away from me. I place my fingers on my neck. Where he touched my skin, heat lingers.

      “Why—”

      “I meant what I said. Be careful what you say or do around here,” he says, cutting me off.

      “I’m not scared of the Twins,” I croak. The heat he left on my skin is beginning to creep into my cheeks. What I did just now, letting him almost kiss me, grinding against him like that…

      Fuck. I’m so screwed.

      “You should be.” He glances down at the mess of glass all over the floor. “You need help cleaning up?”

      “No, I don’t need you,” I say, shaking my head, at once a truth and a lie.

      “Okay then,” he says, seemingly not wholly convinced. He turns and leaves the room, severing whatever had just formed between us, leaving me to wonder if I know what I’m doing or if I’m just making it up as I go along.

      Instead of cleaning, I let out a heavy sigh and slump into my office chair. I’m just lying there with my head on the desk, pretending the world doesn’t exist, when the radio goes off again. Everyone has left and I’m already late.

      “Shit!” I say under my breath, and I rush to clean up the room. Five minutes later, lost in thought, I swap my white coat for a leather one and turn out the light. Usually, Elias drags me to the club for a drink after Darius’s fight, but tonight I have to sneak off before he comes looking. As much as I’d like another chance to talk to Darius, or well, let’s face it, I really want to see what would happen if we weren’t interrupted…

      Right now, I have a meeting I can’t miss, one that might help me once and for all find my brother.
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      I end up getting a cold shower, changing into a black shirt and dark blue jeans, before pacing towards the Twins’ office. Usually, I don’t bother with the shirt but wearing one makes me feel more human and less like the fucking killer she accused me of being.

      What the fuck just happened?

      I didn’t want to let her go. Not after she floored me with that reaction. Baring herself to me like that. I almost lost it. Had I stayed, I would have ravaged her. I wanted to squeeze her pretty little neck and shove my cock inside her so deep, she’d either beg me to stop or beg me for more.

      As much as Rae pretends she’s a saint, I know different. She’s just like me. Exactly like me. Pain makes everything better. I don’t do drugs for that very reason. As well, it was the doctors who fucked up my memory loss with an overdose during a major recovery. What was supposed to be a friendly fight against Elias in training two years ago, turned into a dark cloud hanging over my past that I’ll never be rid of. It was the only time I lost, or so I’m told. I don’t fucking remember.

      So no, I don’t do drugs. I binned what she gave me as soon as I got back to my apartment. I don’t give a fuck if my wound gets infected.

      Fuck, she drives me crazy.

      “Darius. There you are. Great performance tonight as usual.” Elias says, looking up from his lounge seat as I walk into his office. He’s bent over the table, rolled up fifty dollar bill in hand, a dusting of powder under his nose. He gestures to the remaining lines of white on the mirrored glass table.

      I shake my head. I’m not in the mood to party. And if I was, I wouldn’t be sticking shit up my nose.

      Elias raises a brow. “Suit yourself. Oh, I forgot to say. Next time do us a fucking favor and kill him in the tenth round like we asked. You know what happens when we have to finish the fight early. Less time in the ring, less money for us.” The smile he gives me is cold and doesn’t reach his stark gray eyes.

      “What’s the damage?” I ask, ignoring Elias, taking my usual spot against the wall by the door.

      The younger twin has a bad habit of posturing. His brother on the other hand, Alexei, the real demon in the room, is opposite Elias on a matching seat drinking bourbon and counting The Pit’s takings for the night. I’ve no idea why the two blond-haired siblings like to do the counting themselves after every match, but they do it without fail.

      I lean back, seeing the whole room, placed so I can exit quickly if I need to. The brothers may be my business partners, but I don’t trust the pair of them not to screw me over one day. In fact, I’m just waiting for the day when I stop being of use to them. It’s long overdue.

      Alexei looks up from counting, eyes a darker shade of gray than his brother’s. “Two hundred large, or thereabouts. I’m just recounting it. Your share is on Elias’s desk.”

      My eyes glance to a small pile of notes neatly stacked on the dark wood of Elias’s ornate writing desk. I know it’s mine because it’s the only pile on Elias’s desk amidst the clutter.

      “So what’s that off my debt this month?” I ask, doing the math in my head.

      “Ten. We had to deduct for rent and extra for the rising medical expenses,” Elias chips in.

      It’s the same every month; a grand a week for a paltry room above The Pit and a meal every night at the club. Plus I’m supposed to pay fifty percent of my total medical bill. There’s no way that’s what it costs. That said, I don’t care about the money. I figured long ago that it doesn’t matter how much I win; I’ll never pay off this debt. As long as I have enough to live the life I want, that’s all that counts.

      “I have a question.”

      Two sets of steel-gray eyes settle on me.

      “What happens to the bodies after the fight?” I ask, wanting to change the subject. I’m also feeling a little reckless. It must be the adrenaline from the fight… And the interest from Rae. Why the fuck did I run off like that? She probably thinks I’m dickless or something.

      Elias frowns. “What bodies?”

      “My fucking opponents’” I growl. “If I end up killing them, where do they go?” After Rae asked me, I’ve been racking my brains trying to remember who comes to take them away. At the end if every fight I leave the ring straight after. Some of them make it and I just assumed they went back to wherever they came from. I try my hardest not to kill, even if the devil inside of me wants to.

      “That’s an odd question. Why do you want to know?” Alexei drawls in that languid way of his.

      It is an odd question. Alexei is staring at me waiting for an answer, counting his cash without looking down. Why does she want to know? Why the fuck am I even asking?

      Elias is also giving me a curious look now, as though he genuinely can’t imagine why the hell I need to know.

      “I’m wondering what would happen to me if I lost,” I lie. It’s a terrible lie. When have I ever thought that?

      Elias chuckles and leans back casually against the bar, his whisky glass in hand.

      “Why the fuck would you? You’re undefeated,” he smirks. “In the ring anyway.”

      I sigh and say the words I've never thought to say. “Because if there’s a profit, I want in. Not just a share of the profit you make on fight night. I want in on the whole thing. I can’t cheat death forever.”

      Alexei looks at me like I’ve grown a second head. “How about this, you just focus on winning and making us a shit load of money, and then we won’t have to have these pointless talks about what happens to those who don’t make the fucking cut?”

      Shit. He didn't buy it. Why would he? I’ve never asked about other parts of the business. For all I know they sell the bodies for fucking pig feed. May as well crash and burn.

      Elias snarls at me. “Darius, you fucking ungrateful bastard. After everything we’ve done—”

      Alexei cuts in, holding up a hand to his brother, cocking his head. “It might make commercial sense to bring Darius in to your little side project. He’s proven his worth, after all.”

      Elias looks at him like he’s insane. “Commercial sense? How the fuck do you work that out?”

      Alexei sighs as he finishes counting his pile of cash. “Leverage, brother.”

      It dawns on me just what Alexei is asking. It’s what he’s been asking of me since day fucking one and I’ve always said no. “You want me to agree to more fights?”

      Alexei shakes his head. “And devalue your reputation, I should fucking think not. No I’m talking about taking bigger risks. They want to see you fall Darius. Watching you has become boring.”

      He’s right. I've proven myself unbeatable for an extended run up until now. It’s the only reason the punters keep coming back, to finally see me fall. Something that only has to happen once.

      “What kind of risks?”

      “The type the punters can’t ignore. Bigger opponents. Unfair advantages. That sort of thing.”

      “And you’ll cut me into your other business If I agree to this?”

      “Why not, you’d be risking your life even more.”

      “I think… I need to consider what you’re asking me to do,” I say, eyeing the both of them.

      I still don’t know what’s in it for them. Money seems the obvious choice, but the Twins aren’t exactly poor, if Elias’s garage full of super cars is anything to go by.

      Alexei nods. “Of course, give us your answer whenever you’re ready. We’re not in any rush.”

      Elias stands up and goes to the bar, grabbing a bottle of some kind of expensive whisky. His back is turned but I can tell he’s composing himself. I’ve never seen him go against his brother, even if he disagrees.

      “A drink while you’re here, Darius?” He turns around, eyeing me with distaste, his tone is unnaturally upbeat. “We’re not going to the club yet. The sweet and delightful Rae has ditched us males for a date so we’re waiting for some other talent to arrive.”

      “Oh?” I say, for want of anything better to say. I’m all of a sudden wide awake, feeling my blood boil.

      Rae has a fucking date? Since when? Trust Elias to twist the knife in.

      The Twins have already figured out my weakness for her. Elias even has the balls to invite her out to our celebration nights at the club after each match to flirt with her endlessly right in my face. Disregarding the fact that she’s not officially mine, he enjoys teasing me and getting me riled up and restless, rubbing my face in something I can never have.

      Because in their eyes, she belongs to them.

      Elias flashes a grin as two girls appear at the door. They eye me up as they enter.

      “Looks like the party has arrived. Darius, are you joining us?”

      I shake my head. If Rae isn’t coming tonight, the last thing I want to do is go to the club and get wasted with hired guns. I’d rather drink myself into oblivion.
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      Leaving the Twins to their evening entertainment, I exit the warehouse by taking the stairs down that lead to the loading bay, instead of the old-style caged elevator. It takes longer but I’ve had enough of cages to last me a lifetime.

      I step outside, grateful for how empty it feels. After having thousands of eyes on me, it’s a relief to be alone.

      My apartment, if you could call the tiny, two room studio I rent from the Twins such, is actually located on the tenth floor of the warehouse arena. But I’m not going home just yet, I need to take an extended walk in the city for a few hours, until sunrise hits. I can go for days without seeing natural light but it’s only when I start to feel trapped that I need to do this—get out and take a walk until dawn, think things through maybe. And after the night I’ve had, I need to be anywhere but here.

      I suck down a lungful of air, enjoying the freshness and the false freedom as I duck under the barrier marking the edge of the grounds. It’s tempting to leave and not come back, but where the fuck would I go? I’d forever be looking over my damn shoulder. And how could I leave now Rae is working here?

      What the Twins are asking now is insane. And while the demon side of me wants to accept the challenge, I’m wary of what it all means. Change is never fucking good. It means I can get out of this life, though, that would be reason enough.

      Sure. Go ahead, Darius. Sign your fucking death warrant.

      More thoughts like that bombard me as I stalk the streets. Mostly though, I think about Rae. The sound of her breath catching as she allowed me to come close to her. The heat of her body against mine, tempting me to do more than just stand there.  The color of her eyes, alternating between a soft gray and severe blue, blazing into sapphire fire the moment she gave into her desires. She has the kind of eyes that change color with the light. Never once while looking into them are they the same.

      I wanted to taste her, touch her, reach around and thread my fingers through her silky, raven hair, crushing her soft, pink lips onto mine. Fuck. The image of me pushing her down onto the exam table, pulling up her skirt and fucking her brains out has me instantly hard. But it’s not just her damn irresistible body that has me wound tight like a hurricane about to explode.

      There’s something about her that I can’t ignore, some spell she has over me.

      I definitely know her from somewhere.

      Who the hell are you, Rae?

      The sound of a scream ringing out, piercing the night, has me frozen in my tracks. My first thought is Rae, but I’ve no reason to think it’s her. I’m probably making connections that aren’t there.

      But when a scream rips through me a second time, not far from here, I’m running through the deserted streets before I can stop myself.

      When I get to the corner, another cry sends my blood running hot and cold in my veins. Then I hear the unmistakable sound of her voice.

      “What the fuck? Get off me, you dick!”

      Fuck, that’s her alright.

      I follow the sound of her voice into an alleyway and immediately see her on the ground. Her pale limbs appear scratched and bloodied in the moonlight. A massive guy is stooped over her, hands clamped around her throat as she lays sprawled across the ground. Next thing I know I’m seeing red, throwing myself at the bastard.
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      I don’t know when or how Darius found me but the moment I saw him, I’m ashamed to admit I cried with relief. I lie there half stunned as he launches himself at my attacker, beating the shit out of him. It’s not until there so much blood and I worry he might accidentally kill the guy and get put away for life, that I yell out.

      “Don’t kill him!”

      Darius whips his head to me dropping the asshole trying to mug me to the ground. He’s at my side within seconds. “Oh fuck, Rae… Are you alright? How bad are you hurt?”

      I gasp as the adrenaline subsides and waves of pain run ragged through me. When the guy shoved me and tried to steal my bag, I fell and twisted my ankle. It’s not broken, but it’s throbbing like a bitch.

      I squeeze my eyes closed, hissing through my teeth. But I manage to open them to look into Darius’s perfect blues and give him a tight smile. “Bad enough, nothing a girl can’t handle,” I say between breaths. I glance over at the battered body of the man who tried to steal my bag. “Is he dead?”

      “No, the fucker’s just out cold.” There’s anger in his voice. I don’t know if Darius is mad that I stopped him or mad that he maybe went to far, but I can’t feel bad about that now. A bout of pain rips through me. I clench my fists, gritting my teeth. It’s just a twisted fucking ankle. I can deal with that. Darius though, looks worse. His side is covered in blood, most of it looks to be coming from a familiar wound in his side.

      “Your stitches! Fucking hell, Darius, I told you to lay off fighting until they healed!”

      “I just stopped some fucker taking your wallet and you get mad at me? What happened to your date? Don’t tell me that’s him?” He points to the half-dead man on the ground.

      Who told him I had a date?

      I glare at him. “No. Just help me up.”

      “Here,” he says, offering me a hand. I take it and hold my breath while he helps me up off the ground. Another shoot of pain makes me wince, but it’s better than it was.

      “Can you walk, or shall I carry you?” he says, standing there half covered in blood.

      Fuck no.

      “I don’t think so,” I snap.

      He frowns.

      “I mean… don’t try and carry me. I can walk by myself thank you very much. Anyway, you’re bleeding. If anyone needs carrying here, it should be you.”

      He raises a brow and watches as I get to my feet, wincing, hopping to keep upright. Darius grabs my arm to steady me, shaking his head. The guy on the floor moans.

      “Wait, my bag.”

      He leaves me for a split second, to snatch it from the ground, then he’s back and offering me his arm.

      “Okay, let’s get back to the club.”

      “What about him?”

      “We’ll give the police an anonymous tip when we get back to the warehouse.”

      I nod at him and hop alongside until he loses his patience and sweeps me up in his arms, into a princess carry.

      “I told you I don’t need carrying,” I scowl at him.

      “I asked you if you could walk, not hop all the way fucking home. It’s quicker this way.”

      I continue to glare at him but say nothing. It’s actually nice to be carried, though I pretend to hate it every step of the way. I’m also very aware of how close I am to his rock-hard chest. Wrapped in his arms, I can’t help but lean into him. He smells good. I’ll have to ask hm what shower gel he uses. My body chooses at that moment to betray me and snuggle closer. Sticking my nose on his skin becomes hard to resist.

      Of all the times, now is the moment I want to get laid.

      Honestly, I hate my hormones.
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      When we get back to the old warehouse, Darius takes me up to his quarters on the top floor, via the elevator. He doesn’t ask if I mind being at his place and I don’t tell him otherwise. I’m curious to see where he lives.

      Really now, Rae? Is that the only reason?

      Squashing bad thoughts down, I take a minute to look around. It’s a lot smaller than I imagined; a small living and kitchen space, a bedroom off to the side, and a tiny-looking bathroom. With the amount of money he earns, I expected something similar to Elias’s and Alexei’s. Not that I’ve been inside their place, but from the outside it looks vast.

      Something must show on my face because he gives me what can only be described as an apologetic look, running his hands through his stubble. It’s a look I never thought I’d see on his face. Ever.

      “Sorry. It’s not much…”

      “It’s fine,” I say. “Very you,” I can’t help tagging on. Great Rae, be a bitch to the guy after he saved your ass.

      He doesn’t seem ruffled by my snark and gestures to a stool. “My turn to play doctor?”

      I swear that his eyes sparkle at that. My heart chooses at that moment to pound inside my chest, making me unable to meet his eyes. Where the hell did this flirty Darius come from?

      I quickly shake my head. “No way, I’ll check myself out. Do you have a medical kit?” I draw the line at undressing in front of him. My legs in particular might be torn up under my slacks, but there’s no way I’m sitting in my underwear while he dabs at my wounds.

      “Bathroom.” He points to the closet room next to the bedroom.

      “What about you?” I say as I glance down. His stitches are a mess and blood from his old wound is already running down his leg. “Let me at least re-stitch you first.”

      “No, it’s fine.”

      “Doesn’t look fine.” In fact, it looks downright awful.

      He shakes his head “I can handle it.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Are you sure?”

      He nods. “Here.” He grabs a towel and hands it to me. “If you want to use the shower. Shout if you need anything.”

      Then I let him usher me into the bathroom, closing the door.

      I note there’s no lock as I quickly get undressed and rummage in his bathroom cabinet. I’m surprised at the considerable stock of medicines and painkillers he has given his adverse reaction to taking drugs. Then I notice that none of the bottles have ever been opened. Not a single seal is broken. Talk about paranoia.

      I sit on the edge of the tub to check and treat my injuries. Luckily, since I was wearing slacks, the scratches and bruises are minimal. They don’t even hurt. It’s my ankle that’s worse. It’s slightly puffy though hurting less than it was. I wiggle it a few times and it smarts but nothing to cry home about. No permanent damage. A soak in the shower might help.

      It takes me a minute to try to work out how to turn the shower on. Twisting all knobs seems to work and in no time at all, a cascade of hot water is easing the tension from my aching body.

      It feels glorious.

      As does the thought of Darius. Knowing he’s just next door, with nothing but a flimsy unlocked door between us, has my heart thudding in my ears. The walls are super thin, I can practically hear him moving about in the other room. At least he’s moving and not passed out from blood loss.

      I believed him when he told me he could handle the stitching himself—I don’t doubt for a minute, Darius knows what to do.

      Of course, he knows what to do…

      At that wild and dark thought, I shiver. And as I wash my body, I imagine Darius’s hands running over me the same way. I could ask him to join me and then I won’t have to imagine it.

      Such thoughts are the reason I keep getting into trouble. But why not? We’re adults and both single. I’m single at least…

      Fucking hell, I need to focus on what just happened with that asshole who ambushed me, not my deepest, most intimate desires.

      But now that I’ve been there, I can’t get the image of Darius’s naked, powerful, battle-ravaged body, all lathered up and dripping wet, next to mine. Memories of him looking at me like he wants to devour me has my hands sliding down my wet body, caressing, teasing. I give off a soft moan. In the back of my head, I know that if I can hear him, he can definitely hear me.

      But I don’t care anymore. If this is the closest I can get to having Darius, it will have to do.

      In my mind, I’m staring into his pale blues as he leans in, the heat of him dripping onto me as his lips find mine. Then, I’m tasting him under the water, imagining the feeling of his stubble against my neck as he plants hot kisses there and down my body. The thought of him, all aroused, wet, and solid, pressed up against me, sends shudders throughout my core as I imagine him, finally, sliding inside me beneath the torrents of the shower as the steam billows around us.

      My hand has migrated lower without me even realizing. Slowly, I open up my thighs, quivering as heat gives way to the feeling of ecstasy, I slide my fingers to where I want to be touched. The hot water, enveloping my body in the way I want Darius to hold me, drowns out the nearly inaudible sound I can’t help but make.

      Or maybe not.

      A knock at the door startles me. “Are you alright in there?” Darius asks through the door.

      Shit. He must have heard me.

      I consider, for the briefest moment, inviting him in. Then I chicken out. This is Darius. My dad’s second and my brother’s best friend. Okay, not best friend, but they were close. He looked out for Dylan like he was a brother. And me his little sister. As much as I had a crush on him when I was a teenager, this is not how I imagined it would play out; Darius losing his memory, Dylan going missing, and me… pretending to be something I’m not.

      I close my eyes. “I’m fine,” I say, it comes out a little breathless. After a few seconds, I hear him turn away from the door.

      I want Darius. But what I want and what I need to do are very different things.

      I turn the shower off and then dry myself. My skin tingles wherever the towel goes, and there’s a sensation that I might combust at any second. In the steamed-up mirror, I can just about see that my eyes are bright. My face feels hot and between my legs there’s an ache I can’t ignore, I’m burning up inside from just thinking about the fighter in the next room. Fuck knows what would have happened if I had invited him in.

      Deep inside, the regret and loss of him hurts.

      I don’t have to miss him for too long though. As I open the door, wearing the spare sweats and t-shirt Darius found for me, he’s standing there in the doorway, dripping wet, entirely naked save for a towel wrapped around his waist. My eyes travel over his unexpected, utterly gorgeous body and my mouth opens. I go to say something, but nothing comes out.

      At first.

      Then…

      “How did you…You’re wet?” Is all I manage to say.

      “I took a shower at the gym when it became obvious you were going to be hours. Did you get what you needed?” he asks, eyes roving over me as they darken, changing from aqua to deep blue, a smug smile easing on to his face the entire time.

      As all the bad thoughts I’ve been imagining come out to play, plaguing my mind, all my common sense goes out the window. The smell of him freshly showered washes over me like a cool summer breeze on a hot day, making my mouth water.

      Screw it, I’m done with being good.

      I lick my lips and as my eyes collide with his with such a molten heat, I know he must be done with it too.

      I shake my head. “No, not all…” I croak, admiring his abs, seemly carved from myth and legend. “Maybe you can help me?”

      Then I take a step forward without hobbling and pull up my t-shirt, letting it fall to the floor, all but daring him to drop his towel. He stares at me for a few seconds longer, like a beast starved, as the air in the cold room makes my nipples perk up and harden.

      “You don’t want this,” he says finally, shaking his head. “You deserve better.”

      What the fuck? Not what I was expecting.

      “No one is better than you,” I say, meaning it. I take another step toward him, the desire inside making me bold.

      “I won’t be the one to hurt you. You need to rest.”

      “Oh, so you’re the doctor now?” I say, growing bolder. “Let me decide what hurts and what doesn’t.” Then I add playfully. “Maybe I like a little pain.”

      His eyes widen, a low growl filling his throat.

      Then he draws closer, so close I can feel the heat of his skin against mine.

      “Don’t make me hurt you.” His voice is a caress, teasing me from the inside out.

      “Don’t you want me?” I ask, trembling before him. He all but towers over me making me feel small.

      “You know, I've wanted you ever since I first laid eyes on you,” he says, in a way that makes my insides knot.

      I bet I’ve wanted you longer.

      “Then come and get me.” I challenge him.

      He shakes his head but offers me a sly smile as he does. “If you’re not afraid. You first.”

      So, I reach for him, pulling off his towel at last. I’m not disappointed to see he’s huge and already rock hard. He tugs at the waistband of my sweats.

      “Get on the bed.”

      The submissive in me obeys, crawling on to it, enjoying the feel of the cotton sheets on my bare skin. He climbs on after me and flips me over. I groan as he tugs off my sweats, leaving me completely naked for him. Then he lowers his warm, partially wet, body over me so I can feel the hard length of him pressing against my core. Just like I imagined, but better.

      His hot breath mingles with mine as he leans in and kisses me soft and hard, then deep, running his hands through my hair. His tongue slips inside my mouth, teasing my own, driving my sense wild as his lips flutter over my throat, teasing kisses slowly all the way down my neck.

      This is what I’ve been craving my whole life.

      “I want you,” I say, breaking the spell to look into his eyes.

      He looks down at me, eyes fierce with a need matching my own. “You have me. Hold on to the bed and don’t let go until I tell you to.”

      I do as he says, curling my fists around the cold iron of the bed frame. Then, as if in a dream, his sweet mouth finds my breasts. He takes one of my nipples in his mouth and rolls his tongue sensually over the bud, gently biting, pulling, and sucking until pleasure meets pain. All the while, his hands explore my shaking body, stroking lower and lower as my own fingers dig into his damp skin.

      I close my eyes, letting everything dissolve away but him.

      “Rae, you’re fucking beautiful. I’m going to taste every inch of you.”

      Darius shifts on top of me, slowly working his way down my body again, trailing hot kisses as he goes. This time I watch him as he devours me, the heat of his breath burning me up inside. He pushes my legs apart and his fingers slide into the slick wetness hidden between my thighs, I can’t help but let out a moan.

      “Fuck, you’re tight. Open for me, baby,” I hear him growl.

      Obeying, I spread my legs and feel his fingers stretch and dip into me, deeper. The heat and sensation of him where my mind had him only moments ago, has me gasping for air, causing my entire body to tremble.

      This man will be the death of me.

      I’m not ready for his warm, wet tongue slipping inside, stroking me like a wave, pulling me beneath the surface. He teases me hard and all I know is the feel of Darius licking me out, tasting every inch of me. His touch ignites my soul, driving me to the edge of reason as the pleasure builds.

      “I’m going to come,” I say, with my hands twisting round the cold metal.

      And then a monsoon of pleasure rushes from the tips of my fingers to my toes. I feel the air leave my lungs as I cry out and goosebumps prickle across my skin. My body has become so light, so free.

      Then his lips are on mine. I can’t help but give another soft moan as I taste myself on him—it makes me want him even more desperately than I already do. One orgasm is not enough. My body burns as he rubs his body over mine, crushing me with his weight as we kiss.

      Fuck, I’m aching for him. I need him inside me now.

      “Can I let go now?”

      He smirks. “You can let go.”

      I reach for him but all he does is lie down next to me, pulling me back into his embrace and nuzzling my neck so that he’s spooning me from behind.

      “What about you?”

      “Let’s leave it there. It’s been a crazy night,” he rumbles at me.

      I say nothing because he doesn’t know me at all.  I’ll just want him even more in the morning.

      Trying not to sulk, I wriggle back into him so we’re as close as we can be. The way we’re molded together, I can feel his erection solid between us, intensifying my need for him. At least I know he still wants me.

      “Where the fuck did you come from, Rae?” he half growls, half whispers into my skin, nipping me on the shoulder gently.

      As sleep lulls me from all sides, I squeeze my eyes shut instead of answering him, the words I want to say resounding loudly in my head.

      If only you remembered, Darius.
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      Light streams through the window, letting me know it’s morning.

      As Rae lies there beside me, billows of her raven hair spills across the pillow like some magnificent crown, and I fight the urge to bury my face in thighs and tease her awake. But I don’t. Instead, I watch her sleep and dream. She snores a little, making me grin to myself like the fucking fool I am.

      She didn’t answer me last night, but I know that I know her from somewhere.

      After a few more minutes, I breathe deeply, stretching, and then sit up, running my fingers through my hair. I have the urge to piss, so I get up and go to the bathroom. When I come back into the main room, she’s still fast asleep in dreamland.

      I glance at the clock. It’s getting late.

      The Twins will be arriving soon, and Rae should not be in my apartment when they get here. If I am falling for her, entirely too fast and entirely too hard, it’s better if they have no idea just how much. I grab my shorts off the chair and as I do her bag falls to the floor, its contents scattering everywhere. I bend to clean up, putting everything back in when I come across her ID. The picture of her on it is super cute, but that’s not what stops me. It’s a medical student ID, for this semester at some fancy ivy league university.

      The name on the ID is Grace Hunter. Rae must be a shortened version of her first name. Hunter, though? Why does that seem familiar?

      Sighing, I put it back in her bag and then sit back down on the bed, reaching out to place a hand upon her shoulder.

      As I shake her awake, her eyes spring open and she smiles when she sees me, staring up at me with those astonishing blue-gray eyes. I so badly want to tunnel down beneath the sheets, spread her legs, and make her scream again. I’m getting hard just thinking about it.

      I shake my head. She’s a fucking child, Darius. Get your dick under control and send her home.

      I lean in and kiss those soft lips, breathing in the scent of her; essence of jasmine and peppermint. As the kiss deepens, I draw my fingers up through her hair and I cradle her head. She sighs as though content.

      “You’re not one of us, are you?” I say, after we break the kiss.

      She gives me an amused look and settles back, propping her head up by her elbow.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “You didn’t even try to defend yourself when you were being attacked, back there in the alley...”

      She frowns. “What are you saying?”

      I give another sigh. “I mean, you’re not used to these streets, hanging around the Twins. This isn’t you. Why are you here?”

      “You know…” she starts then huffs, drawing her long black strands out of her eyes and letting them cascade down against the side of her angelic face. “You don’t own me. I can be here if I want to be.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her, almost busting out with laughter. “Is that right? So, if you get attacked on the street again, you’re just going to lie down and fucking take it?”

      “What the fuck. You know nothing about me.”

      “I know enough. You’re out of your depth here. You can’t just decide you want to slum it because mommy and daddy aren’t giving you any attention.”

      Her eyes narrow at me. “You didn’t seem to be complaining last night.”

      “I’m not talking about me. That date you went on, he could have…” I tail off. I’m not explaining it the best way. Probably best to just come out and say it. “You should be at school. This is no place for someone like you.”

      I’m no guy for someone like you.

      Like a storm cloud rising, her eyes darken. I can almost taste her fury. “Go fuck yourself.”

      “I’m just calling it out as I see it. You know I’m right.” I say, wanting to kiss the anger out of her but stopping myself in time. This is what it must feel like to be in the eye of the storm. She can’t stay. This world would break her, and I won’t let that happen.

      She glares but the anger is evaporating quickly only to be replaced by a cool assuredness. “You’re so far from the truth you can’t even see what’s right in front of you.”

      “Okay, I’ll bite. What am I missing? Why are you really here?”

      She stares me in the eyes. “It’s none of your fucking business.”

      I cock a brow.

      She considers me for a long moment. At last, she lets out a defeated sigh, looking up at me again, her guard slightly lower.“Fine,” she says finally. “If you must know I’m looking for my brother.”

      “Your brother?” I ask, intrigued.

      “Dylan Hunter, a pit fighter like you. He used to fight in the eastern arenas until he got himself involved with the Twins. His last fight was at The Pit. I knew he lost that night; I just don’t know if he survived. He disappeared without any explanation after.”

      And it all starts to make sense; her questions, her innocence.

      “You came here to find him.”

      She nods, and then lifts her eyes to mine. “Don’t say anything to Elias or Alexei. They have no idea.”

      “What does your family think about this?”

      “Screw them, it’s their fault he was fighting in the first place.”

      I rack my brains to think of a fighter called Hunter but all I see in my mind’s eye are dead bodies. I could’ve been the one to slaughter her brother.

      I toss her ID at her. “And how was it that you managed to sneak into the fight club as a qualified doctor in the first place?” The Twins won’t take lightly to her lying her way in.

      “I guess I got lucky,” she says with a shrug. “Once I managed to fabricate a fake ID, I got the job easily. I’m top of my class.”

      I’m pretty sure the short skirt helped more than her being top of her class, but I don’t say that.

      “Fuck, Rae,” I say, admiring her audacity yet feeling exasperated at the same time. “We need to keep a tight lid on this. If anyone finds out…”

      “Trust me, I know. That dickhead from last night—”

      “You mean the guy who tried to mug you or date you?” I start.

      “He wasn’t your average mugger.”

      “So that fucker was your date.” The fury is back, making my voice raise.

      She frowns and lets out a breath. “Stop saying that. He wasn’t a real date. He was just some guy who said he could help.”

      “Help find your brother?”

      She sniffs, clearly annoyed with me for some reason. “I’ve been asking around as discretely, you know, probing for information as to the whereabouts of my brother. I got a message from an ex-fighter; said he knew what I was looking for. When I got there, he straight up tried to rob me. When I screamed and kneed him in the balls, he tried to steal my bag.”

      I can’t help but shake my head. “You’re lucky I came along.”

      “I was handling him.”

      “You were doing shit and you know it. You need to go home.”

      She glares at me, shaking her head. “Not without my brother.”

      I sigh, why did I think this was going to be easy. “If I help you find out what happened to your brother, will you stop digging and just go home?”

      She nods and relief washes over me.

      “It’s not going to be straight forward,” I say. “A lot of people go missing in The Pit all the time or decide this life is better than the one they came from.”

      She sucks in a breath. “Is that what happened to you?”

      I give her a look. Now is not the time to talk about my pitiful past.

      “I just told you everything about me. If you wanted to rat me out to the Twins, I couldn’t stop you. Don’t you think it’s only fair to share your secrets with me?” she urges.

      “What do you want to know?”

      She shrugs. “How did you end up working for those two assholes? Did you wake up one day and think… oh I’d like to  kill someone and get paid to do it?”

      Her words are like fucking arrows, going straight for the heart. “Who the fuck knows. My memory only goes so far back a few years or so. Before that, there’s absolutely nothing.”

      She gives me a dubious look. “What? So nothing, as in completely blank nothing? You honestly don’t remember who you were before this at all?”

      “I know I was a fighter; I can’t deny my body knows how to move. And I have these scars…” I gesture to my chest.

      She traces the faint lines with her fingers and then stares at me with eyes like two bottomless pools; if I’m not careful, I’ll fall so far and so deep into them and I won’t come out again.

      “Do you think…it’s like amnesia?” she asks after a pause, her brow furrowed, hands still upon me.

      “Maybe. It’s possible,” I croak. Trying to ignore the feel of her fingers and what it’s doing to my groin. Now is not the time, Darius. “Retrograde amnesia is the closest thing I can think to compare it to. When I woke up at the clinic a few years back, Elias was there when I came round to tell me I’d been knocked out during training with him, and had been unconscious for days. Apparently, they’d been worried sick. I had no idea who he was. It turns out, the drugs the docs gave me to help reduce the swelling of my brain, wiped my memory.”

      “And you didn’t think to check out this for a fucking fact?” Rae exclaims.

      “Why would I?” I say, feeling stupid for even saying it. She has a fucking point. The Twins do not worry about anyone but themselves.

      “Oh my fucking God, so you really don't have no clue who you are?”

      I grimace. “It doesn’t matter, I’ve given up on my old life anyway, whatever it was. It’s enough that I know what I enjoy and don’t enjoy. I’m still me however you look at it.”

      Rae continues to glare for a moment, seemingly deep in thought, and then sits up in the bed.

      “We need to go down to the clinic,” she says.

      “What, now?”

      “I want to check something in the club medical database.”

      “Why the fuck would you want to do that now?” I ask, pissed off at her reaction to what I’ve never told anyone.

      She nods as she slides off the bed. I watch her traipse naked across the room, temporarily forgetting about any of our problems as her glorious, perfectly pert butt cheeks dance for me with every step. I’m hard again as she bends to retrieve her clothes from the floor. She looks at me as she starts to get dressed, eyes shining.

      “I want to get some spare clothes. I can’t turn up for work like this.” She gestures to her half naked body. “And I want to try and look you up and see if your record history has the blow to the head Elias said you had. If it’s there, then…”

      “The Twins might be telling the truth?” I say, brow raised.

      “Exactly!” It dawns on me then, just how much of a genius she is.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      First thing I notice as we get down to sub-level one, is that the door to the clinic is already open.

      “Did you lock up last night?” I say, slowing down my pace.

      “Yes, why?” She looks over and falters. Before she can rush toward the door, I make a motion for her to stop and be quiet. It’s still early, too early for the Twins to have arrived or any of the night staff.

      I step cautiously until I’m level with the frosted glass, and peer around the door. The whole place is trashed. As I move inside, all I see are box files upturned, papers littering the floor, and broken glass almost everywhere—someone was looking for something.

      “Shit! What the hell?” Rae appears in the doorway, eyes wide and horrified.

      “Don’t come in just yet,” I say to her as I pick my way across the debris. I check the back room and bathroom to make sure the place is completely empty before coming back to the main examination room.

      “Whoever it was is long gone. Looks like they were looking for something. Is anything missing, do you know?”

      Rae shakes her head. “I don’t know, maybe. Shit! How did they get in?”

      “All the windows and doors are still intact. It looks like they had a key.”

      Rae frowns and then rummages around in her bag. “My keys, they’re gone.” She sighs and rubs her hand her over face. “Oh fuck, that guy from last night… we forgot to call the police. He must have swiped them? Shall I call Elias and Alexei?”

      I think about it for a moment, then shake my head. “No, let’s keep this to ourselves for now. Let’s just clean up, see if anything is missing.”

      

      It doesn’t take long to straighten everything out and right the room. Nothing seems to be missing, strangely. Rae gets changed and then sits at her desk, turning on to her computer.

      “Are you checking the database?” I ask, coming up beside her.

      “Yes,” she says, continuing to tap as a search bar comes up on the screen. “We're supposed to record each and every injury sustained, and treatment recommended for every fighter that comes into the clinic. If your injury was caused at the club, it should be in here.”

      She types my name quickly and hits enter. A picture of me shows up on screen along with various data points. A lot of it is blank. She scrolls down to the section showing medical history and selects ‘all archived records.’ “The system defaults to the last year of data so I need to access the archives for anything earlier,” she explains.

      She clicks a few more buttons and then she frowns.

      “What the hell?”

      “What?” I ask, craning my neck to look over her shoulder.

      “I found you,” she says. “Except... it’s not letting me access your archived files.”

      ACCESS DENIED, HIGHER AUTHORIZATION NEEDED flashes up in red.

      “Is that normal?” I ask, a sinking feeling beginning to spread in the pit of my stomach.

      “No,” Rae says, shaking her head. “I’ve never had it happen to me before until now. Not once... I have only been here a couple of weeks though.”

      “Maybe the system is down?” I offer, grasping at straws.

      “Maybe.” She starts tapping again.

      “What happens when you look up your brother on there?”

      “No results,” she says with a sigh. “Trust me, I’ve tried”

      “Do you have a picture of him?”

      She grabs her phone, swipes a few times, and then turns the screen toward me. Smiling into the camera, with his arm around Rae, is a man around my age with steel blue-gray eyes and hair as jet black as Rae’s.

      “Do you recognize him?”

      I shake my head. For a moment, I felt something, a familiar thread of memory. But as soon as I tried to bring it to the surface, it dissolved away.

      I sigh and run my fingers through my hair. Inside, I feel like I want to punch something. Usually at this time of day I’m training, burning the excess energy away on the bag. All this talk about my nonexistent past is pissing me off.

      “Okay,” she says, standing up and pacing the room. “So, something is up. My brother is missing, and I was attacked by someone promising to deliver information about him but instead they wanted the keys to the clinic. Your entire life looks to have been erased and the medical information we need to prove it is being held under lock and key…”

      “My entire life hasn’t been erased,” I snap at her. Why the fuck is she so intent on digging up my past? I don’t see how this connects to her missing brother.

      “We don't know that. Someone out there doesn’t want us to know what happened to you.”

      “Or this could all just be a coincidence?” I say, maybe a little too coldly. I’m tired and I need to train. I can feel my body starting to buzz with the need to hit something.

      “No. It’s not. Whoever is orchestrating this has something to lose,” says Rae. “Otherwise, why go to all the trouble?” She rubs her chin, deep in thought. “At least we know it’s not the Twins.”

      “Because?”

      “They don’t need to break in here. They have a key…” Her eyes narrow and lose focus. She’s ignoring me now, in some kind of place in her head that I can’t reach. “I need to check out the Twins’ apartment. I saw someone strange driving into their garage last night.”

      “No fucking way,” I say, more forcibly than I mean to. “No more snooping around. After what happened last night, you need to lay low, keep on doing your job. If anyone should do the investigating, it should be me.”

      Her brow furrows. “Because I’m a girl?”

      “Because…” I try to come up with an answer she’ll accept. “I already know what the Twins want. I can use that as leverage.”

      “What do they want?”

      “Bigger, bloodier fights. They draw in more of a crowd.”

      “Bloodier? No, that’s too dangerous.”

      I elevate one of my brows. “Hardly…And they’ll owe me if I agree to it. I can use that to find out about your brother,” I say, brushing off her dangerous comment.

      She narrows her eyes, her nose doing that cute wrinkling thing. “Why would you do that for me?”

      I shake my head, breathing out any frustration building.“Just   let me do this for you. I want to help.”

      She pauses, looking at me as though considering me for a long moment. “Darius Reyes, you’re not at all what I expected.”

      It’s my turn to look at her strangely. “Wait… Who?”
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      Another Friday night comes around quickly. I’m thoroughly exhausted at the end of my shift when I receive a text from Zac—a less threatening, more concerned text.

      
        
        
        Rae, if you ever want to come home, you can. No questions, no recriminations.

      

        

      

      I should call him and my mother, I really should. But with everything that’s happened so far, I’ve been preoccupied. Like with seducing Darius.

      I still can’t get over that I let him taste every part of me. It doesn’t feel real. It’s almost like I imagined it. I mean, Darius isn’t chasing me for another repeat. He’s stone-cold been avoiding me ever since. It shouldn’t have happened in the first place but I expected something to change between us and it hasn’t. If anything he’s more distant than before.

      To his credit, Darius has laid off doing some serious damage to his opponents, much to Elias’s annoyance. Tonight’s fight could have been bloody; a triple feature, three fights back to back. They made it bigger and bloodier alright. Some of the injuries I’d treated on the other fighters will be sure to give me nightmares. But Darius didn’t kill them. He just knocked his opponents clean out. Another condition of the new format. Darius’s idea.

      Why do I like that he’s trying to change?

      Fuck. I’m so screwed.

      I keep messing up here. Like letting it slip that I know Darius’s real name.

      
        
        “Reyes?”

        Shit. My heart feels like it's dropped into my throat. He does know his own last name, right?

        “Oh, isn’t that your last name? I thought you said it was?” I say, in what I hope is a light and breezy tone.

        He furrows his brow, blue orbs threatening to see through my lies. “No. Not that I know of.”

        “So, tell me, what is your last name?” I try to deflect.

        “I don't have one.”

        “How can you not have one?”

        “Maybe I did. It says Archer on the fight card every Saturday night, but that’s not my name. I honestly don't remember it,” he says, curtly.

        I give him a blank look. “You’re kidding me, right?”

        He shakes his head. “No. I needed one, so… Reyes where have I heard that before?”

        Fuck. “Hmm, ignore what I said, I must have heard wrong.” I collect my bag and spare clothes, then head to the computer to switch it off, only too aware of Darius watching me strangely while I chat about what I need to do for the rest of the day, how hungry I am… anything to change the subject.

        I wait for him to bring Reyes up again, but he doesn't. He seems different though now we’re no longer in his room, colder than this morning.

        I've known him as a Reyes my entire life, if only he knew it too.

        

      

      The memory of that strained conversation has me cringing at best. How was I to know he didn’t know his own fucking name. He must see himself as the one and only ‘Darius’… like ‘Cher’ and ‘Prince’. It’s ridiculous. He’s a grown man, how did he not try to regain his memories.

      Hell, Rae, why don’t you just tell him already? He knows about Dylan anyway.

      As much as I want to tell him, I’m aware it will open up a can of eels. He might remember what happened and side with the Twins, like he did the first time around. Or if he doesn’t remember, he might change his mind about helping me. We hardly know each other if you discount the first fifteen years of my life when he was practically part of the family. Trust isn’t something that’s grown over night, especially not on the coat tails of amnesia.

      I will tell Darius…just not before I’ve done what I came here to do.

      I need to find my brother first and get the hell out of here before Zac gives into my mother like he always does and hunts me down, and I inadvertently start a war.

      Crap, I should really message Zac. Although, war is probably what’s needed here.

      I’m halfway through tidying away the gauze packets and surgical tools, getting my phone out to reply to Zac, to reassure him, to tell him that I’m fine and that I’ll call him tomorrow, when I see something glint at me from under the filing cabinet.

      I slide my phone into my jean pocket, promising in my head to reply to him later, and get on the floor to peer under the cabinet. Dust bunnies assail me as I scoop my hand under pulling the glinting object out.

      It's a brooch in the shape of a rook much like the one I’ve seen on the Twins’ company logo, looking very ancient and very expensive. It could belong to the brothers, although clearly, it’s a feminine brooch.

      I’ll have to ask Elias, maybe he dropped it here at some point.

      I slip the brooch into my white coat pocket and take a minute to finalize some notes before changing, turning out the lights and locking up with a spare set of keys. I did think about changing the locks, but then I’d have to explain to Elias and Alexei what happened. Since I don’t plan on staying here long and whoever broke in has already had the run of the place, fessing up and forking out for new locks seems like overkill.

      I’m texting Darius to meet me after the fight when in the middle of the hallway, I hear a noise. I spin around, heart jumping in my chest, to face an empty corridor.

      There's no one there.

      It’s probably just my imagination.

      Panic grabs me, rising up just below the surface, prickling the hairs along my arms and the back of my neck. I push it down, enough to slow my racing heart and still the feeling of fear in my veins. It wouldn’t do to freak out right now even though I want to.

      Ever since that guy outright attacked me, I’ve been a little skittish. And now, with the distinct lack of Darius time, my confidence seems to have gone into hibernation mode. Annoyed with myself for being afraid of shadows, I complete my message to Darius.

      While we didn’t plan on keeping to our usual routines—me working late hours at the clinic and Darius training every hour of every day—it made sense to keep things normal. But since the morning after the attack, we’ve hardly spoken and I’ve no idea what's going through his head. I trusted him when he said he’d find my brother but I need to know how he’s going to help because I’m still in the dark about that one.

      I’m also missing him a bit.

      Okay, a lot.

      A stray memory of Darius’s kiss tingles, sending hot flutters all over and down to my toes. My body reacts making me shiver. Whatever happened between the two of us has left me crazy with desire for him. More so than before. At least then I never knew what I was missing. Now…

      Hell. I’m glad we stopped and didn’t go any further. But the feeling of regret of not having gone all the way has been running through me for a while now. It might have been my only chance to be with him.

      I close my eyes and inhale, letting my chest expand, and then let it all out. I can’t be mooning over Darius when I see him. I need to focus.

      I’m torn out of my internal conflict by a hand clamping over my shoulder. I spin around as my vision adjusts allowing me to see a silhouette of someone in the dimly-lit corridor.
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      “So, you’re Elias’s new muse, I thought you'd be a lot prettier.” A woman my age with ruby-red hair and steel-gray eyes smirks. Her lips are coated with fire-engine-red lipstick to compliment her striking eyes.

      Red hair, red lips. I’ve seen her before.

      “I know you,” I say. “I mean, I’ve seen you before, outside the Twins’ apartment.”

      She grins. “Yes, that was me. I saw you too. We had a little moment, I like to think. I must apologize for scaring you just now, but stalking outside your clinic is the only way to get you alone on a busy night like this.”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “I can’t imagine the resemblance is wholly apparent, but I’m the Twins’ elder sister—”

      “—Nadine Lexington,” I finish for her.

      “Ah, so you have heard of me?”

      Who hasn’t? She’s a style icon, an heiress with enough bodies behind her to have an army of the dead, a black widow set to inherit her fifth fortune, oh and a bitch, all rolled into one. I let what I think of her show in my eyes and she just laughs.

      “That bad, huh? Tabloids, they always get it wrong you know. I didn’t kill my last husband.”

      I raise a brow. “Just the last one?”

      She gives a sad smile. “I loved him, if you can believe it. Anyway, I’m not here to talk about me, as seductive as that sounds, I’m here to see if we can help each other.”

      “Why would I do anything for you?”

      “If you want to keep your little tryst with the fighter a secret, you’ll do exactly what I ask.”

      How does she know that?

      I stare at her and then laugh, I can’t help it. “Tell who you want. I don’t care.”

      She sighs. “You think Elias will take lightly to Darius’s betrayal? Eli and Lexi have been known to get hot-headed from time to time. I’d hate for anything to happen to your boyfriend.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend. I don’t give a shit about him,” I say, but the words sound weak, even to my own ears.

      “Oh? Then you won’t mind if I tell Elias.”

      Then it dawns on me. She called me Elias’s muse. Does she think I’m Elias’s girlfriend or something? “I don’t know what you think is going on with me and Elias, but he’s my boss, nothing more than that.”

      “Oh, I know that, my dove. When you told Elias you had a date, I knew it was one-sided. But here, in his place of business, you belong to Elias. Darius should know that.”

      “Even if you tell them, it won’t change anything. I’m not that important.”

      “Are you willing to risk it?”

      “Yes,” I lie. The moment I can get away from this psycho, I'm calling Zac. If I have to tell him what I know then I will, if only to keep Darius out of it. ’Now if that’s all you’ve got to say, I need to be on my way.”

      She sighs. “You're tougher to crack than I thought. I was going to offer to help you too.”

      “A second ago you were blackmailing me and now you want to help?”

      “True, I can be a touch melodramatic at times. Look, I know you don’t know me, but I do want to help.”

      I narrow my eyes. “How?”

      “A little birdie tells me you’re looking for your brother. He’s sorry, by the way, your date. He was set up by Alexei, so it seems. The evil twin suspects you’re not who you say you are.”

      “If Alexei was the one who set me up, why do you know all about it?”

      “We’re family.”

      “Sorry?”

      “We, my siblings and I, can’t help but try to fuck each other over. Elias likes you so Alexei hates you. It stands to reason it was Alexei if it wasn’t me. You have a large family yourself don’t you? You know how it is?”

      Disbelief must still show on my face because she rolls her eyes and sighs.

      “Look, you think you know my brothers, but you don’t know our family. There are five of us who will inherit a share of my parents’ wealth, each Lexington will also get a stake in any enterprise founded from the family fortune. A few of us suspect the Twins are, or at least one of them is, selling us out. Trading at the black-market auction in return for cold hard cash. Unfortunately, I don’t know what they’re trading or have enough details to take action. I suspect they’re trading flesh. Suspecting isn’t enough in a family where no one trusts the other. When I heard you were looking for your brother, I thought he might be one of the fighters sold. If you help me, we might find your brother, or at least find out what happened to him.”

      I take a second to digest what she’s saying. “Wait, you think my brother was sold?” The very thought makes my blood run cold.

      She nods. “It’s a possibility.”

      “But you don't know for certain?”

      She shakes her head. “All I want is to know which brother of mine is double-crossing our family.”

      She might be lying, even so this is the first real lead I've got. I can’t ignore it. I don’t believe how she found out about my true intentions for being here, but the fact that she knows now can’t be changed.

      “Okay, why are you telling me this? You said you need my help? What do you need me to do that you can’t?”

      “You can get close to Elias in a way a sister can’t.”

      I frown at her. “I’m not close to Elias.”

      “No, but he likes you. It’s easy to manipulate someone who has a little crush, no?”

      I think of Darius. “Maybe. Surely there’s a better way? Can’t you just ask to see the books?”

      “No, I’ve tried. I have no authority to see the books and they are much too careful at keeping their guard up around me. And when they’re not, Elias and Alexei won’t even let me in the club. I’m not even meant to be here.”

      “They let you into their apartment last night.”

      “Eventually, after I stalked them outside for two hours. Their apartment is as far as I’m officially allowed and only at their grace. Regardless, I need hard evidence. Elias keeps a copy of the office key around his neck on a chain. Sad way to accessorize if you ask me but easier for us. Now, if you can get me the key…”

      My shoulders tense. “No. No way am I stealing from a Lexington twin.”

      “Not even to save your brother?”

      “You don’t even know if my brother is mixed up in this.”

      “I know that fighters are missing, no bodies, no funeral, and the company is expected to pay out damages. Those damages are supposed to be part of my inheritance.”

      “My family didn’t get damages.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “Oh? Seems like my family isn’t the only one double-crossing each other.”

      “You’re saying my family got paid off?” This just keeps getting worse.

      “I can send you evidence that The Pit paid for and wiped your father’s debt. If I do that will you consider my offer?”

      “You want me to somehow get a key from around Elias’s neck?” At the thought of it, my heart pounds and thoughts whirl around inside my head.

      “You don’t have to steal it. All I’m asking is that you get me an imprint of the key. I can take it from there.”

      “What about Alexei? Doesn’t he have a key?”

      She cocks her head. “Oh, you prefer Alexei, do you?”

      “No, but he must have a key. Where does he keep his?” Not that stealing from Alexei is any better.

      “I’ve no idea. Alexei is a secretive little shit. Elias, on the other hand…” She sighs. “Look, if I didn’t need you, I wouldn’t ask. But I swear that if you do this, and we find out absolutely nothing, I’ll still help you and your lover leave here without retribution.”

      “And how on earth would you manage that?”

      She purses her lips. “It might not be my club, but I’m still a Lexington, darling.”

      “I’ll… need to think about it,” I say finally. There’s no way I’m helping her. What she’s talking about is suicide.

      But what if this is the only way to find out what happened to Dylan?

      The corner of her mouth curls up and I feel something shoved into my hand. A card.

      “Here is my number. Call me when you’re ready.”

      A waft of cold breezes over me as she opens an external door, flooding the corridor with outside air. She looks over her shoulder, framed in the doorway.

      “Although, don’t think on it too long. I hear a big fight is to be held soon. One your lover might not walk away from.”

      And with that, she stalks off into the darkness, leaving the door to slam shut, enveloping me in her floral scent and the chills of nighttime.
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      Thoughts of Rae follow me around. I can’t stop thinking about her all the way up to the fight on Friday night, and I can’t stop thinking about her in the gym the next morning.

      Or should I say thoughts of what I did to her brother.

      My blood turned to ice the moment Rae showed me the screen of her phone. I hadn’t lied to her when I told her I didn’t remember. My messed-up memory didn’t recall him at first. But how could I forget the wiry fighter with determination in his eyes who faced me in the cage months before Rae turned up.

      He was good but massively under-trained. I’ve no clue how he ended up as part of the undercard for a big fight, a rookie like him shouldn’t have been recruited in the first place. But he was keen. I remember admiring his tenacity and reserve. After a few rounds in, when it looked like he couldn’t take anymore, I knocked him clean out.

      I don’t know what happened to Hunter afterwards or if he even survived. I was on to my next fight trying not to die at the time. But when I didn’t see him backstage, in the clinic or in the changing room area, at the end of the night, I just assumed he didn’t make it.

      And now that I know he’s Rae’s brother, I need to be sure.

      I know I should tell her but what if it was me who killed him? I need to know what happened to him before I break the news to her. Really? How does that change anything? Surely, she has a right to know now even if it was me who killed him?

      Fuck. It’s all messed up.

      I’m halfway through my extended workout, heaving myself up on the pull-up bars, feeling my stomach burn like hell, when my phone dings.

      I fall to the floor, panting, allowing my muscles to ache for a gratifying moment before springing to my feet.

      It’s a message from Rae saying she needs to meet right now.

      Easier said than done.

      Keeping away from Rae all this time hasn’t been fucking easy. Mainly because I don’t want to. But having any weakness in this world is a dangerous thing, and Rae is fast becoming my Achilles’ Heel. Not that I care about what happens to me. I need to get Rae out of here. That’s all that matters.

      I drop my phone back onto the bench and turn it off. I just need to stay away.

      The gym door swings open, bringing me back to my senses. My bad mood escalates as soon as Elias strides in. I know it’s Elias because he has an extra lick in his hair on the right side, and he’s wearing an expensively tailored suit paired with a bright peacock-colored waistcoat.

      He’s all smiles as he comes over, but his eyes are viper sharp and full of darkness, not unlike mine.

      “You spoke to my brother, about the fight?”

      “I did.”

      His furtive, gray eyes try to stare me down. “Interesting caveat to throw in for next week’s fight, asking for a rematch. Who is this Hunter to you, anyway?”

      I return the look and grab my towel off the bench next to me. “Who knows, I picked him out of a hat.”

      “Are you sure he’s not a friend of yours?”

      I glance over at Elias, frowning. “I don’t know. Could have been before you screwed me every way from Sunday?”

      Elias smirks, recognizing our usual pattern of banter. “Memory still a bit fuzzy, Archer? Maybe you killed him already?”

      “I think I’d remember killing a rookie like that. Scraping the barrel with challengers for me lately, aren’t you?”

      “Just pick someone else so we can get on with the real business of making money. That one isn’t available.”

      I stop toweling myself. “Is he dead?”

      “That’s what I’m telling you.”

      “That’s not what Alexei told me. He checked the lists and said it wouldn’t be a problem.” Alexei said nothing of the sort, only that he’d consider my request. But he didn’t bat an eyelid when I mentioned Hunter’s name. He just stared at me with that dead look in his eyes, as though I was already six feet under ground and then signed the request.

      Like I say, Alexei is the one to worry about.

      “Well, my brother is wrong on this.”

      My nostrils flare as his tone spikes. He’s lying. I've no idea why, but he is. He’s also nervous, which is the only reason I press forward.

      That and he’s Elias, not Alexei.

      “My terms still stand. I’ll fight in your fucking circus, because that’s what it’s become, on one condition—I also fight Hunter as undercard before the main match. Your brother saw sense and is making it official as we speak.”

      “Is that your dying wish?”

      I nod, letting the resolution show in my eyes.

      “You’re in way over your head, you know that?” Heat simmers behind his usual mask of arrogance, with a shadow of fear that I’ve never seen before.

      What could possibly scare a Lexington?

      The fear is fleeting though, and after a pause he carries on. “Actually, I have a condition of my own…”

      “And what’s that?”

      “For the main event you fight us both.”

      “Both?” You and Alexei at the same damn time?” No fucking way. “You want me dead that badly? Why don’t you just hand me a length of rope now so I can kill myself without the whole damn arena watching?”

      An evil looking grin spreads onto his face. “How depressing. If that’s the way you flirt no wonder Rae’s been awfully quiet since her visit to your apartment the other day, I might take her out this evening to cheer her up.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickle and I growl a warning. “Don’t you fucking go near her.” The words come out thick in my throat and I can’t help but take a step forward.

      “Oh, you’re threatening me now? Good to know how you feel about our Little Saint. She’s barely twenty. Not even out of medical school yet. Did you know that? Lied about her age and her education. No matter. I selected her myself out of all the applicants. The one with the tightest ass on the cheapest payroll. One has to wonder if she’s a firecracker in the bedroom as well as the cage. She’d make quite the headline if  you don’t want to fight.”

      “I’m going to fucking kill you,” I say, the fury inside making it impossible to back down.

      A smug smile breaks out across Elias’s lips. “That’s all we’re asking for. Fight’s in three days. Don’t let us down.” I watch him walk away, still bristling with rage. I’m close to chasing after him, tearing his throat out. He’s fucking goading me and it’s working.

      Elias isn’t usually this much of a dick.

      Either Rae is frustrating the hell out of him or he’s spooked. My instinct says it’s the latter.

      I need to fight and win this one. If I don’t, It’s obvious what they’ll do to Rae and even more obvious now how I fucking feel about her.

      Fuck! I just majorly screwed up. So much for pretending nothing happened.

      At least Hunter isn’t dead. They’re making a huge fuss over me re-matching with him for some reason.

      With a sigh, I stand and rub my aching shoulders. The wound from the other day throbs a little, reminding me it’s not yet healed. Several thin, pink and tender scars show where the my last opponent slashed my side with the broken glass that was stuck to his gloves. I’m not healing as fast as I should. Maybe all these fights, all these years, have damaged me.

      I hope not. I’m going to have to rip the shit out of two dickheads soon. The whole night will be a battle of wills more than anything. Two fights; one I have to win without killing, and the other I have to win no matter what.

      I need to see Rae and tell her everything. I said I’d help find her brother but only half explained how. Even if she hates me, I want to see the look in her eyes when I tell her that her brother might still be alive.
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      Hot water strips me clean of sweat and savage thoughts. I stay in the shower longer than usual, enjoying the sensation of the spray beating down on my neck and backs of my shoulders.

      I’m just turning off the tap when a voice resounds throughout the changing rooms, one that shouldn’t be here.

      “Darius? Are you in here?”

      “Wait a sec. I’m in the shower.”

      I reach for the towel hanging on the back and rub the water off my face, before opening the cubicle door. I do a double take when I see Rae, dark blue-gray eyes trying not to take all of me in. She gives me a heated look, one that makes my cock hard in an instant. What that girl does to me….

      “I said to meet me in my apartment?”

      “You said somewhere private like your apartment. I figured it would be empty in here, save for you,“ she snorts as she twiddles her long black hair between her fingers. I have an urge to stride over there, grab her, and toss her over my knee. I also want to wind her silky locks around my fist, jerk her head back enough to make her yelp, and explore that sassy mouth of hers with my tongue.

      Right before I fuck her brains out.

      “There’s no one here, right?” she says, looking around wildly.

      Fuck, I want her so badly. I’m supposed to be staying away from her. The more I’m around her, the harder it is to say no… if she pushes me, I won’t be able to stop.

      “Go upstairs Rae, I’ll meet you after I’m finished here.” I’m too aware that this is the second time she’s caught me dripping wet without any clothes on.

      “No…” she says, recapturing me with her eyes, daring to take the whole view of me in this time. Her gaze draws over me from top to toe like an inferno igniting every cell and synapse, sparking me into life. If I was dead before, I’m reborn with just one lick of attention from her.

      I take a step closer and before I know it, I’m standing in front of her looking down. Her eyes are pale blue in this light. As if hearing my inner thoughts, she places a hand on my stomach tracing the pink scars there. I close my eyes, feeling her hands move gently, exploring.

      “Rae, don’t,” is all I manage to say in a gruff voice.

      When she doesn’t move, I reopen my eyes and look down to see her staring up at me with wide eyes and a frown marring her sweet face. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      Fuck. This brat will be the death of me.

      “If you stay, I won’t be able to control myself.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t care.”

      As she stands on her tiptoes, she leans in. She’s warm as her lips graze mine. Unable to hold back any longer, I grab her by the chin and claim her mouth, kissing her fiercely until all I can taste, smell, and feel is Rae.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Rae

          

        

      

    

    
      His embrace is like a storm, drawing me awake from a nightmare. Every caress of his tongue burns, every taste lights a fire within me. His scent fills my senses with dark promises. He smells familiar. Which is crazy as Darius left us long ago.

      A part of me fears what will happen if I go ahead with this. I know it won't break me. I won’t wither away from heartbreak. Instead, it will make me stronger, harder to kill. This is what it means to be a Hunter. What my dad meant when he said, ‘we seek the battle to become ever more victorious.’

      Earlier, I caved in and called my mother and told her everything. Early tomorrow I have to leave. I got what I wanted. My family are taking notice. Zac’s going to send someone to make a deal with Nadine. Mother’s right. Even though I’m a Hunter, I’m the only one left of our legacy. The pain of losing her only daughter after losing her son and husband would break my mother. I can’t do that to her.

      Darius doesn’t know yet but this is goodbye.

      Breathless, I pull away. Somehow, he’s tangled in my hair and my clothes are in disarray. His towel has already fallen to the floor. I stare at him, huge and beautiful, a god before me, and I want to worship him until my body breaks and my heart becomes whole again.

      Seconds pass and he’s just staring at me, drinking me in like a man dying of hunger and I’m his last meal. If this is the last time I get to have him, I want it to be a memory I’ll never forget.

      “Fuck me, Darius, before I change my mind.” I soften my words with a smile, while inside my heart has already shattered in two.

      “Are you sure?” he asks in a low voice.

      “I’ve never been more certain in my life.”

      He nods, eyes practically glowing.

      “Clothes off... I want to see all of you,” he says, his words sending quivers throughout my body. Even my soul is trembling.

      I start to strip off, teasing until I’m in my underwear and then that comes off too. Eventually I’m wearing nothing but my heart on my sleeve, open and vulnerable for all to see, while my eyes trace over every scar, every tattoo, and every part of his glorious body. He pulls me into his arms, drawing me onto him, pressing hard against me. Then he kisses me slowly, warming me from the inside out with his lips and tongue.

      I’m on the verge of losing all self-restraint when he leans in and whispers huskily in my ear. “Go into the shower and turn around, hands on the wall.”

      I nod and eagerly do as he asks, bracing against the wet wall, watching him advance over my shoulder. The thought of what he’s about to do sending a deep thrill down my spine.

      He comes up behind and moves my hair to the side, tracing his lips over my racing pulse as he reaches forward to open the faucet. A sudden spray of warm water collides with my back, shimmering over us like some ghostly veil. He massages my shoulders and breasts, bringing soft little moans out of me with every motion, while sliding lower and lower. When he reaches between my legs, the entire world falls away and I end up turning my head, so his mouth is on mine. I drown myself in his kiss. He tastes of monsoons and running rivers. He tastes untamed.

      As he inserts two fingers into me, my hips move chasing the sensation. I’m soaring, gasping as each stroke sends me into orbit, until the swell of pleasure building within me breaks. I cry his name, but he doesn’t stop. He pumps me mercilessly, bruising my lips as I ride wave after wave of orgasms.

      I gasp and come up for air. “Fuck me Darius. You promised. None of this fingering bullshit.”

      He smirks and I’m still gasping when he pushes me up against the shower wall, holding my hands on the tiles hostage, forcing me onto the tips of my toes.

      “Rae, you’re gorgeous. You drive me fucking crazy,” he says as he bites my neck and nibbles my ear. “But only I get to call the shots.”

      “Darius, please.” I moan. I look over my shoulder, imploringly. “I’ve waited way too long for this.” I’m telling the truth. I’m just not divulging to him exactly how long I’ve wanted it.

      All my life.

      Whatever happens after this, I’ll deal with it tomorrow. Right now, all I want is to feel consumed by Darius, to be taken like this by him.

      He pushes between my legs, his need hard and hot against my own, teasing my entrance. “I want to hear you beg for my cock.”

      “Please, fuck me hard with your cock.” I say breathlessly.

      “Good girl,” he teases. “That’s more like it.”

      His grip on me becomes fierce. I brace myself, gasping, as he buries inside me, deeper and deeper, until I can’t take anymore. With one last thrust, he inches all the way in, sending waves of glorious pleasure rippling throughout my body.

      Every nerve in my body tingles with deliciousness as Darius pounds me against the slick tiles. My toes curl and my shoulders tense. The pressure builds a second time. A heat that started in my belly spreads from between my thighs until every part of me is consumed, burning with an internal fire.

      “Is this what you wanted?” he whispers in my ear, before taking the lobe in his mouth, biting and sucking.

      “Exactly like that,” I say breathlessly. “Don’t stop.”

      “Oh, I won’t,” he growls as his kisses reach the side of my neck.

      I’m moaning loudly now. I’m so close though, I don’t care. The sound of the water falling must be drowning me out. Darius filling me up, the sensation of him stretching every inch, pushing harder each time, is the only thing that matters. Waves of pleasure take over my entire body making me shiver as Darius grunts and releases inside me. I press my hands onto the shower wall, practically panting as the orgasm hits.

      Finally, I come back down to earth. Darius wraps his hand around my hair, pulls my head back, and claims my mouth in his. We catch our breath. The water on my body soothes, lulling me into slumber. I want to curl up with Darius spooning me from behind and sleep for a lifetime.

      But I know that’s never going to happen. We can’t do this again.

      As though he senses that I still need him, Darius pulls me up so that his powerful arms wrap around me like a blanket as he kisses me. “You’re a fucking goddam angel,” he murmurs. But the feeling of being cold comes too soon. I reach for the tap and shut off the water.

      And you’re everything I never knew I wanted.

      That’s what I want to say, but what comes out is, “I'm freezing.” I sense him nod and disappear behind me. Darius comes back seconds later with a big, fluffy towel which he drapes around my shoulders, then he leads me out of the shower cubicle. He sits me down on the bench and starts to towel me dry, and for some crazy reason I let him. It’s oddly comforting, and downright sexy, to have him rub my skin so briskly.

      Too soon, the dull ache has turned into a void. This is not just a school-girl crush anymore. This is fast becoming much more. I still want him but whatever he has unlocked in my body, deep within my psyche, has left a longing that can’t be satisfied easily.

      Taking a breath, I shove aside my cravings for him, tuck my tattered heart away, and allow my eyes to roam his face. He looks so lost in thought, so serious at carrying out such a trivial task, that I have to stifle a laugh.

      “Darius.”

      He smirks. “I love it when you say my name.”

      Dare I tell him? I sigh. “Your name, before you came here, I mean, is Darius Reyes.”

      He stops drying me and looks up. “We knew each other.”

      He says it like a statement, as though he already knows it under his skin. Somewhere beneath his external shell that is Darius the fighter, he has the truth of who he was tattooed where no one can see.

      I nod, unable to say anything more. There’s a lump in my throat and a tightness in my chest. I feel like crying, but I don’t. I can’t. Hunters don’t cry. He frowns and runs his hands through his wet hair, hands that were drying me only seconds ago, hands that had me buckled over in pleasure what feels like a lifetime ago.

      Damn this man. I miss him already.

      Finally, he speaks. “Let’s get dressed and talk. I have something to say too.”

      I nod and start pulling on my clothes. I have no idea what he wants to say to me, but after everything, it can’t be good.
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      Ten minutes later, we’re dressed and upstairs in his apartment. Darius is looking at me like I’m about to eat him.

      “I don’t know where to start,” I say truthfully, the ache in my chest burrowing deeper.

      “Just start at the beginning.”

      I close my eyes as the mattress dips beneath me. Darius is sitting next to me on the bed when I open them, seconds later. His callused hand in mine, distractedly stroking my palm.

      “You were right. I do come from a rich family. My father was Cassius Hunter.” I hold my breath waiting for a reaction.

      “Why is that name familiar?”

      “My family own a shipping business out of the East Side Dock. You used to work for us. You were my father’s second.” I glance at him, trying to see if any of this is jogging his memory.

      “Okay,” he says, slowly. “I don’t remember any of it but go on.”

      “You know Purgatory?”

      “The Twins’ nightclub?”

      I nod. “About seven years ago you and my dad went there one night to formalize a trade deal with the Lexingtons. It was thriving at the time, not like now, and the local debts owed to the Twins had escalated into some sort of illegal fight ring. Back then it wasn't called The Pit. It was debt club or something like that. Rumor was, if you fought in the ring and won, the Twins would slash your debt to them.”

      His eyes narrow. “Sounds like the brothers.”

      I breathe out, trying to get rid of the tension. I end up rubbing the back of my neck with my free hand.

      “My dad didn’t agree with the club. He went there to negotiate the trade and to shut the club down but you both didn’t come home. A week later, the Twins turned up at our house. They killed my father’s men who were protecting us. I was hiding upstairs. They didn’t see me. They said my dad was—”

      I stop, dragging in a breath. Darius squeezes my hand, making me feel calmer.

      “It’s okay, take your time.”

      I breathe in and out a few more times.

      “They said my dad was dead, killed after you switched sides. They threatened to kill us too unless we cooperated. Then Alexei held my mother back while Elias beat my brother almost to death.”

      “Fuck, Rae—”

      Tears are streaming down my face but I push on. “Before they left, they said that they now owned our company. And as long as we continue to pay them a share of the company profits, they’ll leave us alone. We never saw them again after that. I think they forgot about us. I never forgot them.”

      He’s staring at me now in absolute horror, shaking his head. “Rae, I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t. We survived. Dylan, though”—I snort a harsh laugh, unable to stop now I’ve started—“He wouldn’t let it go. Later, when the Twins opened The Pit, rumors were flying around that you were the fucking star of the show. Dylan and I, we used to worship you. We didn’t believe it. After we snuck into a fight one night and saw you with our own eyes, Dylan swore he was going to kill you. I didn’t know he meant to become a pit fighter.”

      He pulls his hand from mine and runs it through his hair., no longer able to look at me. “I had no idea.”

      “I know should have told you sooner but I thought you remembered. I thought you didn’t care.” I look down at my hands. “And after I found out about your memory loss, there was never a good time.”

      “There’s something I should have told you sooner too.”

      I glance back up to see Darius’s intense blue eyes staring straight into mine.

      He sighs. “I remembered Dylan from a fight a year or so ago. I didn’t want to say anything until I was sure it was him.”

      My heart stutters and almost stops beating.“Is he alive?”

      He nods.

      All the pain and worry stored inside of me comes flooding out. A sob sticks in my throat. “Oh, thank God.”

      Darius gathers me in his arms and holds me tight. I can’t help but bawl my eyes out, the pain in my chest not really subsiding at all.

      After a few minutes, the tears stop flowing enough for me to compose myself. My eyes feel swollen, my throat dry and sore. I must look fucking awful. What the hell is wrong with me? Why am I crying so much?

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you until now.” he says, squeezing my hand.

      “I’m just glad he’s okay,” I choke out.

      “There’s something else. I fight the Twins on Friday.”

      “Why?” I frown at him.

      “In exchange, they’re allowing a rematch with an ex-challenger of my choice as the undercard.”

      “Ex-challenger… you mean Dylan?”

      “If all goes well, you and your brother can get out of here while the main fight is happening,” he says, gruffly.

      “Can you beat them? The Twins?”

      When he doesn’t say anything but lets out another sigh, I shake my head at him. “I’m not letting them kill you, there has to be another way.” There’s no way I’m leaving now. Zac will just have to come here and get me. I’m fucking staying and that’s that.

      Tears prickle again. I was okay leaving when I thought Darius would live. Now…

      Fuck.

      “Look at me.” He lifts up my chin, running his thumb over my lips. There’s a darkness, a pain in his eyes, I’ve never noticed before. It tears me apart where I sit, threatening to choke the life out of me. “I never knew where I came from, or how I became like this. Fuck knows how I lost my memory, but knowing now what I did to your family, your father, means I have no choice. I’ll get your brother back. And I promise you, I’m going to fucking kill those bastards if it’s the last thing I ever do.”

      A loss which feels so sharp pierces my chest and rises in my throat taking away all the words. All I can do is shake my head and cling to him. He pulls me into his arms again, holding me so tight I can practically feel my own heart rapidly beating, like a bird trying to escape.

      “Rae, promise me you’ll take Dylan and get out of here once the fight starts. Promise me.” His voice sounds gruff in his throat.

      I say nothing and bury my face into his shoulder. Letting the familiar scent of his skin wash over me. I say nothing because If I don’t agree to his stupid plan then he can’t get mad at me if I break it.
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      The day before the fight, I wake early, stretch and then head down to the gym. After the usual workout, I take a swim in the rooftop pool, then head to the showers.

      Rae was meant to meet me in the gym after training for a pre-fight check up but she never showed. Just as well. By tomorrow this will be over. It’s best she distances herself now rather than get snared in whatever the hell this is between us. Fuck knows, it’s hurting me to be apart from her more than I want to admit. Not just because she drives me crazy.

      Knowing I knew her before, it’s all the more harder to let her go now. For the longest time, I had no idea who I was until she walked in. She sparked something inside of me, a hunger I never knew existed or needed. If only things had been different. If I had my memories back. If I’d never betrayed her father, never fucking gone to that club that night…

      I used to hate not knowing. I used to sit in the dark and try to grasp those fragments of memories that were shattered, broken, no longer whole. Each time I snagged the edge of something important, it would slide away into an abyss. The dark recesses of my mind swallowing it up before I’d even had the chance to unravel it. Like the name of a song that won’t stop going around and around in your head on the tip of your fucking tongue. All it would take was a sound or a certain smell and those fragmented pieces would float back.

      Rae being here has woken me up, brought me back to life. Even if I can’t remember who I was, I feel like the old me again. If anything, that’s not something I’m ever going to give up on easily.

      With a sigh, I get dressed into the monkey suit Alexei asked me to wear. I shouldn’t be thinking of Rae right now. I need to focus. For the bigger fights, there’s a lot of fanfare, usually a week before the event. Because of the short notice of this one, everything is happening the day before.

      The Twins want me to meet with some rich prick or other, an elite who likes to feel like they own us. Then there will be a load of posturing and a pre-show party at the Twins’ uptown nightclub the eve before the fight. All of which, it has been stressed, I need to attend. The only reason I’m going is because Rae will be there. I can’t change the past, but I can change her future. There’s no future for me, even if I win. I hate to think what losing Rae would do to me.

      I straighten my blue tie as best I can and grimace.

      For the first time in forever, I would rather lose.
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      The club is pure chaos, the pre-fight kind. Elias waves off the staff milling around asking questions on the arrangements as we climb into the waiting blacked out town cars, and head to an early dinner. The Twins love to show off and a table at one of the top venues is typical of them.

      At the restaurant, I taste a few bites of food, but I can't seem to take anything in but Rae. As soon as I walked in, I spied her sitting next to one of the ring girls, deep in conversation.

      Next to me some big-shot is talking and all I can do is nod and smile, while my eyes are glued down the other end of the table. She’s breathtakingly beautiful. I'd forgotten just how graceful and vibrant she is compared to everyone else I’ve ever met. Even the cat-eyed girl she’s talking to doesn’t half compare.

      Rae must sense my attention because halfway through one of the dessert courses she looks up at me, a slight tug of her lips making my heart soar.

      “You have the worst taste in women, you and my brother,” someone drawls next to me. I turn to the person, expecting to see one of the promoters who was sitting beside me all through dinner, and instead find Alexei in his place.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “You’re both obsessed with females who need rescuing.”

      I regard him as blankly as I can, steeling my emotions from the surface. It wouldn't do to be hot headed right now, not with Alexei around.

      “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

      He narrows his gaze at me, twin daggers that know exactly how to slice through my bullshit. “Oh, don’t be coy, Darius, we both know you’re fucking her. Give me some respect here,” he says as his eyes dart over to where Rae is sitting.

      “I’m not—”

      He holds up a hand, raising a brow.

      “It’s so obvious it hurts to look at you both.”

      “Okay,” I say, waiting for the catch. There’s only one reason Alexei wastes his breath on any small talk; he wants something. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because, dear Darius, I want to make money. Contrary to what you might think, I don’t give a damn who you are screwing , but I would be careful of flaunting this one too much in front of my brother. He has a soft spot for the doctor for some obscure reason I can’t even begin to understand. It would be a shame if he ripped your heart out before the fight now, wouldn’t it?”

      Even though what Alexei is saying is true, it doesn't stop me bristling at the thought of Elias laying claim to her.

      “Just make sure the undercard is as we agreed. I’ll deal with Elias.”

      He stares at me. “This isn’t a negotiation. I’m telling you to back off, nicely, before you regret it.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then you’ll find that I might have very little control over Elias this evening.” He picks up his drink and swirls the golden liquid in the glass, eyes igniting into a vermillion glow.

      The old rage inside me suddenly rears up and I have to grip the chair to stop my inner beast from doing something I might regret. I force my breath to slow and hold myself back, containing the urge to rip the bastard’s throat out. This is not the time and certainly not the place to attack one of the twins. Too many of their men surround us. Ironically, the one location I can kill them both without worry or fear of retaliation is The Pit. All of a sudden it hits me—killing them both is the only way out of this. I had been so focused on saving Rae I’d forgotten the rules of cage combat. All death is warranted.

      I bite down my anger and continue softly. “There’s nothing going on between us, not anymore. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “Good, good. I’m glad we see eye to eye on that.”

      “I just have one question.”

      He takes a swig of his drink and then cocks his head. “Oh?”

      “You promised me pick of the undercard…”

      “I did nothing of the sort.”

      I feel the rage inside me mounting once more, like a storm rising out of control. The bastard had better be joking.

      He chuckles. “I can see your sense of humor is broken. I would fix that if I were you.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “It’s done, as we agreed. Getting him for you wasn’t easy. My brother is livid, hence the warning, but I agree with your choice. Seems fitting for the end of an era. I’m surprised though, that you remember him,” he says, the humor all but gone from his features. All that’s left is a dark look, one that makes my skin crawl and my blood run cold as he looks up.

      “Remember who? The rookie?”

      Alexei smirks and stares at me with that cold, calculated mask of his, looking nothing like his twin in that moment. “Hunter is hardly a rookie, Darius. Hunter might be the one to kill you before we even step into the ring.”
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      The pre-fight party at Purgatory Nightclub is in full swing when I first see Darius, standing talking to Alexei. The elder twin is leaning in and both of them are smiling like they’re best friends. But it’s not hard to notice occasionally Darius’s shoulders stiffen or his brow furrows. I wouldn’t be surprised if his eyes are also turning ice-cold blue. I can’t tell this far away, but I’ve been watching Darius my entire life so I know when he’s itching to tear something or someone apart.

      What the hell are they talking about?

      Those two were discussing something at dinner too, if I’m not mistaken. It must be something upsetting, or Darius wouldn’t be losing it.

      “Rae, are you listening?”

      “Sorry? What?” I say.

      Nadine taps her teeth with her tongue and then sucks air into  her mouth, clearly annoyed with me. “You’re staring at your lover again, aren’t you? Christ, you’ve got it bad for him. Honestly, seeing it up close makes me want to throw up in my mouth.” She leans back and takes a gulp of her wine. “Love is overrated, you know.”

      I shoot her a rabid look. “I thought you were in love with your last husband?”

      “I was, but not to the detriment of my wits. It’s like talking to Little Red Riding Hood. Every time the big, bad wolf so much as licks his chops at you, your heart bleeds to be eaten.”

      “It does not!”

      “Not your heart, then… other parts of you, sweeter parts,” she says with a glint in her eye, taking another sip of her cocktail.

      I roll my eyes for the hundredth time. “So, when are we doing this?” The sooner I can find this evidence, the sooner Nadine can help me find my brother.

      And Darius won't need to fight.

      I hadn’t planned on helping Nadine, but I can’t let Darius fight just so I can get my brother back. If anyone is going to save Dylan, it should be me.

      After I called her, she appeared and bullied the security staff into letting her into the party. In the end, Alexei came over, gave me a weird look and then authorized her invite. I find it slightly strange that the brothers didn’t invite their own sister to their party, but who am I to judge, my family are just as dysfunctional.

      “All in good time… we need to wait until Elias has finished sucking up to the Russian mob,” Nadine says under her breath.

      At the other side of the club suite, Elias is laughing and drinking with a handsome but intense looking aristocrat from Eastern Europe, who just happens to be our VIP guest for the event tomorrow. Behind him, an entourage of extremely good-looking, unnaturally pale, half starved to death models sit in attendance, glancing about the room like we’re a bunch of insects.

      “The one Elias is talking to gives me the creeps,” I say out loud.

      “Oh, he’s not half bad. Let him choke you up while he fucks you, once in a while, and he’s putty in your hands. ”

      I give a sideways look at Nadine. “You’ve done that?” I can’t help but clutch at my throat.

      She grins. “Oh, Rae, so innocent, it’s actually quite fun. I like to think that’s why the French call it ‘Le Petite Mort’. Orgasm by asphyxiation was all the craze in eighteenth century Paris, you know”

      “You say it like you were there.”

      She tips her head back to laugh, her large earrings catching the light. Rooks. She’s wearing antique black rook earrings.

      I’m about to ask her about them when Darius appears. I wasn’t expecting him to come over and now that he’s here I feel all flustered.

      Darius raises a brow at me. “You’re friends with Nadine now?”

      “Why what’s wrong with Nadine?”

      “For fuck’s sake. Tell her she looks exquisite, beautiful, glorious first… before insulting me.” Nadine cuts in.

      “Nadine…” I start, but then Darius comes between us, blocking Nadine out, giving me a wolfish grin, his blue eyes seeing nothing and no one but me.

      “You look absolutely stunning tonight, Rae,” he says in a low voice. Nadine needs to stop interfering. He looks me up and down. “Killer shoes.”

      I stare at my very painful, very tall and pointy, gold designer shoes. They’re Nadine’s, not mine, but they match the strapless, ruffled, champagne-colored dress that’s hers too. It was her idea to dress up tonight. I was going to wear jeans and a cute top, but she said I could look common in my own time and that I needed to dress up for her plan.

      But, I feel fucking ridiculous.

      “You got the kill part alright. They’re cutting off the circulation to my toes.”

      “Maybe I should carry you home then, give you medical attention. I know the kiss of life.”

      “You can’t give the kiss of life to toes,” I say with a half snort.

      “Sure, you can,” he says, eyes twinkling devilishly.

      “Okay, enough, you two. Darius, piss off. Rae, it’s time.”

      “Oh sorry, I’ve got to go,” I say as Nadine finds her way to my other side and links her arm through mine.

      “Later, then?”

      Without thinking I nod, just as Nadine drags me off into the crowd. I shoot her a look but she just smiles more brightly. “Couldn’t let that go on any longer. You’re not fishing for a boyfriend tonight, remember? We want bigger prey.”

      “Elias, yes, I know.” Dread fills the pit of my stomach where only moments ago butterflies were swarming.

      “Yes, Elias, he’s coming over so we need to move fast. Remember the plan; flirt, get him upstairs, and while he’s distracted get the key to the office safe.”

      “I don’t understand why you can’t just audit him like any other business partner would.”

      “My family is complicated. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “And how am I going to distract him again?”

      “I’m sure you'll think of something.” Her iron grip digs into my arm as she drags me over to my boss as he crosses the room. “Elias, my darling little brother, we were just coming to see you.”

      “What are you doing here, Nadine? You weren’t invited.”

      “Alexei invited me.”

      “He did?”

      Underneath our linking arms, Nadine elbows me sharply in the ribs.

      “Hi, Elias,” I croak.

      His brow creases when he sees me with Nadine. “I didn’t know you two knew each other.”

      “Oh, we met the other day,” I say cheerily. Much too cheerily.

      “Elias, I was just telling Rae about your fascinating bone collection. As a physician herself she’d love to see it, wouldn’t you Rae?”

      I nod and beam like an idiot. This is the worst plan in the world. Bone collection?

      Elias’s eyes brighten, lifting the scowl from his face. If he wasn’t such a dick, he’d be quite attractive.

      “You like bones?”

      “I do, actually, I studied osteology as a part of my medical degree.” Fuck, I’m going to hell for such awful conversation.

      “Oh, then you must see it. We’ll make a day of it. I keep mine in an environment-controlled vault, at the family home just outside the city.”

      “Don’t you have some of your pretties here?” asks Nadine, practically nudging me into Elias’s arms.

      She looks up and calls the waitress to come over with fresh champagne. I end up taking a glass but when no one is looking I pour it behind me into a potted plant—as I have been doing most of the night—while Elias and Nadine simply down theirs. It’s a wonder they’re able to stand given the amount of alcohol they’ve both consumed already.

      “I do have one or two pieces upstairs, yes, in the penthouse,” Elias says, placing his empty flute glass back on the tray.

      “Oh, you have to show Rae,” Nadine says, sipping the last of her champagne.

      “What? Now?”

      “Yes, now, I was just telling Rae how exquisite they are. Alexei and I can entertain the guests.”

      He glances at his watch. “I suppose we could, just for a minute. That’s if you want to? There’s more champagne upstairs.” His twinkling gray eyes hold mine expectantly, and Nadine elbows me again.

      I give a weak smile. “Sure.”

      His eager grin gives way to triumph and Nadine hands me over like I’m a prize to be won. As Elias leads me out of the club suite, suddenly I feel exposed and uncomfortable, like a lamb knowing it’s off to slaughter. Going upstairs to Elias’s apartment alone with him is wrong, this whole thing feels wrong.

      My eyes somehow collide with Darius’s. And in a split second his smile fades. With narrowed eyes and mask of confusion, he watches me leave in the arms of a Lexington.

      “Wait, I need to go to the bathroom.”

      “We have one upstairs,” Elias says, suddenly looking between me and Darius. His grip tightens on me just as Alexei appears out of the crowd and puts a hand on Darius’s shoulder. Panic settles in the space of my heart and every part of me screams at me to run, but I don’t.

      Instead, I shake my head and mouth one word at Darius. No.

      Behind Darius’s eyes, a thousand hurts rain down on him. The last look he gives me as I’m swept from the room, is one of betrayal.
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      Upstairs in the penthouse, hidden from the rest of the world by a wall tapestry and secret door, Elias pours me another glass of champagne. As I survey his collection—a strange array of prehistoric jaw bones—he occasionally glances over from the mini bar at me. I bow my head, gluing my gaze to the mandibles behind the glass.

      I hear him walk over, and my heartrate speeds up as I smell the scent of his signature aftershave—the faint tang of vanilla and bergamot. I’ve no idea why I let Nadine talk me into this; This was such a big mistake. As usual, my confidence has turned tail, so I’m truly all alone. No one here to save me this time. Not even Darius.

      A pang of sadness cuts through me. He must really hate me right now.

      I sense Elias behind me. I spin around to find myself trapped between a glass case and him towering over me. He looks me up and down, the dark of his eyes fading back into winter gray as they adjust to the light.

      “You seem nervous,” he says, handing me a glass flute full to the brim of bubbles. “You didn’t bring me up here to see fossils, did you?”

      He knows. Fuck, I need to flirt more.

      “No… No, I didn’t,” I say, as I take the glass.

      “Then what game are you and my sister playing at?”

      I shake my head and plaster on a fake smile. “No games. I just wanted... “Fuck, what am I supposed to say? I down the whole glass of champagne in one go and then place it empty on top of the cabinet. Ignoring the slight rush I feel only moments after.

      Okay, no idea why I did that, I don’t even drink.

      I’m mindful of Elias’s unbridled attention all over me. I’ve been dodging him all this time, and now here I am in his penthouse, alone.

      “Just wanted?” he asks, watching my every move.

      “To do this,” I say, letting my hair cascade over my shoulder as I lean into him. With one hand I pick up the end of his bowtie and with the other I start to unravel it.

      Inside my heart is racing, rising into my throat. I can’t think about what will happen if this game goes too far, or how it will stop. Because it has to stop.

      His eyes are feral, burrowing into my soul, making my nerves tremble. And not in a good way. I’m afraid. I let his bowtie fall to the floor and then start to unbutton his shirt. So far, he hasn’t moved or touched me, which is a good thing, if he does, I’ve no idea if I’ll bolt for the door or not.

      “I this what I think it is?” he asks, head tilted.

      Inside my skull, my mind is screaming. No, it’s not. On the outside, I manage to nod. If I open my mouth, I’ll tell him what I really think.

      I look at him from under my lashes to see his eyes glowing again, pupils huge and dilated as I undress him.

      Finally, he leans down, and his lips brush mine. Then he’s kissing me, searing me with the heat of his mouth. He tastes of champagne and a smokiness I can’t describe. I fumble with his collar and slip my hands underneath his shirt and on to the warmth of his skin.

      There! Around his neck is a cord. It’s tied tight, so I try to work the knot loose while he crushes me against the glass cabinet, bruising my mouth and tongue with his own.

      After the longest minute, the knot won’t come undone. It’s actually hard to breathe with him bending over me. I ditch the knot and start to shove him back, but he growls, pushing harder. Inside I’m raging. I bite his tongue, clawing my nails into his chest but he shoves and bites back. I yelp as a copper tang fills our kiss. Still, he doesn’t stop.

      I manage to grab the cord around his neck and twist it, half choking him until it breaks. He ends up grabbing my wrists, pulling me off. We stand there, eyes locked on each other, panting. His hair in disarray, focus wild.

      “No… Sorry, I’ve changed my mind,” I say, breathing hard. I’ve no idea where the key went. It must have fallen to the floor.

      There’s a desire in his eyes I’ve never seen before, a heat in his gaze that makes my skin crawl.

      He gives a short laugh. “Like you have a choice.”

      This is bad. This is so bad.

      “Don’t be a dick.” I shake my head. “You’re better than that.”

      “Don’t be a tease, Rae. Why are you forever taunting me? You know I want you but all I can taste and smell on you is fucking Darius. Been keeping you entertained, has he?”

      Suddenly, he grimaces, holding my wrists even tighter as sweat prickles over his forehead. He looks like he’s trying hard to focus, like he’s holding something back.

      Fear and dread creeps through me, making my breath catch and my heart leap in my chest. “I—I don't know what you’re talking about.” I say, as I try to move away, even though his hands are still locked around my wrists. “You’re hurting me.”

      His nostrils flare and for a moment I think he’s going to hit me, but then his own breath quickens, and his eyes glaze over and close. All of a sudden, he groans and his grip loosens enough for me to break free.

      I don’t wait. I’m scrabbling for the door, my chest close to bursting. As I look back, I see Elias grimacing, teeth gritted, struggling to stay upright, clinging to the top of the glass cabinet.

      “Elias?” He answers with a moan. Shit! Against all instincts I turn and go back to him. “Elias? Are you okay?”

      “What…did you do to me?” he growls.

      “I didn’t do anything. Tell me, where does it hurt?”

      He’s panting now, skin slick with sweat as he recloses his eyes. Finally, he goes quiet.

      You can hear a pin drop.

      “Elias?”

      When he opens his eyes, they’re black as night. “You should run,” he says darkly.

      Fuck.

      I run.

      I just about make it to the door when he’s upon me too fast and too strong. I’m thrown across the room before I can even scream. I must have hit the wall or something and blacked out, because the next thing I know he’s on top of me trying to pin me down, a monster with midnight eyes clawing at my clothes.

      My lungs burn in my chest as I try to scream though his hand is over my mouth. I bite and struggle against him. He parts my legs with his knee. He’s so heavy and a lot, lot more powerful than me.

      No, no, no…

      No! I’m not going down without a fight.

      There’s a second when he’s exposed and I take it, bringing my leg up and ramming my knee as hard as I can into his groin. Elias might be a fighter, but he has all the human vulnerabilities.

      As soon as he doubles over, clutching his privates, I’m up running for the door like the wind can’t catch me. The door falls open and I plough down the stairs and into the solid chest of someone much bigger the me, who wraps their arms around holding me tight

      My breath catches and I let out a scream.

      It’s only when I hear him speak and inhale the scent of citrus and wood, that my world turns again. Tears burn my vision. I bury my head into his huge form and let out a sob.

      He came for me.

      My Darius.
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      When we get to the foyer and I’m certain Elias isn’t coming after me, I let Darius sit me down on a lobby chair and get me some water.

      “Hey, hey, Rae, look at me. Are you alright? What did he do to you?” Darius asks, crouching until he’s at my level, looking into my eyes.

      “He…” I shake my head. I don’t really want to speak right now.

      “Did Elias touch you? Did he hurt you?”

      “I’m fine, he just turned. One minute he was normal, the next... I don’t know… I’m sorry, I don’t really want to talk about it. My head hurts.”

      “Okay, you don’t have to. Do you want me to take you home?”

      “Can we go to your place, please?” I whisper, looking up. Darius nods and kisses the top of my head, reaching down to scoop me up in his arms. I let him, not caring that I could actually walk.

      Every embrace and every touch we share, gives me hope. I know it can’t last. This is the calm before the storm.

      Before I have to find Dylan… wherever he is.

      “How did you find me? Nadine?” I ask Darius, as he carries me out of the nightclub hotel. From the way he’s holding me I can hear his heart beating steadily, soothing my own.

      “Alexei. He gave in and told me where you were. Agreed you might need rescuing,” he says.

      “Oh,” is all I manage to say.

      So, it wasn’t Nadine. Elias was definitely not himself. On top of it all, I didn’t even get the damned key. I’ve no idea what to do about that but I’m too tired to care. All I want to do is curl up and sleep, wrapped up safe in Darius’s arms.

      But tomorrow is the fight, and even if I do get my brother back I’m going to lose the one I love.

      Nadine is right, love is fucking overrated.
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      Back at my place, Rae sleeps while I shower. She passed out in my arms on the way home, only waking again to let me change her out of her dress and into a t-shirt of mine.

      A brief glimpse of her just in a pair of panties and bra, had my cock stirring but I managed to contain myself until I left the bedroom, letting the ice-cold water take care of the rest.

      When I emerge, she’s tucked up under the sheets, head completely submerged under the covers. It would be damned cute if it wasn’t for the reason behind it. Just seeing her so vulnerable has my blood boiling with the need to protect what’s mine.

      You’re not going to be able protect her after tomorrow. If you lose the fight, you’re as good as dead.

      I squash that and any other black thoughts and sit on the edge of the bed, watching her chest rise and fall. I promised myself I’d sleep on the couch tonight. Rae’s had enough male attention to last her a lifetime recently, but it’s difficult not to lay down beside her. If I had a dying wish, that’s what I’d want to do.

      I lean over to adjust the covers so she can at least breathe, and turn the light out before heading over to the couch. I’m just getting comfortable when I hear her murmur.

      “Darius?”

      “I’m here. I’m on the couch.”

      “Why? Where? I can’t see you,” she says in a strangled, panicked voice.

      Fuck, she even sounds broken.

      I sit up so she can see me, training my eyes on her silhouette in the moonlight. My eyes adjust, and the world brightens to reveal her sweet face. “Rae, I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Good. I er...” she starts, pausing to bite her lip. “I don’t want to sleep alone. Will you hold me?”

      I release the breath I’m holding and get up, making my way back to the bed. She budges over to give me some room. I slip in beside her and she scoots herself back into me, resting her butt against my crotch while I close both my arms around her.

      Some part of me must have hoped to spend my last night with her, while the other part, the demon that loves the cage, still wants to go and rip Elias’s pathetic head off.

      I’ve no idea what he did to her to make her look so afraid, but whatever it was it was fucking inexcusable. The thought of what could have happened makes my blood run cold. If it wasn’t for Rae needing me to take her home, I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself from doing to him what I’ve wanted to for a long time.

      Tomorrow, I get to do exactly that. Even if I have to fight Alexei at the same fucking time, I get my wish.

      Slowly, I bring a hand up and tuck the length of Rae’s glorious hair to one side so I can kiss the base of her neck. Her sweet scent surrounds me, calming me. I’ve no idea how I’ve lived without her until now.

      If I can’t have this every night, tomorrow I don’t want to win.
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      The night vanishes quickly and a soft, orange glow spills in through the skylight the moment I’m aware of her, entangled in my arms, her luscious body draped over mine.

      While we slept, she clung to me like she never wanted me to let her go. Halfway through the night I think I woke up to her whimpering, but I stroked her soft skin and kissed the top of her silky head until she went back to sleep. It was the worst sleep of my life, given that her limbs were constantly jutting into me as she moved throughout the night, but I would do it all over again just to have her here like this.

      Except, I’m as hard as anything and every time she moves or makes a little noise, I have to stop myself from rolling her over and fucking her sweet little ass awake. The scent of her, the feel of her soft curves, is driving me damned crazy.

      Of all the days to be horny as hell.

      She moans again.

      Fuck, that’s it, I need another cold shower.

      I try to extract myself but it’s like she’s stuck fast to me. Every time I get one arm or leg back, she’s burrowing closer. So close I can feel the heat from between her legs on my thigh. It’s enough to make my cock twitch.

      I want to sink myself in to her, take her slowly and surely as the sun rises. I want her. Now.

      “Rae,” I say, gruffly. I need to get her off me before the primal part of me takes over. I usually have rigid self-control but she’s testing that limit and I’m not sure if I can go the distance.

      “Rae, I need to get up.”

      She makes a hmm sound and slowly opens her eyes. Something of hers brushes my straining erection, and I realize it’s her hand when a shy smile tugs at the corner of her mouth. A mouth that would look glorious around my cock right now. Fuck. I need that shower.

      “‘My my, someone’s glad to see me this morning.”

      I chuckle and move to sit up but she’s too fast. She straddles me before I can even put one foot outside the bed.

      I’m already shaking my head. “Rae, last night—”

      “Was so horrible I need you to erase the memory.”

      I laugh. “Is that doctor’s orders?”

      She grins and tosses her hair, some of the life and light in her eyes returning a little. Seeing her back to her old self satisfies me in some way that I don’t hesitate to reach for her, pulling her down to meet my lips for a kiss.

      As her breath catches, she melts into me until all I can feel is the softness of her mouth and the warmth of her body exploring mine. A little moan from her, as my teeth scrape her lower lip, pushes me to the edge.

      Of all the mornings to lose control.

      The fuck do I care.

      The beeping of my phone cuts through the haze as if waking me from a dream, but I don’t stop. Not until Rae sighs and breaks away first.

      “It’s fight day. Maybe you should get that?” she says.

      “Fuck no, get back here.” I don’t want to face reality right now. A few more minutes...

      She smiles but glances at the screen as it flashes on the bedside table. “It’s Alexei.”

      I curse and take the phone from her as she hands it to me. She doesn’t get off from on top of me though, so I’m mildly distracted when I answer.

      Alexei’s voice cuts in straight away. “The undercard is off. Main fight only at 6pm. Don’t be late.” Then he hangs up.

      “Fuck.”

      Concern clouds her face. “What’s going on? What did he want?”

      “They’ve cancelled the undercard,” I sigh. “Fuck.”

      “What? Can they do that?”

      “They already have, your brother’s not going to fight tonight which means—”

      “I’m not going to get him back.” Her brow furrows. “Did they say why?”

      “No, but I imagine Elias is pissed after last night. This is his way of punishing me.”

      “You mean he’s pissed at me. He must think it was me who drugged him so he would lose the fight.”

      I arch a brow. “He was drugged?”

      She nods. “I think so, it was like he was struggling not to pass out…” She pauses, frowning.

      “Rae?”

      “If the undercard isn’t happening, I’ll just have to find my brother and get him back another way. At least he’s alive, that’s all I care about.”

      I run my hand over my chin and mouth, trying to think. “I can find out where they’re keeping him. Alexei mentioned he was ready and it makes sense they’d have kept him close for the event. There’s no way they’ll have time to move him out, not before it starts. My hunch is he’ll be somewhere in the underground vaults. If I can go down there now and look before the fight…“

      “No, this is my problem. Thank you for trying but I need to do this on my own,” she says, sounding defeated.

      “I’m helping, you don’t have a choice. We have at least seven hours before I have to be at The Pit, we can do a lot in seven hours.”

      “You’re still going to fight?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Of course, you do, look at me.” She frames my face in her hands, until I do as she asks. “We can leave here right now, you and me. Fuck the Twins, they don’t own us.”

      She’s wrong on that one. They do own us, me at least, and if we run then Rae’s family will pay the price, her brother included. “I wasn’t going to tell you, but Alexei knows who your father was. If he does, so does Elias.”

      “Shit, so my cover is blown?”

      I nod. “If I back out of the fight tonight, they’ll kill you.”

      “Not if I’m already gone.”

      “Then they’ll come after you, destroy your family instead. Rae, this is the only way.”

      She scowls at me as she drops her hands from my face, biting her bottom lip. “So just like that you’re going to give up? The Darius I remember wouldn’t do that.”

      “The Darius you remember doesn’t fucking exist anymore,” I growl.

      The words slip out harsher than I intend, and she glares at me as though all of a sudden seeing me with new eyes.

      After a second, she climbs off me and the bed. I watch in silence as she gathers her clothes from the chair. I start to say something, but my stupid pride gets in the way. I sit there while she flicks her hair and storms off into the bathroom, locking the door behind her.

      Moments later, I still haven’t moved and she comes out fully dressed in the strapless number she was wearing last night. She strides over until she’s next to my side of the bed, her blue eyes hardening with determination.

      “I’m leaving. Help me find my brother, and then come with me.”

      “Rae,” I sigh. “No.” There’s no fucking way I’m leaving here with her. Don’t get me wrong, I want to but the Twins will only hunt us down. If I stay and fight, they’ll leave Rae alone. I’m sure of it. As I get off the bed, she moves back to let me off, the smell of jasmine filling my nostrils as I brush past her.

      “Coward.”

      I stop heading to the bathroom and turn to look at her. She really knows how to push my buttons…

      Fuck. She’s got under my skin.

      “Go home, Rae,” I say in a low voice.

      With a mask of defiance, she comes right up to me until she’s inches away, eyes blazing. There’s a heat and energy that sparks between us as she pushes her tight body against mine.

      “No.” she says. “You feel it too.”

      My demon bays to get out, clawing at the mental hold I have on him.

      Mine.

      “Fuck, Rae,” I croak, taking a step back and then another. I can’t be this close to her right now.

      “Why fight it?” She goes to take a step and I shake my head.

      “Rae,” I hiss. “I am this close to fucking you senseless. You don’t want to be in the same room as me right now. Do not tempt me, babe. Not today.”

      She scowls. “I’m not leaving you here. They’ll kill you. Have these last couple of weeks meant nothing to you?”

      I keep my voice level, looking straight into her eyes as I say what she needs to fucking hear. “No, they meant not a thing. Now go home, Rae, before I do something you regret.”

      She narrows her eyes and edges closer. I wet my lips, unable to tear my eyes away from her. I can practically taste her. “You don’t get to decide. This is my life too.”

      “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

      “I do. I wasn’t lying when I told you, I’ve wanted you my whole life.” Her voice cracks, like it’s hard to speak.

      “They’ll come after us. They’ll kill everyone you love. Everyone.”

      She closes her eyes, breathing deeply. When she looks up at me with wide, moist eyes, the anger in her seems to have evaporated. “Then we’ll fight them, together. I need you, Darius.”

      “No, you don’t.” You and I don’t need anyone.

      “I fucking do. I love you, Darius.” she says, softly, leaning into me, resting her head on my chest. I sigh into her shoulder. My hands wrap around her waist and I pull her into a solid embrace.

      Tonight, I have to fight and kill, because that’s the only way they’ll let us go—if I destroy them. I exhale and close my eyes, breathing in the scent of her, brushing my lips over her sweet skin. My throat is as dry as hell and all I can think about is sinking into her, making her mine.

      She has no idea what she’s asking.
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      A bang at the door breaks the spell—and us—apart. Darius looks at me with relief, eyes and heart closing down. I see him lock his emotions deep somewhere where the sun doesn’t shine and throw away the key.

      “Just ignore whoever it is,” I say as the door bangs again.

      Darius firms his jaw and turns heel, leaving me abruptly while he answers the door.

      How can he act like this after…

      Fuck him. He couldn’t say it back.

      The ache of him shutting down rips through me.

      Coward! I yell it in my mind, if only he could hear me. I watch him as he opens the door amid banging, and Nadine stumbles inside. She looks surprised, like she really didn’t expect me to be here. And from the look on Darius’s face, he wasn’t expecting her either.

      Nadine is fast becoming my least favorite cockblock.

      “Come in, why don’t you?” Darius exhales as she storms past him. She’s dressed immaculately; a crisp white shirt tucked into a belted, long and flowing blue skirt complete with kitten-heeled cowboy boots, but unlike the times I’ve seen her before, she seems flustered.

      “Rae, finally, I’ve found you. You need to come with me.” In her hand she holds up a key. Elias’s key.

      I frown. “How did you…? Oh, never mind.”

      “It was on the floor in the penthouse after you both left. Elias was totally out of it when I met him up there. He’s in a terrible rage this morning by the way. Hungover, if you can imagine that.”

      “Nadine, why are you here?” Darius asks, arms folded.

      She ignores Darius, focusing on me. “I need you to help me one last time.”

      “Nadine, it’s over. My brother—”

      “Is here, in the building!”

      My eyes widen as a flare of hope sparks inside of me. “Where?”

      Darius comes to stand between me and Nadine. He looks at her and then me with suspicious eyes. “Does someone want to tell me what’s going on?”

      When I don’t say anything, Nadine starts to explain to Darius what she suspects her brothers of while I stand there with my arms crossed. Childish, I know but I’m tired, and Darius being a stubborn ass is making me feel hot and bothered.

      He was never going to leave here. He likes this life more than he wants me. I offered myself on a plate and he just shut me down.

      It takes me a few minutes to calm myself enough to think rationally what to do next. The fight is in seven hours... seven hours! I need to find Dylan before then. If Nadine knows where he is, then I’m going with her.

      I stand up and catch Nadine’s eye mid-sentence. “Are we going then? I’m done here.”

      “Yes, yes, let’s go.”

      “Rae, you’re not going with her. This feels wrong. If the Twins find out what you’re going to do…”

      “I’m going to save my brother, that’s what I’m going to do.”

      “Why does she need you? What’s in it for her? This makes no sense.”

      “Needing me makes no sense? Fuck you, Darius Reyes. I’m not entirely useless.” And with that, I grab my abandoned killer heels and walk out the door. I don’t bother to look back.

      Nadine appears beside me a few steps later, her boots clattering on the concrete as she catches up.

      “That was awkward. No better than my brother then?”

      I chew my lower lip and shake my head, still scowling.

      “No, he’s fucking worse.”
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      After I’ve showered and changed into a spare set of clothes in the clinic, Nadine explains, since she conveniently spent a night at the apartment, how she overheard Alexei this morning talking Elias down from killing someone called Hunter. She’s also shown me a copy of all the evidence she has against Elias and Alexei swindling their family’s company. Mostly, it’s all Elias. Alexei seems to be tarred with the same brush just for being his twin. But however much she has, it’s not enough to get them kicked off the board of the family trust. Not yet anyway.

      “They must have forgotten I was in the next room. Hunter is your brother, right?”

      Elias was going to kill him?

      I can’t help but clench and unclench my fists, just hearing his name so casually on her lips has me on edge. “So, he’s here, in the warehouse, you just don’t know where exactly?”

      “Either the warehouse or their apartment next door. It sounded like he was close.”

      “Okay, so how do we find him?” I ask, unable to hide the exasperation in my voice. Any minute now, I’m going to start pacing the room.

      Nadine grins at me and holds up the key. “We break into the main office. They’ll have some evidence somewhere.”

      “We can’t just break in.”

      “Elias and Alexei are on their way to an emergency meeting with the board that I called. This is our only chance. If we leave it any later this place is going to be swarming.”

      She goes to hand me the key and what Darius said comes back to haunt me. Why does she need me?

      “Darius is right, you could just break in by yourself. Get your evidence. Why do you need me? Are you really wanting to help me?”

      Her brow creases as she tilts her head to look at me. “I assumed we were friends. Are we not?”

      “I hardly know you,” I say honestly.

      “Look, you’ve every right to be cautious. I’m only giving you a chance to find your brother. You helped get the key, after all. This is your win too. If you don’t want it…” She pulls back the key.

      “No. I want it. I just don’t understand why I’m the one breaking into the office.”

      She frowns and tilts her head. “Because I’m not supposed to be anywhere near The Pit, remember. I also need to be at the board meeting too, since I called it. I need you because you’re not family. They won’t suspect you. They trust you.”

      “Elias thinks I drugged him,” I spit out.

      “Elias’s fine. I told you, he’s hungover. I made him eggs and bacon this morning. Elias only allows greasy food to grace his plate when he’s been drinking heavily.”

      I absently rub at my temples. “Sorry, I just feel like I shouldn’t be trusting anyone right now.”

      Nadine’s expression melts into a smile. “Oh, hush, I would be asking the same questions given everything that’s happened. Now, are you in or not.”

      “I’m in,” I say, holding my hand out.

      She places they key in my palm along with a flash drive of some sort. “Copy everything you can onto this and then call me. I’ll come and get you.” She looks at her watch. “Now I must go, I’ve got an emergency board meeting to fake,” she says, eyes sparkling like she’s enjoying this whole thing.

      I watch her disappear down the tunnel and when I’m certain she’s gone, I dig in my bag for my own keys to the clinic and open up. On the back of the chair is my white coat, still in the place I left it. I walk over and slip my hands into the pocket, feeling for my own evidence. My hands close on cold enamel and I pull out the item, inspecting it before popping it into my bag and taking out my phone.

      Before I can even release a breath, I’m calling the only person I can think who can fix all this.

      It rings, once, twice, a dozen times.

      I’m just about to hang up when he answers.

      “Hello?”

      I take a deep breath and try to calm my stupid, thumping-all-over-the-place heart with a count to three. “I have something you will really want.”
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      I’m angry tonight, more than usual.

      Occasionally my demon surges to the fore, unleashing fury in my movements as I pace down the tunnel leading to the main arena. The crowd swells. Spotlights burn, the heat of them slashing across my bare chest. As the announcer’s voice rings out, the music kicks in, and I walk out to the cage alone.

      I always walk out alone. It’s my thing.

      I can’t help but scan the chaos and the crowd even though it’s apparent she isn’t here. I’ve honestly never felt loss so acutely until now. She didn’t give me a chance to help her find her brother. She just up and left, trusting Nadine over me. That little fact hurts the most.

      After Rae stormed out, the day passed in the blink of an eye until there was nothing left to do but prepare for the fight. Some feral part of me retaliated by screwing up; heading straight to the gym, pushing myself harder than I would before a match. I’m tired, beaten down, and ready for this to be over… not the greatest mentality for someone about to try and take out two trained fighters at the same time.

      I get to my corner—if there could be a corner in an octagon—slip off my robe and hand it to one of the trainers. He offers me the bucket filled with broken and crushed glass, incase I want to coat my gloves. I’ve never needed glass to win and I’m not about to start now. I shake my head. He gives me a sorry look, takes it and my robe, and leaves after a quick check of my wraps. He knows well enough now than to wait around. I shut my eyes and allow myself to think of nothing but Rae. The girl who stole my heart and claimed my soul, who just hours ago told me that she needed me. The girl who isn’t here.

      Why couldn’t I say it back?

      The music starts again, darker this time. For a moment nothing happens, then a figure appears on the catwalk above. Elias in a black silk robe edged with red. The audience hushes as he outstretches his arms to quieten them.

      He jumps onto the catwalk rails and drops his robe. Then he steps off the rail as if falling, only to land on his feet with a massive boom in the center of the cage. His entrance shakes the foundation of the ring and jars the metal, Staff appear and rush in to unhook him from the aerial wire that stopped him from cracking his head open.

      The guy knows how to make a fucking entrance.

      “And now… Ladies and gentlemen, the ultimate fight of the year, the one battle you’ve been dying to see. Introducing the deadliest, one of a kind fighter to ever grace this fight club…”

      As the announcer carries on, Elias smirks at me from across the cage, stretching his deltoids with dark eyes as everyone around us roars to life, screaming for more.

      Fuck. I should have kept my eyes closed. Now I have to watch this douchebag parade about.

      “… Elias ‘The Ripper’ Lexington!”

      Out of habit I look up to the viewing platform. With no sign of Alexei yet, confusion must show on my face and everyone else’s.

      Where the fuck is Alexei? Does Elias think he can take me alone?

      “And for the first time ever as our challenger, the reigning champion of The Devil’s Pit. The Bare-knuckle Wonder, Darius Reyes!” Challenger? What happened to Defender?

      Still, the crowd goes insanely wild, cheering much louder for me than they did for Elias. My opponent scowls from across the ring, holding up a hand until, as if by magic, the noise around us stops.

      Silence.

      With the lights glaring, it’s almost like it’s just the two of us.

      Elias surveys the crowd slowly and then speaks, raising his voice until it booms across the hushed arena.

      “Ladies and gentlemen! My brother has been detained and will not be joining us, however—” Someone has the balls to boo in the back, but Elias whips his head and glares until it dies out. “However! We don’t need a slaughter here, we need a fight, and what better fight than one between two evenly matched, undefeated reigning champions who will fight for your pleasure to the death? Ladies and gentlemen, I give you… the fucking fight of the century!”

      The crowd bursts into an explosive cheer, but still Elias re-raises his hand, cutting them off.

      I’ve no idea why he wants silence but I’m happy to go with it.

      Elias cocks his head and looks over at me with an amused smile. “Reyes, not Archer?”

      “Yes, Reyes, I was never an Archer.”

      “So, you know… well, good for you,”

      “Where’s your shadow? Alexei chickened out?”

      “One of us is enough to tear you from limb to limb, Reyes.” Elias says, starting to circle me.

      “Oh, so do you think you can take me alone?” I ask, circling him back. Again, not my usual technique. I’m getting sloppy, letting this dickhead get to me.

      “I’m going to rip you apart, Reyes. I’ve done it before and I’ll do it again. How do you think you lost your fucking memory the first time? And after, I’m going take what you stole from me last night. Poor Little Saint. She won’t even get to say goodbye.”

      “Not if I kill you first,” I sneer as the ref comes between us.

      The bell rings.

      And we’re on.
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      I go in hard and fast, jabbing, aiming for the head. If I can get a blow to his skull while his guard is down, I might stand a chance. Whenever I get a moment’s reprieve, I look for Rae but she’s nowhere to be seen.

      Something must have happened to her.

      Rage consumes me at the thought, my imagination running wild with the possibilities. Elias slams another hook into my side, cutting me up, jarring me back into the fight. I’m covered in small wounds from the glass molded to the surface of Elias’s wraps. He’s bleeding me out slowly and I can’t return the favor. I should have taken the glass when I had the chance. My inner demon rages to rip his head off, but the fucker is well trained. Elias won’t let me get that close.

      “Where is she?” I shout, over the jeers of the audience. They’ve started chanting like they always do. It’s strange how you get used to something, night after night. This could be like any other night, except…except, I’m bleeding everywhere, and suddenly I’m too slow, too light-headed.

      The crowd appear to double. I stumble, losing my footing.

      Two Eliases laugh in my face as he rams me up against the metal and razes me over it, then slashes me with the knuckles of his wraps again. I try to block but the bastard gets under it and rams me in the ribs. Raw pain erupts in my side, taking my ability to breathe. The smell and taste of blood burns the back of my throat.

      My eyes fall on the spinning crowds as Elias grapples me into a corner.

      “Who are you looking for? Your Little Saint? She’s keeping my brother company,” Elias hisses, as he slams into me again. I retaliate with a blow to the head, but he dances back out of harm’s way. It’s like I’m moving underwater. I’m the slowest I’ve ever been while Elias is lightening fast.

      Something is wrong.

      All I can see is red as blood runs down my face from a gash above my eye. Every punch I throw misses and every blow my opponent lands hits hard.

      Fuck, I’m going to die.
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      “Do you think Elias bought it?” I ask Alexei. Being here with me instead of at the fight, taking me to my brother, was one of the conditions of our agreement.

      As much as I hate him and what he did to us, I can’t let that get in the way of rescuing my brother.

      Dylan comes first.

      The older twin nods as we walk through the dim tunnels of the old factory vaults. “My brother thinks I’ve captured you. He’s enjoying all this; the prestige of facing Darius and bringing him down alone, the thought of you caged and waiting for him after he kills your boyfriend. Even though he’s my brother, he doesn’t like to share much.”

      I grimace. Elias not sharing is the whole reason we’re in this mess.

      As much as it aches me to leave Darius to fight Elias right now, one twin is better than two. It’s the most I could do for him while I rescue Dylan.

      After Nadine left and I raided the office, I met with Alexei and told him what Nadine had been up to and what I wanted in return for the evidence on his brother. As much as I wanted to trust Nadine, she has already tried to get me killed—twice. I’ve no idea what I’ve done to her but it’s obvious she had no real interest in helping me.

      She set me up with the mugger just so she could steal my keys and break into the clinic, and then left me to fend for myself with an over intoxicated Elias. Alexei confirmed he found Elias passed out and high on some crazy-inducing drug not long after Darius carried me out of the club. The last drink Elias had was the one Nadine gave us. As much as women should stick together, I don’t like the thought of her using me like that.

      “Elias won’t like you helping me,” I say, voicing my thoughts out loud.

      Alexei looks over at me, gray eyes clouding like a storm about to hit. “Elias can go fuck himself. He’s landed us in this shit storm and I refuse to rescue him this time. My sister’s right—the family aren’t happy with the way he’s run the business. It’s only a matter of time before they decide to teach him a lesson.”

      “Would Nadine really turn the both of you in?”

      He shrugs. “Nadine’s a Lexington. It’s in her nature.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      He cocks a brow and after a moment he answers. “My brother is in over his head, has been for a long time. Everyone in the family knows about his penchant for stealing from the family trust to fuel his addictions, most of us choose to turn a blind eye. I’ve been covering for him for as long as I can remember. He’ll have to curtail his addiction or face the consequences.”

      That doesn’t even sound like a punishment.

      “What about Nadine?”

      Alexei frowns. “My sister is complicated. I’m surprised she’s gone to all this trouble to arrange a coup, but it’s not outside of her capabilities. I’ve no idea why she involved you in all of this. There must be a reason.”

      “Maybe she’s feeling lonely?”

      Alexei snorts. “I told you, she’s a snake.”

      At the far end of the vault tunnel, a shaft of light illuminates a couple of old storage room doors. One of the doors has a security guard outside of it. He stands when he sees us but says nothing. Alexei goes to the door and opens it to reveal a cage.

      At first the cell looks empty, but then a figure gets to his feet and emerges from the shadows.

      It’s not Dylan.

      An older, more gray and lined version of my brother steps out into the light, his dark-shining eyes widening with recognition.

      A ache forms in my throat closing over to the point where I can’t quite speak. “Dad?” I manage to say, my voice barely a whisper.

      “Grace? Gracie? Is that... is that really you?” His voice cracks as he takes a few steps toward me, but I save him the trouble and head straight into his open arms. Inside my chest my heart is going crazy. Wild thoughts race through my mind. How is this fucking possible?

      “It’s me,” I say, finding my voice, tears streaming. “I—I thought you were dead.”

      “I know, sweetheart, I’m sorry.”

      I hug the one person I thought I’d lost forever. The scent of him is so familiar it hurts. This is what home feels like.

      “Mom is going to kill you,” I sniff. A wash of conflicting emotions collide within me.

      “Then I can’t wait to see her.” He chuckles, a deep rumble reminding me of old times when I was still a kid and my dad was still my hero. Laughter bubbles in my throat but all that comes out is a sob.

      “As much as I love a good reunion, I have a fight to get to,” a languid voice interrupts.

      The world and all of its harsh reality comes crashing back.

      I glance over at Alexei, not quite understanding. “What about Dylan? Where’s my brother?”

      Confusion mixed with annoyance settles on the his face. “How would I know where your brother is?”

      “You said you had my brother, Dylan Hunter?”

      He exhales and shakes his head. “I said nothing of the sort. I promised you a Hunter and here you have one.”

      “What have you done to my son?” my father growls, stepping between me and Alexei.

      The older twin rolls his eyes. “I’m afraid that is a question for my brother. Now, are we done here? I kept my end of the deal not to fight your lover.” He holds out his hand.

      Dad looks at me. “Deal? Lover?”

      I take the key, the flash drive, and the brooch I found on the clinic floor out of my pocket and hand them to Alexei, and then I glance at my father, cheeks flushing as I answer him. “Darius is fighting Elias, Dad.”

      “Was fighting. I doubt they’re still at it,” Alexei snorts, pocketing Nadine’s brooch, further proof she was the one who broke into the clinic.

      “What do you mean? The fight has just started?”

      “Oh, didn’t you know? Elias had the glass on his gloves coated in poison. One too many scratches and he’ll go down like a tonne of bricks. Your lover’s probably dead by now.”
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      In the middle of the metal octagon, I see them both. Darius  is on his knees, swaying, trying to stand. Elias looks up as we enter. A devilish smile creeping on to his twisted face.

      The sight of Darius bloodied and broken fills me with panic.

      No, no, no, no...

      I’m running to the ring before my dad can stop me. As the bell dings, I push past the ref and the fight officials into the cage through the open metal door, getting to Darius first.

      I reach him and take his arm, propping him up. A glance at the score tells me he’s lasted eight rounds already. Since this is a death match and there are no round limits. Each fighter carries on until they physically can’t. For Darius to last this long and be cut all over is a miracle.

      I help get him cage-side just as the cutmen arrive, one of them grabs Darius’s other side and together we move him to the blue corner. If they look surprised to see me, they don’t react, I’m not usually on the floor. I’m just a physician, and also a woman. I don’t belong here. But I glare at them and they get on with re-wrapping Darius’s fists and applying the ice-cold enswell, while I get on with checking his vitals.

      Darius might be alive but he’s no longer responding. I shouldn’t have trusted the Twins. Darius warned me this would happen. He came to this fight knowing he would die.

      A sob sticks at the back of my throat.

      “Darius!” I tap his face, trying to get him to wake up.

      Darius, please!

      He groans and opens one eye.

      “Rae. You’re here...” He breaks into a smile. “I thought I’d lost you.” I’m not expecting him to reach for me, but he does, pulling me down for a kiss. The metallic taste of blood mingles with the essence of him. He kisses me like there’s a hurricane after us, like the world is ending, like there’s no tomorrow. Kissing him feels like coming home.

      I push him away and stare into the bright blue of his eyes. I can see that in the way he’s focusing on me, he’s fighting the injuries and the poison, albeit very slowly.

      I pull a vial and a packaged needle out of my pocket. “No buts, you need to let me give you a shot now.”

      He shakes his head. “No drugs. I need to fight.”

      “Dammit, Darius Reyes, shut the fuck up and do as I say. You’ve been poisoned. You’re dying. The shot is the antidote.”

      He shakes his head again. “No. It’s too late for me. Rae, you need to save yourself.”

      “Darius,” I say to him as I hold his face in my hands. “Let me do this.”

      When he doesn’t respond, I crouch down and ready his arm for the needle in order to give him the cocktail of drugs I had to quickly prepare in the clinic. I’ve no idea if it will work. After Alexei told me about the poison, I demanded he tell me what it was so I could counter it. Then I ran as fast as I could to the clinic to find what I could to make an antidote, praying I wouldn’t be too late.

      I hope I’m not.

      “Are you really an angel?” he slurs.

      I roll my eyes and lean into kiss him again, and then place my forehead on his, my tears mingling with his sweat and blood. The cutmen have already backed away, leaving us alone in the blue corner with a million pairs of eyes watching. Ring girls parade above us, showing the next round number. The countdown between the extended round ticks down. We have less than a minute to do this.

      “Please Darius, can I give you the antidote?” My voice is close to breaking as I ask him.

      Finally, he nods.

      I plunge the needle into his arm, shooting the mixture from the vial into his veins. A brief smile tugs at his lips as he stares at me, eyes still unfocused, and then he starts to fall sideways. I grab him and hold on to him, hugging and clinging onto him at the same time.

      “Darius!”

      After a few seconds, he starts hugging me back. “Rae, I need to tell you something,” he mumbles in my ear.

      “Shhhh. Tell me after the fight, okay?” I say, tears streaming down my cheeks. It’s not working. It should have worked straight away.

      I take his face in my hands again, looking into his eyes like I’m trying to see into his soul.

      “Darius Reyes, if you don’t come back to me right now, there will be consequences.”

      He fixes his attention on me, barely.

      “You need to fight!” I practically shout at him.

      Something ignites inside of him and he straightens. “Fuck the fight,” he slurs. “If I’m dying I want to taste you one last time.”

      I nod, heart ripping in two as he pulls me onto his lap, burying his face in the crook of my neck, taking a long breath as though breathing me in. A rumble in his throat has my heart beating too fast. He drops sweet kisses along my neck until I’m moaning softly, wanting him. If I’m not careful, I’m going to pass out just from the swell of emotions I feel. I’m like a rag doll, falling to pieces, part of me floating off somewhere in my head, the other half unable to breathe. I can’t lose him. Not after I’ve found him again. Not like this.

      His teeth graze my skin, making me whimper. Entwining my fingers through his, he puts his lips on the flesh of my neck and glides along until his mouth claims mine in a kiss.

      I close my eyes, shutting the arena and everyone around us out.

      As blood pounds in my ears, air rushes from my lungs as he takes my breath, until I feel like I’m being shattered into a thousand little pieces. His tongue is velvet on mine, his lips perfectly soft. I take in citrusy musk and the taste of him. I moan into his mouth and he growls, tightening his hold, keeping me upright with strong arms. All I can feel is his energy bleeding into me, taking and giving at the same time.

      Finally, after a lifetime of holding on, he lets me go.“Shit, Rae. Are you ok?”

      Somewhere in the distance a bell rings. I feel faint. Like I’m falling.

      A bell… The fight!

      My eyes snap open and I draw in a breath, clenching my fists as I cling on to him. He lifts me and carries me over to the octagon entrance, and hands me to one of the fight officials waiting outside. There’s blood everywhere. I didn’t put pressure where I jabbed him with the needle, to staunch the flow. His arm is running with blood. But Darius doesn’t care. He brushes something soft off my face—my hair—and leans down to kiss my forehead.

      “Rae? Can you hear me?”

      Darius isn’t dead. He’s alive. The antidote worked!

      I nod in a daze. “Yes, I can hear you…” I close my eyes and then open them. The hurt of almost losing him was too unbearable. Poor Darius is looking at me like I’m dying. I’m not, and neither is he. He’s standing, more alert than he was two minutes ago despite his arm soaked in blood.

      “Tell me, what can I do?”

      I move my head, shaking it, tears clouding my vision. I look into his own eyes and can’t help but notice how pale and blue they are, like the reflection of the sky on a lake of ice.

      “Go, fight,” I manage to say. I’ll be fine now.

      “Thank you.” He kisses me one last time and disappears, the cage door closing shut.

      “Rae!” I raise my head to see Darius smiling at me through the bars. “I love you!” He shouts over the crowd.

      My eyes water, and I can’t help the corner of my lips curling into a smile.

      “Try not to kill him!” I shout back. As much as I’d love to see Elias go down permanently, I gave Alexei my fucking word.

      “Can you walk, Ma’am?” I nod, still beaming like an idiot as the official helps me over to one of the folding chairs cage-side.

      The loudness of the arena comes back in a whoosh, and my eyes draw to Darius in the center of the ring.

      As long as Elias doesn’t get a blow in, Darius will be fine.

      Darius will be fine. The way he’s pummeling the younger twin, he’s not going to let him. There’s a warmth to my chest I’ve never felt before. A feeling of being able to tear down walls and run marathons. A desire that threatens to consume me whole. A need that shatters all that matters into oblivion. The rawness of it pulls me awake, alert and alive as if for the very first time.

      And I realize, it’s not need or desire—it’s love.
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      Memories surface.

      Memories of Rae in my eyes when I was a younger, more light-hearted Darius. I’m with her brother, Hunter, talking in the kitchen while she steals in for a midnight snack. I’m on the porch with her father when she comes home after school.

      All these memories I have of her from a time before, when I wasn’t a killer, fill my head as the connection between the past and present begins to heal. Lately, I’m starting to remember. It’s little things. A touch, a taste, a smell…

      Cassius Hunter, watching me in the cage with his daughter, was all it took to bring more memories back and clear away some of the heavy fog I’ve been living under for the longest time.

      As Elias falls from my signature knock-out, just like everyone else has done before him, I feel Rae’s attention on me, and it feels like I’m standing on top of a mountain.

      Her strength, her love, has returned me to the world of the living, woken me out of a bad dream, brought me back to life. As the pieces of my world that were broken reform and become whole again, I see not only the past but a future with the one person I’ve known all of my years growing up—Grace “Rae” Hunter—aka, the love of my life.
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Epilogue

      The crowd, already wild, exploded into a frenzy after Darius won. Then it all happened so fast, or at least it felt that way. Snatches of it are all I really remember…

      Darius, holding the title belt in the air as the ref and officials stood next to him, grinning at me, while behind him Elias lay sprawled on the mat unconscious. Alexei disappearing from the viewing box.

      And my mother and father running into each other’s arms outside the arena.

      When Elias beat Dylan within an inch of his life, he assumed she’d fold. He assumed wrong. Mother has been planning this revenge for years. I had already called and told her where I was. Zac was outside as soon as the fight was over, his men ready to tear this place apart.

      Bets were paid and lost, lives were taken. Eventually, The Pit closed down. Sponsors pulled out and rumors circulated that Alexei took everything that night and is now in hiding from both the club’s debtors and his own family.

      I’ve heard from Nadine that Elias is no longer this side of the Atlantic. His family called him home to face the music and atone for what he did to his family’s fortune. Nadine took over Purgatory and has turned it into a roaring twenties speakeasy and burlesque club. She keeps in touch from time to time, gossiping about her family, but I still don’t trust her.

      My dad, once we got him home, filled us in on what happened that night when he and Darius went to the club all those years ago. There was no negotiation. Darius and my father were jumped at the club. Cassius was almost killed by the Twins, that part was true, but he survived. When he woke up, he was locked in a cell in the vaults of the club. Darius was there too, unconscious and in a coma, until Elias came and took Darius away.

      My brother is still missing. Strangely, a copy of all the evidence surrounding the missing fighters and how they were sold in the black market arrived in the post one day, from Russia. No note, but I have a feeling it’s from Alexei. Darius and I are using it to track down what happened to all the fighters who survived but disappeared soon after losing in the Pit. Darius is going to help me take the case to the Russian mafia who might be able to shed some light on the people Elias was dealing with, so I have hope we’ll find Dylan soon, or at least what happened to him.

      Still, I’ve asked Nadine if she can ask around. I’ve even written to the Russian address in case it is Alexei who sent me the evidence. Darius says the Lexingtons aren’t to be trusted especially Alexei, but I’ll take all the help I can get.

      Darius no longer fights and works at my father’s shipping yard. He’s yet to gain back all of his memories and the trust of the family. Even though I know in my heart he didn’t betray us. Mom says he’s going to have to earn it the hard way. We’re allowed to date, but only because my dad convinced my mom that Darius is a good guy after he came round to the idea of us, his daughter and his right-hand-man, together.
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      The house phone rings just as I’m walking out the door to pick Darius up from the shipping yard for our date tonight. The evening is warm, so I’m wearing a summer dress with a denim jacket and a pair of kitten-heeled sandals. Darius loves me in heels but this is as high as I’ll ever go, especially now.

      “Hello?” I answer, checking my bag to make sure I have my keys.

      “Grace Hunter, I presume?”

      I stop moving as soon as I hear his crisp, clear voice down the other end of the line. “Alexei?”

      “You’re probably wondering why I’m calling you. Well, I’ve found your brother. He’s alive.”

      Relief floods through my body. I sag against the doorframe. “How did you—?”

      “I’m sending you the address of where he’s staying to your phone. Don’t leave his rescue too long. He’s not in the best shape. I’m not sure how much longer he’ll last.”

      I close my eyes and then open them, drawing in a deep breath. Is Darius right? Should I not trust him?

      “Why are you helping me?”

      “We made a deal. Your brother for mine. A Lexington never goes back on his word.”

      “How do I know this isn’t some kind of trap?”

      He sighs. “You don’t. Look, I’ll be gone when you get here. I’ve paid off the club who bought him from my brother. If anyone has an issue with you taking him home, tell them the Black Rook sent you.” He hangs up.

      Paid off the club who bought him? What the hell happened to my brother?
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      Darius offered to drive me to the address in Boston. I’m nervous about the whole thing, but I’m also hopeful. Occasionally, thoughts, emotions, and bouts of unease assail me that aren’t helping and I have to calm myself down.

      After Alexei sent me the address, I called the number listed with it and was finally able to speak to someone. He’s been fighting in Boston this entire time. I’ve no idea what they did to him, or what they had on him to keep him there, but I’m glad he’s safe.

      He’s alive. That’s all that matters.

      Darius looks up from the road with slight concern etched on his face. “Your brother’s going to be fine.”

      “I know, I just…,” I sigh and close my eyes as another wave of nausea hits. His attention, as usual, brings about thoughts that make me blush. But then I feel the queasiness and whatever I was thinking, however important, just falls away. “Can we stop for a bathroom break at the next gas station?”

      He frowns. His eyes stray over to me, lingering over my body before focusing back on the road. “Again? That’s the fourth time since we left the house. Are you pregnant or something?”

      I take a breath and let all the strangeness of my condition show on my face. Darius’s expression becomes a mask of confusion for a split second, and then his eyes widen.

      “You’re fucking kidding me... since when?”

      I bite my lip. “Er, since about a month after we left The Pit, I think.”

      He looks shocked but then Darius’s gaze turns soft. He reaches over, putting his palm on my stomach, stealing looks at me as he drives. “Do you know if…”

      “It’s a boy, I’m sure of it.”

      “Does your family know yet?”

      I shake my head. “You’re the first.”

      The smile on his face reaches his eyes. After a minute or two of silence, he speaks up. “How about Dylan, for a name?”

      “Yes, I’d like that. Dylan would like that too.” The happiness inside of me has nowhere to go, making tears leak from my eyes.

      I glance down at my stomach, still flat as a pancake. “Hello, Dylan “Archer” Reyes. I can’t wait to meet you.”

      “Archer?” Darius’s brow raises.

      My lips curl up into a smile. “To remember what didn’t break us, and ultimately made us stronger.”
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        Thank you for reading Shatter Me. If you would like to know what happens to Nadine, or Alexei and Elias, watch out for future books in my Broken Romance Series at

        malloryfoxauthor.com

      

        

      
        You can also sign up to my Heartbreaker Club for inbox alerts on new releases

      

        

      
        Or join my Facebook group The Foxy Reading Den!
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        The Rescue

      

      

      Who knew Las Vegas was more than flash, money, and sin?

      Not me. Not until I cross over to the other side of town and fall in love with a girl and a dog.

      

      I’m not looking for anything more than the return of my lost wallet when I walk into the animal shelter where Lake works.

      When she takes me on a tour, I’m quickly won over by a puppy named Elvis—though it’s hard to know which set of big brown eyes tugs at me the most.

      I can’t say no to the licker-y little furball, especially if adopting him means I’ll get to spend more time with Lake.

      My transition to dog owner is going to be a bumpy ride, and I’ll need Lake’s help.

      And before I know it, I’ll be asking myself, “Who’s rescuing who here?”
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          LAKE

        

      

    

    
      Thunderstorms in Las Vegas are a rarity, but they do and can happen. I'm sure there's some wealthy high roller on the strip right now that's raking in their winnings from betting on the weather. It's Vegas, so I really wouldn't be surprised if it's true. People around these parts have made bets on even stranger things. My mind personally isn't on the money, though. Right now, my main concern is getting to the shelter to check on my babies.

      I show up at the shelter, and the first thing that hits me is the familiar scent of wet dog. I take excellent care of the animals, bathing them at least once a week to avoid another flea mishap like last summer, but the smell never goes away.

      I find Scooter first. Or rather, he finds me. He comes running up to me in the playroom, hopping up on his hind legs while pawing at my knees. I bend down to scratch the Russell Terrier behind the ear. He continues to yap, his short tail wagging wildly behind him.

      "There you are, baby. Where are the others?"

      It takes me another second or two to locate Elvis, a mutt with sandy brown hair. I haven't been able to pinpoint what breed of dog he is. In the end, it doesn't matter. He's lovable and adorable, and it doesn't matter what breed he is. I find Elvis lying in his dog bed, curled up into a tiny little circle. He raises his head to acknowledge me before resuming his nap. The thunder doesn't bother an old boy like him. Unfortunately, not all of the dogs feel the same way.

      Gaga, the gray Pitbull that I brought in off the streets less than a week ago, cowers in the corner with her tail tucked between her legs. She's a small little thing, which might explain the shivering. But I also understand her skittish nature. I don't have all the details, but I know that her previous owners didn't take the best care of her. I found her undernourished, incredibly jumpy, and suffering from a broken paw. I approached her slowly, careful not to startle her in her already fragile state.

      "It's okay, honey. You're safe with me. Do you feel like saying hi?"

      The sweet girl very carefully approaches, sniffing at my outstretched hand. She licks the tip of my fingers by way of a shy greeting.

      A clap of thunder rumbles through the air, and Gaga immediately shrinks back to her corner for safety. I feel bad for the girl, but at the same time, I can't blame her. All I can do is hope to give her a home until I find a family to place her with, one that will hopefully love her the way she deserves to be loved. I let her be for now. The last thing I want is to overwhelm her further.

      Maeve, my one and only employee, enters the playroom with a small bag of dog food in her arms. She isn't dressed in our usual white polo shirt uniform. Instead, her hair is pulled back into a sleek high ponytail, she has on her flashiest dance clothes, and her eye makeup is dramatic and bold.

      "You made it," she says, greeting me with a big smile. "Thank you so much. I know it was last minute."

      I laugh. "Don't worry about it. You know I'm happy to help."

      She grimaces. "Still, I feel bad. You haven't had a day off in two weeks. I feel selfish."

      "You have an audition, Maeve. I'm not going to fault you for that. You've been waiting for a chance like this since forever."

      Maeve sighs in relief. "Thanks, Lake. I owe you one."

      "Swipe me something from one of those fancy hotel buffets, and we'll call it even."

      She nods. "You got it, boss."

      I tilt my chin in the direction of the dog food. "Is that the last of it?"

      "Yeah. I put in the resupply order a week ago, but there was some sort of shipment delay. I'm worried this is all we're going to have left until it gets here."

      This is a problem, but I don't let it read on my face. The shelter has always been difficult to keep afloat. We rely mostly on donations. Some might see a delayed shipment as a minor setback, hardly worth noticing, but I have tiny canine mouths to feed. They rely on me to keep them safe. I'm the one in charge of keeping a roof over their heads, food in their bellies, and helping to find them their forever homes.

      I'm stretched thin as it is. Running a non-profit animal shelter doesn't exactly bring in a considerable income, and what little money I do have goes right back in to help the dogs. I work odd jobs on the weekend sometimes, mostly working as a freelance photographer, pulling in just enough to pay what few bills I have. I live on the margins, always within my means. I honestly don't mind living frugally, so long as I get to continue my work here.

      These dogs are like family to me, and there's nothing I wouldn't do for family.

      I have about thirty bucks in my bank account until I finish the shoot I have scheduled for tomorrow. It isn't a lot, but it'll have to do.

      "Don't worry about it," I say. "I'll take care of it."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Yes. Get going. I don't want you to miss your big break. You better text me afterward to let me know how it went."

      Maeve beams. "I definitely will."

      "Break a leg. And drive carefully. People always seem to forget how to drive when the rains come."

      Maeve laughs before making a quick exit.

      I get to work. I fill the dog bowls full of food, change the water so that it's nice and fresh, and then get to brushing the dogs.

      Scooter is incapable of sitting still long enough to complete the task, so I have to bribe him several times with treats. It's only semi-effective, but it's better than nothing. Elvis doesn't budge an inch while I brush him down, the epitome of a good boy. I take extra care with Gaga. She has a light coat, so she doesn't need a lot of work, but I'm hoping this will help her get used to human interaction. She's warmed up to me a lot these past few days, and I'm genuinely pleased with her progress.

      When I'm finished, I have to lock up the shelter. I usually keep the dogs in their kennels in the back when no one's in the vicinity to keep an eye on them, but it's only those three, and they all get along. I don't see any harm in moving them from the playroom. Scooter needs the space to run around, Elvis looks too comfy to budge, and Gaga might not take too well to being cramped inside a crate. Besides, I don't intend to be gone for very long—just a quick trip to the nearest pet store and back again.

      "Be good, you guys," I tell them before heading out into the rain.
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      I have to look over the receipt twice because damn. Who knew dog food could be so pricey? It took me longer than necessary to pick something out because the store didn't carry the brand I usually like. It's a surprisingly tedious task to go through all of the product ingredient lists. Anything with wheat, food dyes, or meat meal is an immediate no thanks.

      I guess it's true what they say: good shit ain't cheap, and cheap shit ain't good.

      I have about ten bucks and change left over, but I have plenty of leftovers in the fridge and all my bills squared away. Tomorrow's photoshoot —it's some sort of bachelorette party before the bride's big day— will line my pockets nicely. I just have to be patient. Until then, I don't mind getting by on day-old Chinese takeout.

      On my way back to my car, a beat-up Honda Civic with a cracked rear window, I happen to spot something curious out of the corner of my eye. A wallet. It looks to have been abandoned, the top relatively dry considering the rain beating down over my head. I pick it up off the parking lot pavement and look around quickly. Maybe the owner is still nearby.

      I see no one.

      I get into the driver's seat of my car and close the door, preferring not to stand in the rain while I play detective.

      It doesn't take a genius to know that this wallet is worth almost half my monthly rent. It's exquisitely made, the name Versace stamped across the front of it in gold font. The supple calf leather is embossed with an intricate Barocco pattern. Seeing no sign of an owner, I open the wallet to see if I can find some identification. The words ‘made in Italy' are printed on the inside fold. This is officially the fanciest thing that I've ever held in my hands.

      What I find even more fascinating is just how much cash it holds.

      I'm talking a lot of cash. There has to be at least a thousand dollars, all in the form of crisp hundreds.

      Who carries around this kind of money?

      Luckily, I find a driver's license amidst an impressive collection of black credit cards.

      "Asher Morgan Chase," I read aloud.

      The man's picture takes me by surprise. He doesn't strike me as an Asher. Dark eyes, dark hair, a jawline to die for. I've never been the kind of person to make assumptions about people, but it's hard not to wonder if Asher's some kind of mob boss. Who dresses in a fancy suit like that for their driver's license photo? He's got one of those haircuts with a fade that probably costs a couple hundred dollars to get professionally done. And those eyes…

      Is he always this intense? Or was he trying to seduce the DMV clerk?

      Why do my cheeks feel so warm?

      His license has a local address, so at least I know I won't be tracking some tourist who could be a million miles away by now. A quick Google search on my phone pulls up some sort of directory to The Grandiose, one of the fancier hotel and casino establishments on the Strip. It doesn't look like the guy has a personal number anywhere, and it isn't exactly clear what his position is at the place, so I try the business' general line instead.

      He looks tough. Maybe a security guard?

      I'm patched through, not to a person, but some metallic robot directory system. It takes a few extra button presses before I'm finally able to leave a message. I give my name, the address to the shelter, and my phone number to be reached.

      If this message ever gets through to the guy, that is.

      I tuck the stranger's wallet away in the glove compartment of my car. Something this valuable really shouldn't be out in the open. I twist the keys in the ignition and listen as the car engine sputters to life. The thunder lets up a bit, but I'd prefer to be with the dogs to keep them company until the worst of the storm passes.
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          ASHER

        

      

    

    
      This whole damn thing has been a waste of my time, and I say as much.

      "I'm so sorry," my assistant snivels yet again. "I am. I could have sworn I put your wallet right back in my bag after I tipped the waitress for you."

      "Clearly not," I state simply, adjusting the silver cuffs on my sleeves. "If anything's missing, it's coming straight out of your paycheck. Understand?"

      Tod swallows. Poor kid looks like he's going to pass out. Or maybe vomit. Probably both.

      "I… Well, sir, um…"

      I wave a hand dismissively, my signal to please shut up and drive. I'm not going to make Todd pay me back. I can make up the contents of my wallet no problem. It's chump change to me. I just want to teach him a lesson in mindfulness. The demands of my job are stressful enough without having to worry about a personal assistant who half of the time doesn't know if he's coming or going.

      I can't exactly fire him, though, what with Todd being my nephew and all. My sister all but dumped him on my doorstep, citing the need for work experience. There are only two people in the world that I have difficulty saying no to: my mother and my little sister.

      Sarah owes me big time.

      "We're here, Uncle Asher," Todd says as he pulls my Maserati into the gravel parking lot.

      I frown at him in the reflection of the rearview mirror. "What did I say about calling me that?"

      Todd sinks slightly. "Never during business hours."

      "Keep the engine running. I'll only be a minute."

      I step out of the car and immediately step in a puddle. I'm miffed about it, but I don't let it show. There go a perfectly lovely pair of red bottom shoes.

      The animal shelter is a run-down place. From the outside, it doesn't even look like it's open for business. The painted sign above the front doors has faded from sun exposure years, its little dog logo barely visible unless up close. If it weren't for the flickering We're Open sign in the front window, I would have thought this place was abandoned.

      I step through the doors, the bell above the frame jingling loudly to announce my arrival.

      The place smells awful. Wet and dingy and very much like—

      A dog comes rushing at me from around the corner, barking its little heart out like there's no tomorrow.

      "Scooter!" a girl in the back yells. "No, bad boy! Come back here."

      The Russell Terrier jumps up at me, yapping and snarling and misjudging our difference in size. Its right eye is grey from lack of sight, and its nose appears to be running. His coat is shaggy, loose strands of its hair winding up on my pants where he paws at me.

      "Ah, shit," the girl says, quickly scooping the dog up. "Hi, I'm Lake. Scooter, come on. Please behave. I'm sorry. He's usually so friendly. I'm blaming the weather. It seems to be riling everybody up."

      I've only been half-listening. I'm too stunned by her to take in everything she says. I recognize her voice from the voicemail she left on the company line.

      Um, yeah, hi. My name's Lake Shellbrook. I've found a wallet belonging to Asher Chase? If you could give me a call back, that'd be great. I'll be at the Shellbrook Animal Shelter in Michael Way. Feel free to stop by and pick it up.

      I remember thinking she sounded young, maybe nineteen or twenty. I'm surprised to find not a girl, but a beautiful woman before me. Her long brunette hair is pulled back and away from her face in a messy bun, loose strands of her locks framing her face. Her cat-like hazel eyes sport long, curling lashes. Her shirt is damp at the collar and shoulders, suggesting that she was probably outside in the rain recently.

      I can make out the faint pink of her bra through the wet fabric, but I avert my gaze.

      "Give me one second," she says hastily as she whisks the dog, Scooter, the way she just came. She returns a few moments later, patting the cover of my wallet like she would one of the animals in her care. She holds it out to me. "Here."

      I take it, the tips of our fingers brushing for only a second. I remain silent, studying her.

      "You're more than welcome to check if everything's there," Lake says, stuffing her hands into the back pockets of her jeans.

      I do so, opening it to find that all of my cards and my cash are accounted for. "Interesting," I mutter.

      Lake arches a brow. "What is?"

      "It's all here."

      "Why wouldn't it be?"

      She says this so innocently it almost makes my toothache.

      I shrug my shoulders. "Your honesty's refreshing. I feel like there are a lot of people who wouldn't have bothered returning this to me. Or, at the very least, took the money and said they found it that way."

      Lake gives me a small smile. "Lucky you, then. Anyway, thanks for coming to pick it up."

      The corner of my lip tugs up into a grin. "That's it?"

      "Yeah."

      "You don't want some kind of reward?"

      "No. I don't think people should be rewarded for doing the right thing." Lake glances over her shoulder when a bunch of barking erupts from the back room. She turns back to me and gives me an apologetic smile. "I have to get back to work. Have a nice day, Mr. Chase."

      She's gone before I can even say goodbye.

      Interesting indeed.
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      I spend the ride back to the strip thinking about Lake.

      Usually, I wouldn't have given her a second thought. She had my wallet, which has been returned—end of a business transaction. But the thing about business transactions is that there's usually a give and take, an exchange of sorts. Lake didn't want anything at all.

      Most unusual.

      Las Vegas is known for its excess, its overabundance. Those seeking distraction from their mundane lives come here in droves to test their luck, hoping to arrive with pennies and walk away with small fortunes. Vegas is a haven for opportunists, those seeking to indulge in their avarice.

      Money. Sex. Drugs.

      It's called Sin City for a reason.

      And yet, hidden away in the outskirts of Vegas's vibrant neon chaos is Lake and her tiny, almost forgettable animal shelter. Curiosity gets the better of me. What's a girl like her doing in a place like this? Did she make a bad bet or something? I wouldn't be surprised if she wound up stuck here, up to her neck in debt and unable to pay for a ticket out. The more I think about it, the more I realize she doesn't seem like that kind of girl. If the temptation of my wallet wasn't enough to entice her, I doubt the games on the casino floors have much sway over her, either.

      The Grandiose finally comes into view. It's not exactly hard to miss, except when taking into account our neighbors are just as flashy and stunning and loud. Call me biased, but I think they're tacky as hell. The Grandiose, in contrast, is elegant and serene. The building is coated in gold and sparkling lights. During the day, it shimmers in the sunlight. At night, it glows like a beacon from all the neon lights that bounce off its domed ceiling.

      Todd pulls the car up to the VIP entrance, where a valet pulls the door open for me without hesitation. "Mr. Chase," he greets with a polite nod.

      "Park the car and meet me up at the control center," I instruct Todd before getting out of the car.

      The front doors of the casino are held wide open for me by uniformed doormen on either side. No sooner do I step inside am I joined by two lovely ladies in silver flapper dresses and ornamental hairpieces. They both serve as performers and waitstaff.

      "Hello, Mr. Chase," says the one on my right. "Can I get you something to drink?"

      "Would you like me to grab you a cigar, Mr. Chase?" asks the one on my left.

      "Don't worry about me, ladies," I tell them flatly. "Attend to the high rollers."

      The girl on my right —I've never bothered learning all of their names because turnover's always been so high— pouts and shoots her friend a look. "Are you sure, Mr. Chase? You must be thirsty after that little detour you had today."

      "How did you hear about that?" I ask.

      She hooks her arm in mine and pulls in close, deliberately squeezing her breasts against me. "The same way I know you like a good old fashioned Sazerac on the rocks," she says, her voice sultry and low. "I pay attention."

      I lean in ever so slightly to speak in her ear. "If only you paid this much attention to those whales at poker table seven, maybe you'd finally earn an ounce of my respect." I shrug her off. "Get to work or don't work at all. I won't ask again."

      Miffed but unable and unwilling to come up with a comeback, the pair scuttle off and attend to my guests.

      As much as I like being out on the floor, I prefer being in the control room more. That's where I'm able to watch over all of my kingdoms. I see all from the craps tables to the long conga line of flashy slot machines and even to the extravagant buffet. I'm surrounded by monitors, watching every hand dealt, and chip played with unwavering focus. Spotting cheaters isn't as easy as the movies make it look, but I've been at this game a very long time to know what to look for.

      It's all about the math. The house wins an average of ten percent of all money gambled at craps. Our chips are all RFID, too, which means our cameras are better able to track anyone with unusual win patterns. Once a member of my security team spots something fishy, we zero in and watch like hawks. One slip up, and it's all over. It's hard to describe the thrill that comes over me when I catch a cheater in the act. It's a special kind of high.

      Todd finally arrives, cell phone in hand. He holds it out to me. "It's Mom. I mean, uh… It's Sarah."

      I take the phone from him. "You know I don't appreciate calls at work."

      "Don't be such a brat," my sister says with a huffy laugh. "I just wanted to check in on my favorite brother. And, you know, to see if you've worked my poor boy into the ground yet."

      "Not yet. Trying, though."

      "Be nice to him, please."

      "You knew what you were getting him into. No free passes."

      "Did you hear that, Todd?" she shouts, loud enough that the whole room can hear her voice. "No free passes!"

      Todd rubs a hand over his face, turning away to hide his embarrassment. "God."

      I roll my eyes. "Has he been complaining about me?"

      "Not at all, Mr. Chase."

      "I'm hanging up now."

      "Wait!"

      I sigh. "What?"

      "I'm stopping in on Friday. Grab a drink with my friend and me—"

      "I swear to God, if you say Michaela—"

      "Michaela. Come on, Asher. She's a lovely girl. Great personality."

      I resist the urge to cringe. "We all know what that's code for."

      "Would you come down from your high horse already? When was the last time you even went on a date?"

      "I have to go, Sarah. I think there's a cheater at the blackjacks table."

      "Fine, ignore my question. Natalia really messed you up bad, huh?"

      Natalia.

      A bitter taste coats my tongue as thoughts of her flash through my mind. Once upon a time, I would have given that woman the world. In hindsight, I now realize the world wouldn't have been enough.

      I force her out and say into the phone, "Don't call me at work again."

      "Fine," Sarah says, though there's no heat behind it. "Big baby. Text you later."

      "Mm-hmm," is all I offer as I hang up and hand the phone back to Todd. "What did I say about personal calls?"

      My nephew lets his head hang low. "I know, I know. Never during business hours."

      "It's an issue of professionalism."

      "Yes, Mr. Chase."

      "Now, observe. That screen there. You're going to make the call."

      Todd stands up a bit straighter. "R-really? Um, okay."

      "What were the tells I told you about?"

      "Deck manipulation," he recites. "And collusion. Cheaters often work in groups. Catch one, and you throw their whole game plan off."

      I pat the boy on the shoulder. "Good. You're learning."

      Though I don't face him to see it, I know Todd's smiling. An odd sense of pride fills my chest to know that my lessons haven't been a complete waste on him.
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          LAKE

        

      

    

    
      I don't believe in fate, but even I have to admit that it's kind of weird I'd end up at The Grandiose for the shoot. There was some sort of last-minute change. The bride-to-be decided that she'd rather rent out an event room here than the one she originally booked at the Bellagio. I suppose it doesn't make much of a difference to me. They've already paid me a deposit for my services; now all I have to concentrate on is showing up, doing the work, and making sure I get paid the other half of my rate.

      The place is extravagant to the point of blinding. Everything shimmers with artificial light. I'm kind of worried that the glare will ruin all of the shots I'm after. I may only do photography work on the side, but I'm no hack. I understand that proper lighting is necessary for my pictures to come alive. I need to make sure that this shoot goes off without a hitch because my business mostly relies on word of mouth. Happy customers mean happy reviews, happy reviews hopefully means more work in the future.

      Given how things are working out at the shelter, I really can't afford anything to go wrong with my side hustle.

      The bride and her bridesmaids are all drunk off their asses, but they appear to be having a good time. Dancing and laughing, drinking and eating.  I load up my camera with as many candid shots as possible, finding that my clients tend to like those the best compared to posed shots. They're an incredibly rowdy bunch, but that gives me more opportunity to work and capture stunning moments. I prefer photography events with lots of energy instead of those where everyone is stiff and struggling to have a good time. Still faces don't make for very good pictures.

      As I watched through the viewfinder, I briefly wonder what it must be like to be so carefree. I'm the slightest bit envious. I can't remember the last time I could even afford to attend a party like this one. I'm thankful that I'm allowed to partake in the food and drinks while I'm here. There's more than plenty to go around, so if I pack an extra sandwich or two for lunch tomorrow, nobody notices or cares.

      It's only when one of the bridesmaids accidentally bumps into one of the waitresses and spills an entire tray of drinks that I start to believe things are getting out of hand.

      "Watch where you're going, dumbass," the bridesmaid slurs.

      "You're the one who knocked into me," the waitress counters.

      "You calling me a liar, bitch?"

      I take it back. Now things are getting out of hand.

      "Ladies," I say softly, stepping in. "Let's just calm down. No need for name talking."

      "Stay out of it," they both snap at me.

      "Look what you did," says the bridesmaid. "You've ruined my dress. Do you have any idea how expensive these things are?"

      "Do you have any idea how expensive my uniform is?" demands the waitress, running her hands over her now drenched silver flapper dress.

      "Uniform? This skimpy little thing?"

      "Listen here—"

      "No, you listen—"

      Before I know what's happening, the argument gets out of hand. Another waitress comes over to back up the first one; the remaining bridesmaids come over to back up their friend. It looks like something straight out of West Side Story, Sharks versus Jets. I usually don't like to get involved in conflicts like these, preferring to keep to myself. But that's a little hard when I'm smack dab in the middle of it all.

      I try to get out of the way, but I'm not fast enough. They start to shove at one another, and by extension, me. I trip over someone's feet and go tumbling.

      My camera comes crashing down with me—the fatal crack of the lens echoes in my ear.

      Everyone finally stops what they're doing, a mix of stunned horror and bewilderment written over their faces.

      "Oh my God," the bride gasps, rushing over to help me up. "Are you all right? Is the camera okay?"

      It doesn't take much of a genius to know my camera's a goner. I mentally kick myself for not saving it in time. Maybe I could have held it up above my head or gotten out of the scuffle faster. A long, spidery crack stretches across the lens, and its digital screen is now pixelated and impossible to navigate. I'll be able to salvage the photos from off the memory card, but I don't think I'll be able to save my camera without expensive repairs.

      Repairs that I really can't afford.

      My heart sinks at the thought of being unable to afford a replacement. Without a camera, I won't be able to do my freelance work. Without freelance work, I probably won't earn enough to keep the animal shelter running. I don't like the thought of having to close it down. My dogs need me; they need a safe space. If I can't provide that to them, there's no telling where they'll end up.

      I can't let that happen.

      "What's going here?" a man's voice calls out. I recognize it immediately.

      Asher Chase.

      His words are deep and rich to the point that they reverberate in my chest. It's like he has subwoofers for vocal cords. I remember being surprised when I first heard him speak back at the shelter. Entrancing, hypnotic, seductive as hell. It's the kind of voice that captures everyone's attention without the slightest bit of effort, one that commands the room in an instant.

      While the party guests and waitstaff all gaze at him, Asher looks only at me. Without a word, he extends a hand. I take it, slipping my palm neatly into his. Asher helps me to my feet, glancing at my ruined camera.

      "You," he says to the waitress. "What's going on here?"

      "N-nothing, sir," she stutters. "Just a little spill."

      "Clean it up," he orders.

      "Of course, r-right away."

      After the waitress scurries away, Asher turns to the bride and her party guests. "Please accept my sincerest apologies for her behavior, ma'am. I hope that this hasn't soured your experience here at The Grandiose. Suppose you'd like to provide my assistant with your name and contact information. In that case, I'd be happy to reimburse you for the event room and offer you and your friends free food and drinks for the year."

      The bride's face turns bright red. "Oh, um… Wow, that's nice of you, mister…"

      "Asher Chase," he introduces with a curt nod. "I'm the owner of this fine establishment."

      The owner of The Grandiose? Now his excessive cash-carrying suddenly makes sense.

      "Please feel free to resume your evening," he says. He places a hand on the small of my back. "And you," he whispers in my ear. "Come with me."

      "Where are we going?" I ask him.

      "You'll see."

      "That's not much of an answer."

      Asher simply chuckles, the sound rumbling straight through me. It's arguably the most captivating sound I've ever heard. A part of me wonders just how low he can make his voice go.

      Asher guides me from the hotel portion of The Grandiose to the casino side of things. It's a lot for me to take in. The constant smell of cigarette smoke, the scent of heavy liquor, the flashing lights of slot machines, the loud ticking of the roulette table, the ever-present melody of bells and whistles and chimes going off somewhere to signal that someone's just won big.

      As we both pass one of the many poker tables, several people dip their heads in acknowledgment at Asher. He repeats the gesture, wearing a charming smile.

      "Do you know them?" I ask, curious.

      "Those are some of my VIPs," he explains like it's no big deal at all. "It pays to give them more of a personalized experience. Here, just this way."

      Asher opens a staff door and guides me down a long hall. When the door shuts securely behind us, the noises of the casino are suddenly drowned out. I feel like I've stepped through a portal to an entirely different place. It's incredibly interesting to get to see what goes on behind the scenes. Massive windows look into different rooms, each of them appearing to be security centers with walls upon walls of screens streaming camera feed.

      We finally end up at a smaller, quaint room at the very end of the hall. It's cramped and dusty, and huge shelves pushed up against the perimeter of the space. Various items have been cataloged and stored, arranged neatly around us. There are all sorts of things here, kind of like a consignment store. There's a huge bin of purses to my left, abandoned cellphones to my right, and coats of all styles and colors on hangers just in front of me.

      "What is this place?" I ask.

      "Lost and found," Asher says. "People leave all sorts of things here. Including cameras."

      He reaches for a plastic storage bin from one of the top shelves, allowing me the briefest of seconds to admire the sturdy length of his torso and strength of his arms. There's something about the way his dress shirt pulls tight around his waist that gets my face feeling that much warmer.

      "Here," he says, placing the bin in front of me. "Pick something you like."

      I frown. "Are you serious? Don't these belong to somebody?"

      "Trust me, it's fine. These have been sitting here for months. The likelihood that they'll ever find their way back to their owners is slim to none."

      I look inside the bin. Some of these cameras are incredibly nice. I'm talking about top of the line DSLRs. Some of them even come with accessory bags, too. There's a Canon DSLR in particular that catches my eye. It's brand-new, not a scratch or dent to be seen. I've wanted one of these for a long time, but I never could afford it. I pick it up and inspect it. Working with a camera like this would do wonders for the quality of my photos.

      "Are you sure?" I ask, partially afraid that this is all some sort of sick joke Asher's trying to pull. "How much do I owe you?"

      "You don't owe me anything."

      "I must pay you something. This is too nice."

      "Consider it repayment for returning my wallet."

      I chew on the inside of my cheek. I really want the camera, but I'd feel guilty for taking something that doesn't belong to me. I didn't earn it.

      I put the camera back in the bin. "I'm sorry, I can't accept this."

      Asher stares at me like I've grown two heads. "I said it was fine."

      "I know, but I don't need it. I appreciate the thought, though. I just wouldn't feel comfortable taking what isn't mine. Thank you, anyways."

      He continues to regard me, confusion darkening his already dark eyes. "Uh… All right," he says, perplexed. "Whatever you want."

      "Didn't mean to waste your time. I'm sure you probably have a lot to do."

      "It wasn't a waste."

      "So… You own the place, huh?"

      Asher nods. "Yes, ma'am. The Grandiose is my pride and joy. Have you ever been here before?"

      "No, this is my first time."

      "I'll give you a tour."

      I smile politely and shake my head. "That's nice of you, but I should probably get back to my clients. I still need to make sure I get paid."

      "I didn't know you were a photographer."

      "Oh, I don't advertise it. It's just to make a little extra cash. I mostly just work at the shelter. That's my pride and joy."

      The faintest smile ghosts across Asher's lips, an amused glint flashing behind his eyes. "I see," he says.

      Neither of us makes a move. He regards me with an intensity I've never experienced before. I feel hot under his gaze, but I can't bring myself to look away. It's like Asher's studying me, eyes trailing over my body to drink in the details. I don't exactly know what he seems so fascinated by, though.

      "I should get going," I say softly. "Thanks again, Mr. Chase."

      "Just call me Asher. Have a good day, Miss Shellbrook."

      "Lake is fine."

      "Lake," he echoes, testing my name on his tongue. There's something downright sexy about the way he says it, unbelievably deep and slow.

      It takes me another moment to muster up the strength to turn and leave. I can feel his eyes on me as I walk away. It's exhilarating, but I force the feeling down. I'm sure it's just my imagination. There's no way a guy like him is interested in a woman like me. He's probably just being polite.

      That doesn't explain the butterflies in my stomach, but I can't think of another logical answer.

      I go back to the bachelorette party. The bride pays me double what she actually owes, apologizing profusely for the trouble. She promises to leave an excellent review and even gives me a few referrals for future jobs. It looks like things are going to work out, after all.

      As I head home, I take in the neon glow of the Strip. It's almost dreamlike, what with the sun setting in the distance, splashing shades of pink, gold, and orange across the sky. It isn't until I get home that I realize I can still feel the phantom sensation of Asher's hand against my own. The memory of his eyes tracing over me has me feeling warm all over straight through the night.
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      Lake Shellbrook is something else. I knew it from the second I laid eyes on her. She’s too honest, too unassuming and kind for Las Vegas. I don’t know anyone who wouldn’t have jumped at the chance at a new camera like that. A new free camera.

      Todd watches as I pace around the control center, lost in thought.

      “Mr. Chase? Is everything all right?”

      The short answer is yes. Technically, everything is fine. The long answer is I don’t know. I’ve never met anyone quite like Lake before. I’m far more intrigued than I thought I would be. It’s been ages, literally years since a woman has managed to catch my eye. After Natalia left, I’d thrown myself into my work, finding more satisfaction and pleasure in a job well done than in the company of another.

      It’s not like I’m bitter about Natalia. Last I heard, she’d settled down and had a kid. Good for her, really. Natalia always spoke about how she wanted to start a big family and get herself one of those houses with the big lawns and a white picket fence. That was where we didn’t see eye to eye. I was too busy with The Grandiose. I preferred the constant buzz of the Strip, the busyness and anonymity of Vegas. I don’t blame her for breaking things off. We just weren’t compatible. I haven’t bothered with dating ever since.

      There’s no denying that Lake is attractive. There’s something incredibly refreshing about her humility and simplicity. The women that surround me at work are all too much. Big hair, overpowering perfumes, overdrawn lips and obviously fake lashes. Lake doesn’t seem to care about any of that, doesn’t try to keep up to meet others' expectations. I remind myself that I’m not interested in getting involved with anyone right now, but I still really want to know more about her.

      “What can you tell me about Shellbrook Animal Shelter?” I ask Todd.

      He taps the screen of his iPad and does a quick search for me. “Established in 2005,” he reads aloud. “Founded by Mary and David Shellbrook.”

      “Her parents?”

      “I think so. It doesn’t really say. They have a website, but… Ooh, boy.”

      “What?”

      “It looks like somebody let a toddler mess around with the HTML. I don’t think their website’s been updated since the creation of the internet.”

      I take a look over Todd’s shoulder. He’s right. The background is an ugly puce color, the font is in Comic Sans, there are flashing GIFs of barking dogs, and the whole website chugs terribly when Todd tries scrolling through the pages.

      “What else?” I ask, moving things along.

      “It’s a non-profit, no-kill shelter. They apparently have a successful fostering and adoption program; though, it looks like they have had to downsize several times in the past couple of years due to lack of funding.”

      I mostly just work at the shelter. That’s my pride and joy.

      Lake’s voice echoes inside my skull, the delicate lilt of her words offering a comforting melody.

      “Bring the car around,” I instruct.

      Todd arches a brow. “Where are we going?”

      “The shelter.”

      I can tell my nephew really wants to ask why I want to go, but he’s smart enough not to ask unnecessary questions. He tucks his iPad beneath his arm and nods, heading toward the door to fetch my car.
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      The smell of wet dog hits me harder today. There’s a lot more noise coming from the back of the shelter, and a few families mosey about the cramped main lobby. A girl is working behind the front desk, but it isn’t Lake. This girl has dark curly hair and bright green eyes. The nametag on her work shirt reads: Maeve. The bell above the door announces my entrance, prompting the girl to look up.

      Her eyes widen and her mouth drops open. I pretend not to notice.

      “Um… Oh, wow,” she breathes. “Hi. Uh, yeah. Hi. How can I help you?”

      “Is Lake in today?” I ask.

      “Yeah, she’s just filing some adoption papers out back. I can go get her, if you’d like.”

      “I can wait.”

      “Sure. Let me know if you need anything. Like, at all.”

      I stand off to the side and take everything in. This shelter has probably seen better days. The light blue paint on the walls is peeling in certain corners. Infographic posters pinned to the bulletin board next to the front desk look out-of-date. A small shelf directly across from me sells various pet supplies like animal-friendly shampoos, dog treats, and squeaky toys. It’s hard to ignore the thin layer of dust covering every single surface in here. I don’t suspect this place gets very much foot traffic.

      A young couple exits the back room, a tiny Corgi puppy pulling ahead of them on a leash. Lake follows after them, waving and smiling as they say goodbye.

      “Take good care of him,” she says chipperly.

      “We will,” the couple says together as they take their newest addition outside.

      Lake spots me and breaks into a surprised grin. “Asher? What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to come and see…” I freeze. Shit. What was I going to say? “The dogs,” I blurt out hastily. “I wanted to come and see the dogs.”

      Her expression falters for a second, like she’s disappointed to hear my answer. But she moves on, not a hint of hesitation when she asks, “Are you interested in fostering? Adopting? Maybe just volunteering your time?”

      “I’m not sure yet, actually. Maybe just a donation.”

      “A donation? Well, that’s very kind of you.”

      I reach into my suit jacket’s inner pocket and pull out my checkbook and pen. “Who do I make it out to?”

      “To the business. Shellbrook Animal Shelter, LLC.”

      “Sure.” I scribble down an amount, date, and then sign. I hand her the cheque and do my best to ignore the thrill that shoots through me when I see Lake’s face brighten up.

      “Are you serious?” she asks, unable to keep from smiling. “This is a lot, Asher.”

      “Just doing my part. For the animals.”

      Lake laughs softly. I’m taken with how enchanting she sounds, almost like a siren lulling me closer. I’m sure it’s intentional, but God, she sounds so damn cute.

      “Thank you,” she says. “This’ll help out a lot.”

      “No problem.”

      “Come on,” she says, reaching out to touch my elbow. “Let me introduce you to the dogs.”

      “That’s, uh… That’s really not necessary.”

      Lake snickers. “Oh? You’re not scared of dogs, are you?”

      “What? No, of course not.”

      “Then come on.”

      For some reason, it’s too hard to say no. I allow her to lead me to the back room, rather enjoying the fact that she’s touching me. It’s an impersonal kind of contact, a little stiff, but my chest tightens all the same at the fact that her fingers feel so delicate against my arm.

      There are three dogs out in a large room to my right. To the left is yet another room full of stacked kennels. Several dogs are inside, most of them resting. Lake takes me to the playroom. We have to quickly shut the door before the Russell Terrier from a few days ago manages to make a grand escape. Scooter starts to hop up on me, yapping away and wagging his tail wildly from side to side.

      “This is Scooter,” Lake introduces formally. “You’ve met.”

      I bend over to scratch the dog behind the ear. “Yes, we have.”

      Lake points to a brown dog with a greying muzzle across the room. He’s casually lounging on a large dog bed. “That’s Elvis. I’m fairly certain he’s hard of hearing. Getting up there in years, so you’ll have to speak loudly if you want to get his attention. And this—” Lake gestures very slowly to a terrified Pitbull in the opposite corner, “—is Gaga. She’s my most recent rescue.”

      “Rescue?” I echo.

      “It’s kind of a sad story. Many of the dogs that come through here are either found off the streets, or rescued from puppy mills. Gaga’s previous owners had her locked up in a cage for goodness knows how long. She’s actually really sweet, but she’s also super jittery. There aren’t many people willing to foster or adopt her because they’re afraid she’ll be aggressive with them. It doesn’t exactly help that Pitbulls get a bad rep to begin with.”

      “That’s a real shame.”

      Lake nods. “It is. Scooter and Elvis have been here a long time, too.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, like I said. Elvis is getting up there in years. I don’t know a lot of people willing to adopt an old dog. And Scooter… Well, he’s super talkative. Really energetic. He ideally needs a family that has a lot of patience and maybe a big yard so that he can run around. I haven’t had much luck finding them appropriate homes that’ll take good care of them.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you have any pets?” Lake asks.

      “No, I don’t.”

      Lake eyes me with a suspiciously cheeky grin. She bats her eyelashes at me, and I’m fairly certain she’s doing it on purpose. “Do you want pets?” she asks, coy. “You said you wanted to come see the dogs. Why not take one home today?”

      “I’m never around,” I counter.

      “You really don’t have any one at home? Not even a wife or girlfriend?”

      “No,” I answer slowly, thoroughly amused. If this is Lake’s way of asking if I’m taken, she’s incredibly discreet about it. “No wife or girlfriend. Although, I do have a house manager who’s there all day.”

      “See? That’s perfect!”

      “I don’t know…”

      Scooter sits directly in front of me, tilts his head to the side and whines. He stares up at me with his big eyes, tail wagging while his tongue pokes out adorably from the corner of his mouth. If I didn’t know any better, I could swear the dog is doing this on purpose. Lake joins the effort, looking up at me with hope written all over her face.

      I can’t say no.

      “I don’t know the last thing about taking care of a dog,” I try to argue.

      “I can teach you.”

      “I don’t have any supplies,” I try again.

      “We can go shopping for everything you’ll need.”

      “We?”

      Lake’s cheeks flush a light pink. “I mean. If you want.”

      “All right,” I answer. “You better not bail on me.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Good. I have to go back to work right now, but I can come back and pick you up later tonight. When are you off?”

      “The shelter closes at six, but I stick around for another hour to clean up. Let’s say seven?”

      “Sure. Seven it is.”

      “Great. I’ll give Scooter another bath in the meantime.”

      “Much appreciated. I’ll… I’ll see you later, then.”

      Lakes grins. “See you later.”

      I turn on my heel and walk away, feeling lighter than I have in a very long time. I do my best to temper my expectations. This isn’t a date. This is the furthest thing from it. Lake is simply helping me purchase the things I’ll need to take care of a dog. A dog that I somehow got roped into caring for.

      I glance at my watch.

      Seven can’t come fast enough.
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      “Um, excuse me?” Maeve says dramatically. The shelter is now closed and we’re in the back patting Scooter dry. His bath was not without a great deal of splashing, but at least he’s clean. “Who was that yummy man and why have you been keeping him from me?”

      “I haven’t been keeping him from you,” I insist. “And please, never use the word ‘yummy’ to describe someone ever again.”

      “But it’s the truth.”

      “It’s cringey,” I correct. “He’s a person, not a piece of meat.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      Maeve combs her fingers through her hair. “I feel like I’ve seen him before. What’s his name again?”

      “Asher Chase.”

      Maeve’s jaw may as well have unhinged given how her mouth drops open completely. “The Asher Chase?”

      “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      “My dance audition the other day was at The Grandiose, Lake. He could end up being my boss’s boss.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize.”

      “I can’t believe your luck.” She pulls out her phone and opens up Instagram. She searches Asher’s name and comes up with only a few hits. “He doesn’t use social media, but his friends do. Look, see? Here he is with King.”

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      Maeve sighs, exasperated. “King. The rock star.”

      I shrug. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Oh, here he is at some fancy party with Jeff Cezos. And here he is on a yacht, Oh, wow. Check out his car.”

      “We should really get back to work—

      “The dude must be loaded,” she continues, starting to ramble. “How much did you say he donated again?”

      “Ten thousand,” I recite, head still spinning from Asher’s generosity. “It’s definitely going to help keep the shelter running, but we still have a lot of dogs to take care of.”

      Maeve frowns at me. “Seriously? That’s what you’re focusing on right now? Are you blind, or are did you seriously not see how cute the guy is? And holy shit his voice.”

      “I need you to calm down, Maeve. You’re starting to weird me out.”

      She puts her hands up in mock surrender. “Fine, fine. I just can’t believe you don’t see what I see.”

      “See what?”

      “That he’s totally into you.”

      I snort out a laugh. “You’re hilarious,” I say dryly.

      “Are you kidding? The guy came all the way to the rough part of town, asked for you by name, gave you a massive donation, and adopted a dog. I don’t think I can spell it out any clearer.”

      “He’s just a nice guy. There’s no way he could be interested in me.”

      “Why not? You’re an absolute catch.”

      I reach over and take Maeve’s phone, turning the screen so that she can take a good, hard look at all the images that she just showed me. “I don’t know if you noticed, but a guy like this is probably used to dating models or actresses or billionaire heiresses.”

      “And I don’t know if you noticed, but there isn’t a single woman in any of those pictures with him. Maybe they’re not his type.”

      I give her the phone back. As much as I hate to say it, Maeve has a point. Maybe it’s true. It’s not right of me to assume Asher’s preferences. Either way, though, I’m too busy with the shelter to even think about having time for a man. I have too much to take care of already.

      “We’re just… acquaintances,” I say, though I know I don’t sound convincing in the slightest.

      Outside, a car honks its horn three times. A quick glance at my wristwatch tells me that it’s seven on the nose. Asher’s here.

      Maeve pumps her eyebrows at me. “You’d better get going. Wouldn’t want to keep your acquaintance waiting.”

      I roll my eyes. “Why are you the worst?”

      “You know you love me.”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “I expect to hear all kinds of details when you come in tomorrow,” she says in a singsong voice.

      I look to Scooter and sigh. “Come on, baby.”
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      Scooter warms up to Asher very quickly. The dog has already taken to walking at his heel with little to no direction with his leash. Asher and I walk up and down the aisles of the pet store. Asher’s personal assistant, Todd, is the one just behind us pushing the cart. He seems really nice, though very clearly intimidated by his boss.

      “What’s first on the list?” Asher asks me.

      “We’re going to need to get him some food,” I explain. “There are probably a few things you should know about buying food. It’s not a good idea to buy whatever you happen to come across. I personally avoid anything with white flour, MSG, soy, vegetable oil, or animal by-products. It’s really all just filler that companies like to use because it’s cheap and easy to ship out, but it’s not actually very good for a dog’s diet.” We get to the aisle dedicated to food. “What size would you like to get?”

      “Doesn’t matter to me,” Asher says. “What would you recommend?”

      “Well, I like to buy in bulk, but that tends to get really pricey.”

      “The price doesn’t matter to me. Just pick a brand you think I should use. I have no budget.”

      “No budget?” I echo.

      “No budget. I’m leaving it all up to your discretion.”

      My heart skips a beat. I can’t remember the last time I got to shop without having to worry about price matching or keeping an eye on every cent.

      “You’re going to need some treat, too,” I say slowly. “Scooter’s a really smart dog, but using positive reinforcement will really help him get acclimated to your home and expectations. You can’t go overboard with the treats, though, otherwise it might upset his tummy. I personally like to reward them with fresh apple pieces, or even green peas or carrot bits. It’s much healthier than the premade stuff.”

      I look to Asher and find him silently watching. If I’m not mistaken, he looks a little…

      Overwhelmed.

      “How do you know about all of this stuff?” he asks.

      “I’ve been around dogs my whole life. That, and I was half-way through my veterinary studies.”

      He tilts his head to the side, looking at me very much the same way he did back at The Grandiose’s lost and found room. “A veterinarian?”

      “What can I say? I love animals.”

      “You said you only got half-way.” He says this like an implied question, giving me the wiggle room to not answer if I so choose.

      I answer anyways, because it’s surprisingly easy to talk to Asher. “My dad got sick,” I say softly. “I decided to drop out to come home and take care of him.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he says earnestly. “Is he…”

      “Oh, he’s fine. Made a full recovery. My parents are now living up their retired life in an RV, travelling all over the States. They stop by and visit every now and then.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. May I ask why you didn’t go back to school?”

      I shrug my shoulders, tossing a couple of size-appropriate chew toys for Scooter into the cart. “I took over the animal shelter after my parents left. If I go back to school, there’d be nobody left to watch over the place.”

      “I see,” Asher says. There’s a warmth in his gaze that I hadn’t noticed before, the smallest of smiles pulling at the corners of his lips. The way he looks at me… It makes my heart skip.

      I clear my throat. “Uh, but what about you? How does one get into the business of owning a casino.”

      “And hotel,” he notes.

      I laugh. “Oh, pardon me. How does one get into the business of owning a casino and a hotel. Let me guess. Family business?”

      “Would you believe I won it in a poker game?”

      I take a moment to consider the possibility. “I think you’re bluffing.”

      “You sound pretty sure.”

      “You don’t seem like the kind of person to leave something so important up to chance.”

      Asher flashes a dashing smirk. “Well, aren’t you smart.”

      “Was I right?”

      “I built it from the ground up,” he says, pride dripping from every word. “It’s taken me many years, but The Grandiose is finally one of the biggest casinos on the Strip. All of my friends wanted me to turn it into a massive Waffle House, but I have better business sense than them.”

      A giggle bubbles past my lips. “That sounds… awful. I’m glad you didn’t listen to them.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Did you always want to own a casino? I can’t imagine that’s every child’s dream when they grow up.”

      “I wanted to be a firefighter,” he says, rather candidly as he picks a chew toy from off the shelf to inspect it. It looks puny in his massive hand.

      “Oh, dear.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I just can’t stop imagining you sliding down the firehouse pole.”

      Asher chuckles. “Are you flirting with me?”

      My face flushes with heat. “I don’t know. Depends.”

      “On?”

      “If it’s working.”

      Asher leans in a little closer. “Surely you don’t have to ask.”

      Behind us, Todd groans under his breath. “Get a room.”

      All it takes is one pointed glare from Asher and Todd shuts up. A wave of embarrassment rushes over me. I totally forget about the personal assistant that’s been tailing us the entire time. Now that the moment is officially ruined, I commandeer the shopping cart and push it toward the checkout counter.

      “Come on,” I say hastily. “We should get Scooter settled in sooner rather than later.”

      Asher nods, but says nothing.

      Our trip past the cashier goes off without a hitch. I’m so used to paying for everything in dollar bills and spare change that it’s almost stunning how easy and quick the process is when Asher simply flashes one of his many credit cards over the card reader. With a soft beep and the printing of a receipt, we’re out in the parking lot in the blink of an eye.

      When we get to the car, one of the fanciest Maserati’s I’ve ever seen in my entire life, Todd busies himself by loading up the trunk. Scooter sniffs at the wet pavement, probably looking for a nice place to mark his territory.

      “That should be everything,” I tell Asher. “If you have any questions, feel free to let me know. I, uh… I think you have my number already.”

      “Dinner,” he says quickly.

      “Sorry?”

      “Come to my place for dinner.”

      “Oh, um…” I’m too flustered to string together a proper sentence.

      Is he asking me on a date?

      “For Scooter,” he adds, shattering any hopes I had. “I’m sure he’d appreciate a familiar face while he gets used to his new home.”

      I think about declining, but Asher has a point. Scooter isn’t as skittish as Gaga is, but that doesn’t mean he won’t act out in different ways. At least for a little while, my being there might help him grow used to his new surroundings.

      I nod and smile. “Sure. Dinner sounds great. For Scooter.”

      Asher grins. “For Scooter.”
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      Not for Scooter.

      I don’t have anything against the dog. He’s actually kind of growing on me. When I initially asked Lake to dinner at my place, I’d meant it in a hey-are-you-interested-in-me kind of way. I’m normally much more straightforward than this. I’ve been mentally kicking myself for not just saying what I meant, but I just don’t know how to talk to Lake.

      She’s different. She doesn’t throw herself at me, doesn’t do anything overt to try and win my favor. Using Scooter as an excuse was really the only way I could think of getting her comfortable enough to come over.

      Looks like this dog is turning out to be quite the wingman.

      After Todd drops us off at The Grandiose, I send him home for the night. I know my nephew well enough to know he’ll do nothing but silently judge, the way all young men his age tend to do. Lake and I take the private elevator all the way up to the penthouse.

      Mary is already waiting at the door to retrieve our coats.

      “Mr. Chase,” she greets, voice thin and hoarse from years of smoking during her youth. “Welcome home.”

      “Mary, this is Lake,” I say. “Lake, this is my house keeper, Mary.”

      “House manager,” Mary corrects, like she always does. She winks at Lake. “It sounds much more dignified that way.”

      Lake laughs and winks back. “Gotcha.”

      Mary bends down to let Scooter get used to her scent. “Hello, little guy. I hope you’ll like it here. As long as you don’t make potty on the Persian rug, we’re going to get along just fine.”

      Scooter barks, licking happily at Mary’s hand as if to say we have a deal.

      I watch as Lake looks around the space in awe. I don’t know very much about how she lives, but if the sad state of the shelter is anything to go by, the extravagance of my penthouse is likely overwhelming.

      “You live here?” she asks, risking a few steps forward to take in more of her surroundings. “You must really love what you do if you’re willing to sleep where you work, huh?”

      I know it’s a rhetorical question, but I can’t help but answer. “I like to have my fingers on the pulse. If there’s ever a work-related emergency, I can be there to fix it.”

      “Don’t you get tired of it? Constantly working.”

      “Do you?”

      “No. I love what I do.”

      I smile at her. She’s answered for me. “Would you and Scooter like a tour?”

      Lake nods sheepishly. “Yes, please.”

      I place my hand on the small of her back, a delightful shiver snaking down my spine when Lake lets me.

      My home offers a fantastic view of Las Vegas in all of its glorious splendor. I never grow tired of the sight. The clash of neon lights mixing with the bumper to bumper traffic are more captivating than the stars. Out on the balcony, there’s an infinity pool, water appearing to seep right over the edge. I show her to the main living room, the piano bar and lounge, the home theater. Lake is quiet the whole time, taking it all in. It’s hard not to notice the way she keeps her hands in her pockets, like she’s afraid she’ll break something if she touches it.

      “And this is the room I think I’ll give to Scooter,” I tell her, showing Lake to one of the many bedrooms I own. It’s one of the smaller ones, the perfect size for the little dog. It’s been serving as a guest room for years now, but no one has ever been lucky enough to use it. Scooter may as well take full advantage of the space.

      “Wow,” she marvels. “I’m sure he’ll love it.”

      “I hope so.”

      Scooter enters his new room and sniffs around, familiarizing himself with his new home. It doesn’t take him very long before he’s hopped up onto the bed, turning in a circle to find a comfortable position before finally lying down.

      “Yeah,” Lake says with a light laugh. “He definitely loves it.”

      I have to admit, Scooter’s pretty damn cute when he wants to be.

      “So,” she says with a click of her tongue. “You live here all by yourself?”

      I nod. “Yes. Why?”

      Lake shrugs. “I don’t know. With all this room… Doesn’t it get lonely?”

      I take her question to heart. In truth, I don’t think about it much. Ever since Natalia, I’ve always lived alone. I like being independent, able to move about of my own accord. Save for my house manager, there isn’t any need to check in with anyone. I can do what I want. I’m my own man.

      But now that I think about it, there is something cold and indifferent about the place. Despite the fact that I’ve lived here for years, the decor and furniture all give off a hotel vibe. Nice, but generic. Family photographs are few and far between. There are no signs that this place has been particularly lived in.

      Lake swallows. “Sorry. Ignore me. I shouldn’t be so nosey.”

      “I don’t mind,” I reply quietly.

      When Lake smiles, sweet and shy, my heart stops. She’s absolutely breathtaking. Painted in the lights of the city, Lake appears almost angelic. Captivating and beautiful and the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever had the luck of laying my eyes on.

      My gaze falls to her lips and I’m suddenly unable to look away. I wonder what they feel like. I wonder what she tastes like. I wonder if she’s as soft to the touch as she looks. The urge to lean forward and kiss her is strong, but what’s even stronger is Mary’s poor timing.

      “Mr. Chase?” Mary calls from down the hall. “Dinner is served!”

      I clear my throat. “Right this way.”

      “O-OK,” she mumbles, following my lead.

      The dining room is rarely ever used. When I invite my friends over, we normally just gather in the living room to watch football on the plasma TV. The dining room is reserved for special occasions, special guests.

      And I’m pretty sure Lake qualifies as a special guest.

      One of the perks of owning a casino that’s open 24-hours is that its kitchens are always at my disposal. All I have to do is make a phone call, and the chefs downstairs can whip up whatever my heart desires. I’ve sent an order for a three-course meal, complete with a calamari appetizer, a steak entree, and tiramisu for dessert. Scooter joins us, sitting just off to my right, watching me like a hawk in the hopes he’ll get a few scraps to chew on.

      Such a good boy.

      “How do you like it?” I ask her after she’s taken a few bites. “If you’re craving something else, just let me know. I can have the chef send something different up for you.”

      Lake shakes her head, mouth full of food. “This is more than delicious, thank you.”

      There’s something wonderfully soothing about watching her eat. She savors every bite, appreciates every morsel. Knowing that I’m the one spoiling her brings me a great deal of joy. She probably doesn’t get to eat like this very often.

      “Is there anything else I should know?” I ask her. “About the dog.”

      Lake nibbles on her bottom lip as she reflects. It’s incredibly difficult to look away. A part of me wonders if she’s doing that on purpose. “The most important thing to have is patience,” she says. “Scooter’s a very smart dog, but he’s also got a short attention span. I like to take him out several times a day for a long walk. That way he’s usually too tuckered to run around at night and make a ruckus. If that doesn’t work, you can always tire him out with tricks.”

      “Tricks?”

      “You know, the basics. Sit, roll over, lie down. I was busy teaching him how to play dead, but he gets too excited to stay still for very long.” Lake beams. “Do you want me to show you?”

      Her excitement is contagious, the air around her electric. I once again can’t find the strength to say no. I can’t seem to deny her anything.

      “Sure,” I tell her.

      Lake hops up out of her chair and kneels down next to Scooter, having swiped a few bits of carrot from off her plate. I leave my own seat and join her, crouching down to watch her work.

      “Scooter,” she says firmly. She makes a finger gun and shouts, “Bang!”

      The dog just stares at her, too distracted by the promise of food to realize he’s just been given a command.

      “Come on, Scooter,” Lake says with a sigh. “You’re embarrassing the both of us here.”

      I chuckle. “Maybe he just needs a warm up?”

      “Good idea. Scooter? Sit.”

      The dog does so and Lake laughs, handing Scooter a treat. We spend the next ten minutes like this, asking him to do simple tricks and working our way up to slightly more complicated ones. At this point, our dinner is entirely forgotten. We’re simply having too much fun to remember our own meals. When he finally plays dead, Lake lets out an adorable squeal of delight.

      “Good boy!” she cheers, feeding the last of his treats to him with a well-deserved belly rub. “See? You just have to be…” Our eyes lock as her voice trails off. There isn’t much space between us, only a couple of inches. Lake glances at my lips, her cheeks a lovely dusting of pink. “Patient,” she finishes softly, barely above a whisper.

      Damn, she’s beautiful.

      I really want to kiss her, but I don’t think that this is the right time or place. Then again, when is it ever?

      “Lake?”

      “Yes?”

      “What are you doing tomorrow?”

      “I’m scheduled to open the shelter.”

      “That girl you work with, do you think she could take over your shift.”

      Something amused flashes across her face. “I think that depends.”

      “On?”

      “What you have planned.”

      I smirk. “Let me take you out tomorrow. What do you say?”
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      “Yes! A million times yes!” Maeve shouts, jumping up and down. The shelter has been open for all of five minutes, but there isn’t a guest in sight. “I knew there was something going on between you two.”

      “It’s just one date,” I insist.

      She pumps her eyebrows at me. “Which could lead to another date, and then another. Next thing you know, you’ll be walking down the aisle and saying ‘I do.’”

      “Don’t you think you’re getting ahead of yourself?”

      “Not at all. Trust me, I have a good sense about these sorts of things.”

      “Can you watch the shelter for me, or not?” I ask, trying to keep focused.

      “Of course I can. You cover for me all the time. Now I can finally return the favor. What are you guys going to do? Is he going to take you to a five-star restaurant? Maybe go dancing? Oh, maybe go and watch a show?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “When is he picking you up?”

      “Um, I’m actually going to meet him at The Grandiose around five. He said he was going to send his personal assistant to pick me up.”

      Maeve all but swoons. “A personal chauffeur. God, you’re so lucky. Is that what you’re going to wear?”

      I tug at the sleeves of my grey hoodie. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing? These are my nicest clothes.”

      Maeve takes a deep breath and shakes her head in a slow, dramatic fashion. “You’re going on a date. With one of the wealthiest and most influential men in all of Las Vegas. And you want to wear jeans and a hoodie?”

      “But it’s comfortable.”

      “Ah, my sweet summer child.”

      “I was born in January.”

      “Do you still have time to go home and change?”

      “Look, Maeve, I appreciate the help, but—”

      Outside, a car honks. It must be Todd here to pick me up.

      Maeve gives me a quick hug. “All right. Looks like it’s too late, anyhow. Just go have fun. I expect lots of details by the time you get back.”

      “You always expect lots of details.”

      “Have fun!”
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      I find myself at The Grandiose again, but the elegance and glamor of it all is just as breathtaking. Todd shows me to a private room in the hotel section, offering me a credit card and even a wrapped gift basket full of fresh fruits, expensive chocolates, and even a bottle of champagne.

      I inspect the credit card. “What’s this for?”

      “Courtesy of Mr. Chase,” he explains. “He told me to tell you that you have free reign of the place until he comes to pick you up. He’s unfortunately stuck dealing with a business matter, but he said you’re welcome to help yourself to the spa. It’s just down the hall.”

      My mind spins. I’ve never experienced something this lavish before. “Is the hotel room really necessary?” I ask. “I mean, I’m grateful, but…”

      “Mr. Chase said he intends on keeping you quite late.”

      “That sounds… suggestive.”

      “I’m not here to judge,” Todd says simply. “Please make yourself comfortable. If you have any questions, let me know. My uncle will come and retrieve you when he’s ready.”

      I arch a brow. “Your uncle? Asher’s your uncle?”

      Todd grimaces. “Ah, shit. Uh, I mean… Don’t tell him I said that, OK?”

      I giggle. “Why ever not?”

      “I don’t think he wants to come across as a nepotist. My mom pretty much forced him to give me the job.”

      “Trust me, Asher definitely doesn’t strike me as a nepotist.”

      Todd smiles. He seems a lot more youthful and fun when he isn’t entirely focused on doing his job. “He’s a pretty cool dude,” he says casually. “Uncle Asher’s just super different when he’s at work, that’s all.”

      I gesture to my surroundings. “Is he normally like this when he tries to win over a lady?”

      Todd shrugs. “I wouldn’t know. You’re the first person he’s taken an interest in a long while. Er, don’t tell him I said that, either.”

      A warmth blooms across my chest. Is what Todd’s saying true? A feeling of pure giddiness rises up from the pit of my stomach and settles in my throat, leaving my head lighter than air. I don’t think I can even call this a hotel room. It’s twice as big as my rinky whole apartment back in Michael Way. The bed looks soft as hell, and I’m highly tempted to swan dive onto the sheets. The only reason I don’t is that I’m afraid I’ll be too comfortable to leave.

      I have a couple of hours to kill before I’m supposed to meet up with Asher, so I decide to take up the offer of heading to the spa. It’s so rare that I get to treat myself, and I have a feeling that if Asher were here, he’d insist that I do whatever it is that makes me happy. Knowing that he doesn’t do this very often has me feeling awfully unique.

      Special.

      I’ve never experienced pampering quite like this before. The spa staff all seem to know who I am the second I step through the automatic sliding glass doors. They refer to me as Mr. Chase’s guest before promptly whisking me away to one of the private rooms in the back. It honestly feels like a dream, like I’ve somehow stepped through a magical portal that’s teleported me to the center of a beautiful bamboo Zen garden. Soft music plays in the background, the gentle trickling of a small fountain babbles in my ear, and the whole place smells sweet and minty.

      I don’t have much say as to what kinds of services I’d like. The spa staff simply give me what they refer to as the executive package, which apparently includes a mani-pedi, a pomegranate facial, a wonderfully relaxing deep tissue massage, and even a hair and makeup combo afterwards. By the time they’re finished with me, I feel like a brand-new woman.

      Refreshed. Renewed. Practically floating on air.

      When I return to my room, blissed out of my mind, Todd shows up with a garment bag in hand. He hands it to me and says, “I’ve just confirmed a reservation at the casino’s restaurant in the VIP lounge. You’ll have to put this on.”

      I take a peek inside the bag. It’s a dress made of the most luxurious silk that I’ve ever laid hands on. “Are you sure I’m allowed to wear this?” I ask. “It seems really expensive.”

      “Mr. Chase picked it out himself. He says it’s a gift.”

      Normally, the thought of a man picking out what I should wear would annoy me. But I can tell Asher isn’t trying to be sleazy in any way. The dress is elegant, the epitome of high-class. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to let him spoil me a little.

      “Thanks,” I say. “I’ll put it on.”

      “Great. I’m supposed to escort you to the restaurant. Just let me know when you’re ready.”
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      The restaurant is just as amazing as everything else in The Grandiose. I’m beginning to understand why Asher likes this place so much. There’s so much care and attention to detail around me, evident in the design of the wallpaper, the choice of flower arrangements, the type of silverware the restaurant uses.

      I walk in, a little wobbly on the heels that I’ve been provided, but I’ve never felt more confident. There’s something about the way my dress hugs my hips and reveals the slope of my shoulders that makes me feel taller, more powerful. It’s difficult not to notice how more than a few heads turn when I enter, like I’m unintentionally the center of attention.

      “Right this way, Miss Shellbrook,” the maitre’d says, guiding me to a table for two by the window.

      I can see all of the Strip from here. This is probably the best seat in the house. There’s a bottle of red wine already airing out on the table, a candle in the center of the tablecloth, and even a single rose in a slim vase sitting before me.

      Asher is nowhere in sight.

      I frown, but try not to get annoyed. I’m sure he’s just busy. I can’t imagine running this place is an easy task. I, for one, know what it’s like to operate a business. On a much smaller scale, of course, but the same principles apply. A boss’s work is never really finished.

      Even still, it’s hard to keep smiling and stay positive when the seconds turn into minutes, and minutes turn into half an hour. The maitre’d has to check up on me continuously, always bringing around a basket of freshly baked sourdough bread. I help myself to a few pieces while I wait, but I eventually decline because I don’t want to fill up on starch before our actual meal.

      Half an hour turns into an hour.

      I shift, suddenly uncomfortable. People are starting to stare, whispering under their breaths. I can only imagine the sorts of things they’re saying. Maybe they think I’ve been stood up. Maybe they feel sorry for me. A tinge of embarrassment settles in my chest and makes my face overheat. The dress, once a confidence booster, now has me feeling very self-conscious. Once sexy and refined, now I just feel small and exposed.

      I stare across the table at the empty seat and wonder if I’m being an idiot. Was I silly for getting my hopes up? I should have known that this was all too good to be true.

      He’s not going to show up.

      There’s a sting in my chest. Was this whole thing a waste of time? Surely I couldn’t have imagined those moments the other night when I thought for sure he was going to kiss me. All of the signs were in his eyes, in the way he looked at me. There was something curious there, something hungry. Could it be that I was reading his signals wrong?

      An hour and a half passes me by.

      Maybe I should call it a night. At the very least, I found one of my babies a new home and I got a pretty sweet spa day out of it. Regardless of what I tell myself, I can’t help but feel disappointed.

      I’m about to get up from the table when Asher finally arrives. His hair’s a bit windswept, like he had to run all the way here.

      “My sincerest apologies,” he starts immediately. “I tried to get here as soon as I could. My team and I busted a network of cheaters at our blackjack tables. You’re not leaving, are you?”

      For what it’s worth, Asher really does sound sincere. His brows are pulled together with worry. All of my insecurities, my frustration melts away when he gives me a hopeful smile. I can’t stay mad at him.

      “I was just stretching my legs,” I tell him. “I’m glad you made it.”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t have wanted to miss this. Please, have a seat. We’ll order right away, I’m sure you’re probably hungry.”

      He steps behind and pulls out my chair for me, ever the gentleman. My nerves finally settle as he personally pours me a glass of red wine. I feel foolish for doubting him. After all, why would he invite me out to dinner and not show up? Asher doesn’t seem like that kind of guy.

      “So,” I say, taking a sip of my wine. It’s rich and delicious, the fruity flavor coating my tongue. “What do you have planned for us this evening?”

      Asher smirks. “You’ll see,” he says. “You feeling lucky tonight?”

      I laugh softly, amused by the innuendo. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “I’m going to take you to the casino. Play a couple of games.”

      “That sounds like fun,” I say, tossing him a cheeky wink. “Maybe you’ll win big tonight.”

      “I seriously hope so,” he replies, raising his glass to propose a toast. “To finding Scooter a new home.”

      I mirror his gesture and clink my glass against the rim of his. “To Scooter.”

      And to us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

          ASHER

        

      

    

    
      Lake is stunning. I had to guess her size, but the red dress I picked out for her fits her perfectly. It hugs her waist and the curve of her thighs, delicately showing off her shoulders and gracefully long neck. Her hair’s done up in loose curls, and her skin practically glows beneath the golden lights of the casino floor. She looks like a million bucks.

      And nothing makes me feel prouder than getting to show her off.

      It’s a Friday evening, which means the casino is packed with guests. There isn’t a single empty slot machine in sight, and almost all of the card tables are full. The Grandiose has never been more alive. There’s an ebb and flow, a lively pulse that is, in actuality, all by design. The house lights are always on to mimic daylight to remove the sense of time. Oxygen is pumped in to keep guests awake and playing. There’s a never-ending network of entertainers, waitstaff, and guides to meet my guests every need.

      Lake eats it up. There’s a spark behind her dazzling hazel eyes. All of this splendor, all of this opulence suits her. She just doesn’t know it.

      “Have you ever played roulette before?” I ask her as we approach a table.

      She shakes her head. “I’ve never gambled in my life.”

      “But you live in Las Vegas.”

      She smirks. “Wait, wait. I bought a scratch ticket before. Does that count?”

      I laugh. “You’re an odd one.”

      She bumps her hip against mine. “You like it.”

      I really do.

      I reach into my pocket and pull out a few chips, all of them with The Grandiose’s logo etched onto their surface. I place them in Lake’s palm and lean in to speak over the crowd, “Give it a whirl.”

      “I just put these down?”

      “Yep. Put your chips wherever you think the ball is going to land.”

      “Are there any strategies I should know about?”

      “No. That’s the point of gambling. It’s all up to chance.”

      “But I don’t want to lose your money, Asher.”

      I place a hand on the small of her back and chuckle. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. Money isn’t an issue. Just focus on having fun.”

      Lake’s breath catches in her throat as a shiver works its way through her. She leans into my touch and nibbles her lower lip. “If you say so,” she says softly.

      I whisper in her ear. “Maybe I do have a pointer or two.”

      Goosebumps raise down the back of her neck and both her arms. “Do tell.”

      “There are two colors, red and black. I’d bet on one of those. The payoff isn’t as big, but at least you have a fifty percent chance of winning.”

      “See?” she says with a giggle. “I knew there had to be a strategy involved.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the roulette operator says loudly. “Please place your bets.”

      Lake places a chip down on black. I reach into my pocket and produce a chip of my own, placing it atop of hers. The roulette spins, the rhythmic clicking of the ticker filling my ears. We watch in anticipation as the ball goes around and around, finally settling on a number.

      “Black 28,” the operator announces.

      Lake gasps as she receives her winnings. “Oh my God, we won!”

      “Feel like betting again?” I ask.

      “Sure. But you’d better make the call. I have a feeling you’re my lucky charm.”

      “All right. Let’s bet on…” I look over the table. I know I shouldn’t run the numbers, but I’m the boss and we’re making small bets. There’s really no harm in doing a quick calculation here and there to weight the odds. I’m more than happy to humor Lake, so long as we don’t get too greedy. “Zero,” I tell her.

      We place our chips and the ball is sent around again, the spinning wheel eventually coming to a stop.

      “That’s a hard zero!” exclaims the operator.

      Lake’s so excited that she wraps her arms around me and gives me a hug. She smells sweet like fruit, as soft to the touch as I imagined she’d be.

      “Wow,” she breathes. “I can see why people could get addicted to this.”

      “Want to try again? Or would you like to try a different game?”

      Her eyes sparkle like fireworks. “I’d love to try a different game.”

      “Come on. I’ll show you over to blackjack.”

      The rest of the night is a blur. We win some, we lose some. Either way, I’m very much a winner. Having Lake beside me the entire night is a dream. She’s sweet, she’s funny, she’s a joy to be around. She’s a breath of fresh air that I didn’t know I needed. Being with her is so much fun that I don’t realize it’s almost two in the morning before we finally head to the piano bar for a few late-night drinks.

      We’re about to take a seat at one of the tables when I hear a familiar voice call out to me.

      “Son of a bitch,” King exclaims. “Look who the cat dragged in.”

      My friends, Jack, King, and Ace —I swear not all my friends are named after cards— come over. It looks like they’ve been having just as eventful of a night as Lake and I. King is sloshed in good old rock star fashion, but at least he knows how to behave around polite company. Jack, the owner of the casino just down the street, has an old fashioned in hand, silently brooding like always. And then there’s Ace, doing his best to keep King from getting into trouble.

      “Who’s your friend?” Ace asks me.

      “Guys, this is Lake. Lake, these are my—”

      “She’s so pretty,” King interrupts, leaning a bit to one side. “You like rock music, babe?”

      Lake sticks close to me, fitting perfectly in the crook of my arm. “Um, not really. Sorry.”

      “Back off, King,” Jack says with a sigh. “You’re making the poor lady uncomfortable.”

      “Am not. I’m not making you uncomfortable, am I, babe?”

      I know he doesn’t mean anything by it, but hearing King call Lake a ‘babe’ doesn’t sit right with me. He calls every pretty woman he sees that, but Lake is different. She’s not just another interchangeable face that can be addressed so generically. She deserves respect, recognition.

      “What are you two up to?” Ace asks me.

      “Just a night out on the town,” I explain.

      Jack whistles. “A night on the town, huh? Who are you and what have you done with Asher?”

      I laugh dryly. “Very funny.”

      “Seriously,” King interjects. “We haven’t seen you in forever. You’re always too busy with work. Even Jack knows when to take a load off.”

      “Maybe I just don’t like hanging out with you.”

      King gawks. “You take that back.”

      This manages to prompt a laugh from Lake. “You guys are funny. I can see why you’re all friends.”

      “Lake, is it?” asks Ace. “How do you feel about dancing?”

      “I love dancing.”

      “How about I take you to this fancy new club just down the way? It’s got great music and a talented DJ.” I clear my throat and shoot Ace a glare. If I tighten my hold around Lake’s waist, she doesn’t make a mention of it. “Of course,” he continues with a cocky grin. “You’re more than welcome to bring your date along.”

      Lake looks up to me, wide-eyed and too damn sexy for her own good. “Can we?” she asks, her full lips so tantalizing that I almost don’t hear her question.

      “Sure, sweetheart. Whatever you’d like.”

      King, the asshole, mutters under his breath. “Sweetheart? I think someone’s got it bad.”

      Lake, bless her soul, ignores the comment while giving me a quick, sheepish glance.
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      I’ve never been one for clubs. Especially not one that I don’t own. I have no control here, no say. This is someone else’s turf, and it very much feels like I’ve stepped into a foreign land. At least back at The Grandiose, I’m surrounded by employees who are at the ready to do as I ask. I’m by no means a micromanager, but there’s a sense of security that comes with knowing I can have whatever I want done whenever I want it.

      We’re allowed to bypass the long line that wraps around the exterior of the club because Ace is one of the most well-connected men in Nevada and the west coast. There isn’t a door he can’t open. Naturally, it helps that King’s highly recognizable, too. King even stops a couple of times to take pictures and sign autographs with a few guests in line. It doesn’t take very long before people start pulling out their phones to snap pictures of him. He soaks up the attention like the sponge, which Lake seems to find very amusing.

      Inside, the music is so loud that I can barely get a word out without having to scream at the top of my lungs. Not exactly conducive of good conversation, but Lake doesn’t seem to mind. Instead, she talks with her body, taking my hand to pull me out onto the dance floor without a hint of hesitation. It’s crowded here, hot and sweaty, but it’s the perfect opportunity for us to get up close and personal.

      She moves like a dream. It’s almost ridiculous how amazing she smells. I find myself drunk on the scent of her light perfume, high off her gentle touch. The heat of her body radiates off of her, soaking into my own skin and setting something within me ablaze. Lake fits in my arms perfectly, slotting into place like she was always meant to be here. Every time our eyes lock, adrenaline is sent shooting through my veins.

      When Lake circles her arms around my neck and pulls her chest up against me, I realize just how badly I want her. I think I’ve always known, somewhere deep down in my subconscious. But now it’s impossible to refute. I want her, and no one but her. Lake seems to be reading my mind because the second the lights dip down and the lasers start to go crazy, she tilts her chin up.

      And then I kiss her.

      Our lips find one another like magnets, snapping into place, no longer capable of resisting the pull. She tastes heavenly, her breath sweet and warm against my cheeks. I press my tongue forward, teasing her lips apart for better access. Lake takes my cues with ease, opening wider to allow my tongue to slip over hers. I comb my fingers through her hair as she clutches to the collar of my shirt, leaving absolutely no space between us.

      Heat pools in the pit of my stomach, the desire I have for her slowly unraveling into something wild and untamable. I’m vaguely aware of my friends observing at a safe distance, but I don’t care. Right now, all that matters is the sensation of Lake’s fingers against the back of my neck, the gentle scrape of her fingernails against my skin, the way she literally moans into my mouth like I’m something delicious.

      When we finally pull apart, it’s much too soon. I miss the heat of her lips, her absence suddenly creating a vacuum that I desperately want to fill with her warmth.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” she yells over the music at me.

      I don’t even bother saying goodbye to my friends. I take Lake’s hand and guide her out the door. I’m fairly certain that King has the audacity to wolf whistle, but he’s honestly the least of my concerns right now.

      I hail a cab the second I step out onto the curb, Lake clinging close to me against the cool Nevada evening.
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          LAKE

        

      

    

    
      We go crashing through the door of my hotel room, and I honestly wouldn’t have it any other way. Kissing Asher is like preparing to jump out of an airplane. My heart won’t stop pounding, I’m totally breathless, teetering on the edge in anticipation of what’s next to come. I’m not going to fall, though, because Asher’s hold on me is strong and secure. When his hands slide down my sides, rough palms grabbing greedily at my curves, I don’t put up a fight. I want him to touch me. In fact, I want Asher to do whatever he sees fit.

      He’s the one in control.

      I’m totally and willingly at his mercy.

      Asher pins my back against the nearest wall as he ravishes my mouth, sucking at my lower lip as I roll my hips against him in a desperate attempt to rile him up further. We’re both breathing hard. Panting against one another. Starving for touch. I want to spend every second admiring his sturdy frame, but I’m honestly so overwhelmed with the gruffness of his stubble and the strength of his arms and the massive size of his chest and shoulders that I can’t drink in his details fast enough.

      He’s just so big. A part of me has always known just how much taller he is in comparison, but it never really occurred to me until right this section. Asher’s able to lift me up, hooking his hands around my thighs, picking me up like I weigh nothing at all. The sheer power he contains has me trembling, not out of fear, but out of pure rapture.

      Asher carries me over to the bed and places me down with the utmost care. I almost drag him with me, restlessly trying to undo the buttons of his shirt. I’m too flustered, though, too excited and nervous for my fingers to work properly. Thankfully, Asher seems a lot more composed as she slowly lifts the skirt of my dress up, exposing bare legs and lace panties.

      He kisses a line all the way up from my ankle, nibbling at my inner thigh before teasing the most sensitive part of me through the thin fabric with his tongue. A hot, slick heat pools between my legs as his breath warms my skin, his hands grabbing at me as if in search for an anchoring point. I watch, hypnotized, as Asher pulls down the delicate fabric with my teeth and tossing it to the side, leaving me totally bare.

      I’m overcome with a sudden shyness, but I don’t get a chance to blush because his devilishly sly tongue licks a stripe up against my entrance. Electricity arcs through my system, knocks the air from my lungs, has me seeing stars against the back of my eyelids. Asher gets to work, drawing tight circles against my clit with an amused, low rumble of a chuckle. His voice sends vibrations shooting through me, pleasuring filling the void that it leaves in its wake.

      I thread my fingers through his luscious dark locks, hoping for a way to hang on tight as he unravels me with his tongue alone. This wasn’t how I expected my night to end, but I’m definitely not going to complain either. I have never felt this alive before, so appreciated and adored. And to think this never would have happened if I hadn’t found Asher’s wallet.

      Maybe Lady Luck’s on my side, after all.

      When a cathartic shiver races up my spine, Asher chuckles and asks, “You like that, do you?”

      I can’t contain my moan. “I do. I really, really do.”

      “Your pussy tastes fantastic. I want to see you come on my fingers. Would you like that, sweetheart?”

      His filthy words resonate inside my skull. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anything more. “Yes,” I mumble helplessly. “Please, yes.”

      Asher presses the tip of his finger against my entrance. The stretch of his fingers is delicious. There’s a tight pressure, but I easily settle into it as he begins to curl his finger at the knuckle, sweeping over my sweet spot with surprising accuracy. Every inch of my body overheats, lava flowing through my veins as I’m pushed further and further to the brink of insanity.

      Before I know it, a bright, blinding pleasure erupts from within me. Fire consumes me, electricity arcs from nerve to nerve, my vision momentarily whites. A languid groan rips from my throat, a string of incomprehensible nonsense falling from my lips. Whatever I’ve said seems to spur Asher on, because he sits on the edge of the bed and pulls me into his lap in one swift motion.

      His nimble fingers undo the back of my dress, slipping the luxurious fabric from up and off of me. Our lips clash, domineering one another as we try to savor the moment. Asher works me out of my bra and I suddenly realize just how comfortable I am. Totally nude, but also totally safe in his arms. Asher dips down to mouth at my breasts, sucking at the crook of my neck and teasing at my nipples like he wants to wolf me down. I comb my fingers through his hair and grind up against him, amused by the stiff bulge in his pants.

      I’m not usually impatient, but the fact that he’s still very much dressed is a huge sticking point for me —no pun intended. As we kiss, I drag my hands down his chest and attempt to undo the buttons of his shirt.  My attempt is more of a struggle, if anything, and Asher takes notice. He smiles against my mouth and lets me flounder a bit longer. I’m not even ashamed when I let out a pathetic little whine.

      “Clothes. Off.”

      “What’s the magic word, sweetheart?”

      “Now.”

      Asher laughs, circle my waist with his arms. He spins us around and pins me against the bed, rising onto his knees to undress before me. “Touch yourself,” he instructs as he pulls off his shirt, exposing a chiseled chest and hard abs. “Show me how pretty you are.”

      I do as he asks, reaching between my legs to play with my tender clit. It drives me absolutely wild the way his dark eyes grow that much darker, pupils blown wide with desire and hunger written all over his face. Asher undoes the buckle of his belt and makes quick work of the front of his pants, pulling the remainder of his clothes down in one swift motion to reveal his long, throbbing cock.

      My mouth waters at the sight. He’s big. Just like the rest of him, so I honestly don’t know why I’m so surprised. I get up onto my hands and knees and crawl over, grasping at his hips as I return the favor and tease him with a flick of my tongue against the head of his cock. I relish the way he shivers as I take him into my mouth, hollowing my cheeks so that I can take more of him in. I swirl my tongue around, temporarily ignoring the wet heat once again pooling between my legs.

      “Lake,” he grunts my name as I take him to the back of my throat. “Fuck, your mouth feels so damn good. You like sucking this cock?”

      I hum in lieu of a response, starting to bob my head rhythmically up and down his throbbing shaft. The sounds he makes are divine, powerful like thunder and just as mesmerizing. I can feel him tensing, holding back from fully fucking my mouth. When I chance I look up at him, all I see is how he observes me with something akin to reverie.

      “Lake,” he bites out. “Lie down.”

      “But I’m having fun,” I reply coyly.

      “Trust me, sweetheart. You’ll definitely have fun with what I have planned next for you. Be good and lie down for me.”

      I don’t argue. I do as I’m told, lying flat on my back with my legs spread obediently for him. Asher shifts through his clothes, retrieving a condom from his pants pocket. I arch a brow at him, though there’s no denying my smirk.

      “A little presumptive, don’t you think?” I tease.

      Asher grins. “A boy scout always has to be prepared.”

      I laugh. “You were a boy scout? I need pictures, please.”

      He chuckles. “Maybe later. If you’re good.” He rolls the condom down his shaft and comes back to me, settling between my knees. “Is this OK?” he asks.

      “Absolutely. Come here.”

      Asher presses into me. It takes me a moment to adjust. He’s a lot thicker than his fingers, so the stretch burns just a little longer. Asher gives me the time to get used to the feeling, distracting me with slow kisses, wrapping me up in his arms as I hook my ankles over his hips. He smells like expensive cologne and trace amounts of whisky. I adore the feel of skin against skin, the heat of our bodies mingling to become one.

      “You all right?” he asks me, his voice husky against my ear.

      “Yes,” I say, throat dry. “Please, just move. I want to feel you inside me.”

      Asher starts slowly at first, picking a beat that only serves to rile me up further. The head of his cock hits my sweet spot again and again, and as his pace starts to increase, I can feel myself coming apart at the seams all over again. Asher snaps his hips against me, over and over, mouthing at my neck and claiming my mouth and taking everything that he wants. I welcome the soreness, hold onto it in an effort to distract myself from the thought that this will eventually have to end.

      A tight coil of liquid fire deep within my core grows tighter and tighter with each pass. It isn’t very long before I grow desperate, the need for release too urgent and overpowering to focus on anything else other than the sparks Asher sends flying through me. I’m drunk on the taste of his tongue and the scrape of his palms against my back and the way he tugs at my hair in just the right way that makes me crazy.

      “That’s it, sweetheart,” he growls against me. “Fuck, your pussy’s so nice and fucking tight. Are you going to come for me? Am I giving it to you that good, sweetheart?”

      “Yes, Asher. Yes. Mmm —Fuck, right there!”

      “I wish you could see how gorgeous you are. Do I make you feel good?”

      “So, good. Oh my God, Asher, so good I—”

      “I’ve wanted to do this since I first laid eyes on you, you know that? Look how fucking perfect you are.”

      “Asher, I think—”

      “Don’t think. Just come, sweetheart. Come for me.”

      I dig my nails into his hard back as I do. An explosion erupts inside me as I gush, whole body trembling with ecstasy. Asher thrusts into me a few more times and comes undone, too, our heated breaths ricocheting off of one another. We kiss deeply as we ride the high together, eventually coming down to settle into an exhausted, yet satiated calm.

      I’m not sure how long we end up lying there. All I know is that the next time I bother to check the clock, it’s four in the morning and this is officially the latest that I’ve ever stayed awake with someone before. We’re cuddled close, a tangle of arms and legs as I draw mindless circles against his chest and Asher plays with my hair.

      “Do you want me to go so that you can sleep?” he whispers.

      I shake my head and pull in even closer. “Can you stay?”

      “Of course, sweetheart. Whatever you want.”

      Asher presses kisses into my hair as I listen to his heart beat, a steady, soothing beat that my own eventually matches. Sleep ends up taking him first, but I can’t say that I mind. It gives me the chance to admire his sleeping face. I study his strong brow, the fullness of his lips, the line of his jaw. He looks like a different person asleep, someone who’s totally at peace and vulnerable with all of his defenses down for the night.

      My heart skips a beat at the thought that I’m one of the few privileged enough to see it.
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ASHER

        

      

    

    
      I don’t want to leave. I’d much rather take the day off and stay in bed with Lake.

      She’s remarkable. I honestly didn’t plan to sleep with her when I first asked her out. My intentions were perfectly innocent, though I have to admit that sex was a very welcome surprise. Lake’s just too irresistible, too hauntingly hypnotic to deny. I’d be perfectly happy to spend the morning watching her sleep, admiring the curl of her lashes and her cute button nose.

      Unfortunately, the fifteen missed texts and six voice messages that Todd left for me aren’t going to answer themselves. A brief glance at my phone alerts me that the head of my security team has uncovered another ring of colluding cheaters at the craps tables, as well as an issue with an entire row of slot machines on the first floor, several of the waitstaff have quit without two-weeks notice, and that the breakfast buffet has apparently already run out of ranch dressing.

      I have to put out several fires, and it isn’t even 8:30AM.

      Lake is sound asleep next to me, snoring softly with her hair a glorious halo about her head. The morning light streams in through the tinted hotel windows, painting her soft skin gold. We were out incredibly late last night, so I decide against waking her to give her the chance to catch up on sleep. I get out of bed as quietly as I can and get dressed, picking my clothes from up off the floor. I decide I need to head upstairs to my penthouse to check on Scooter and slip into a fresh suit.

      With pressing matters waiting for my much needed guidance, I leave Lake to rest.

      Scooter jumps on me the second I’m in through the door, yapping away with his tail wagging wildly behind him. Much to my relief, it doesn’t appear that he’s had any accidents anywhere, and the furniture isn’t all scuffed up and gnawed on like I was worried would happen. Mary rounds the corner from the kitchen area, a big smile on her face.

      “Good morning, Mr. Chase.”

      “Good morning. All was well last night, I take it?”

      “Oh, yes. Scooter’s been a very good boy.”

      I bend down to pat the dog on the head, scratching behind his ear. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “Can I grab you something to eat, Mr. Chase?”

      “A cup of coffee would be great. I’m going to hop in the shower and get to work. Lots to do.”

      Mary doesn’t have to roll her eyes. I can hear it in her words. “There’s always lots of work to do. When are you ever going to take a break, Mr. Chase? It’s not good for your health, you know.”

      “I’ll take it under advisement.”

      Mary scuttles off to prepare some coffee. I head to the bathroom to sneak a quick shower in before heading to work. Scooter patiently waits for me, sitting atop the closed toilet lid. I can’t say that I hate the unexpected company. Scooter’s surprisingly cute and more than welcome to hang out as long as he doesn’t cause much trouble. It doesn’t take me very long to dry off, get dressed, and down a cup of black coffee.

      When I get downstairs, things really are as chaotic as the messages on my phone make it seem. I’ve never seen The Grandiose this disorganized before. There’s a line of upset customers extending all the way through the gambling floor, wrapping around the corner for what I assume is the breakfast buffet. There seems to be some sort of minor scuffle with an old lady at the slots machine and two of my security guards over machine tampering allegations. We’re very noticeably short on staff today, as well, judging by how many irritated guests with empty drink glasses there are.

      One night. I was away for one night.

      This is why I don’t take breaks.

      Todd finds me despite the chaos, tracking me down like he’s got some sort of beacon set up. He taps away furiously at his iPad, double checking business emails and monitoring camera feed.

      “Where’ve you been?” he asks, exasperated. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for hours.”

      I choose not to answer. What I get up to on my own time is my business. Instead, I get to work, slipping into manager mode with ease. “I want you to call up our on-call staff,” I instruct Todd. “Offer them double their hourly pay for today. Whatever it takes to get them here, and fast.”

      Todd nods. “Got it.”

      “Did you already call our machine technician?”

      “An hour ago, yes.”

      “Call him again. I want those slot machines up and running in the next twenty minutes. If he can’t do it, fire him and ask to borrow Jack’s go-to guy.”

      “Isn’t he also your competition? What if he doesn’t give you a name?”

      “He will,” I state firmly. “Jack and I go way back. If I have to owe him a favor, so be it.”

      “All right.”

      “Now, what’s the situation with that little old lady over there?”

      “It took me a while to pull up a complete profile because when security asked for ID, she had maybe four or five pieces on her.”

      “So?”

      “Five fake pieces. All with different names, addresses, the works.”

      “Fun,” I mumble dryly.

      “It looks like she’s been banned from every other casino on the Strip. Cameras apparently caught her jamming something into one of the slot machines. They’re trying to get it out now.”

      “I want her on our own banned list. Take a picture of her so we remember for next time.”

      “Right away. And the buffet issue?”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and close my eyes. This is quite the headache I have to deal with so early in the morning. “I’ll take care of it,” I mutter. “But before I forget, there is something I need you to take care of for me.”

      “What is it?”

      “I need you to send Lake a message on my behalf. Tell her to call me when she gets the chance. I’d like to take her out again when—”

      “Get your stinkin’ hands off me!” the old lady exclaims as one of my security guards tries to usher her out. “This is elder abuse. Let go or else I’ll sue!”

      The s-word is never something a business owner wants to hear. She throws a very elaborate fit, kicking and screaming and shouting at the top of her lungs to attract as much attention as possible. A part of me wonders if she’s doing this on purpose, if this was her main goal all along. All it’ll take is one slip up, a bit of rough handling and she’ll cry wolf with hundreds of witnesses around her to potentially back up her claim. I have to put an end to this nonsense once and for all.
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LAKE

        

      

    

    
      His side of the bed is cold by the time I wake up. There’s no sign of him. No note, no text message. Nothing. He’s picked up his clothes and is nowhere in sight, leaving my own garments lying about the floor in an embarrassingly lonely fashion. I sit up in bed and pull the sheets close for comfort. They still faintly smell like him, but it’s fading fast.

      I fumble around for my phone on the nightstand. It’s almost eleven and I really should be heading back to the shelter. Maeve said she’d take care of things, but I don’t feel comfortable having her shoulder all of my responsibilities like this. Before I get out of bed, I debate whether or not to call Asher. I stop for a moment, staring at my screen with a nervous hesitation eating away at my stomach.

      What if I’m being too clingy?

      We went on one date, had one magical evening together. Is texting so soon after considered bad form? Will he think I’m desperate for attention? Needy? It’s been so long since I’ve gone out with anyone that I don’t know what’s considered proper etiquette.

      Still. The very least Asher could have done was woken me up to tell me that he was heading out. I try to ignore the sting in my chest. Maybe he did and I fell asleep after and forgot all about it. My thumbs fly over my phone’s screen to type out a message.

      Where are you?

      I don’t receive an immediate reply.

      With a sigh, I pull myself out of bed and get dressed in last night’s clothes. I’ll have to call a cab and head home to change before going to the shelter. I feel like I’m going to die of embarrassment. Is this what they call the walk of shame? But what’s there to be ashamed about? I had a fantastic time. I really want to see Asher again. It’s just that the doubt whispering in the back of my mind tells me I shouldn’t be so optimistic.

      I pull myself together, get dressed, and head downstairs. I don’t have a hangover, but the golden decor of The Grandiose is blinding. I swear I can feel people’s eyes on me, judgement rolling over my skin like waves on a beach, slowly wearing me down. It’s probably in my head, but it’s anxiety inducing all the same. It occurs to me then just how out of place I feel here. This dress, my surroundings, the sheer excessiveness of it all. I don’t belong here.

      I’m just a girl who works at an animal shelter.

      Asher’s a wealthy casino owner used to a life of luxury.

      We’re from two very different worlds, uncomfortable when left alone without the other. As much as I’m starting to like Asher, there’s no denying the stark contrast of our lives. Even if things do end up working out between us, I can’t possibly imagine spending my time here. The constant hustle and bustle of the Strip would keep me up at night. I wouldn’t know how to make use of my time here. And in the same breath, I can’t imagine Asher leaving any of this behind. He no doubt worked hard for everything he has. He’d never slum it with someone like me in a place that constantly smells like wet dog.

      I check my phone one more time to see if Asher’s managed to respond to my earlier text.

      Nothing.

      I take a deep breath and head outside, bracing against the heavy rays of the desert sun. I hail the first cab I spot and ask the driver to take me home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Maeve, that little devil, pulls up really close and pumps her eyebrows at me the second I make it through the front door. “So?” she prompts.

      “What?”

      “The date. How was it?”

      “Good.”

      She guffaws. “Just good? I think that little hickey on your neck is a sign that things were more than good.”

      I bring my fingers up to touch the tender part of my neck. I’d spent almost half an hour in front of the mirror trying to conceal the damn thing with some makeup, but I rarely ever use it so I have no idea how to make it stay properly.

      “Tell me more,” Maeve continues as she follows me to the back room. “What all did you do? I mean, obviously the do, but—”

      “Can we please just get to work?” I ask, ignoring the heat flooding my cheeks. “Have you fed the dogs? Taken them out for a walk? Cleaned out their kennels?”

      “Yes, yes, and yes. So, let me guess. Dinner? Movies? Did he get you flowers?”

      I sigh as I enter the playroom. Gaga rises out of the dog bed Scooter used to use all the time, tail wagging when she spots me. It looks like she’s getting more comfortable here because she walks straight over to sniff my fingers. I get one or two pats in before she returns to her spot, one that she’s deemed safe and secure.

      Mave frowns in concern. “What is it?” she asks. “Am I being too nosy?”

      “No, that’s… Well, maybe a little.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No, it’s OK. I… I actually had a really good time.”

      “Then why do you look so glum?”

      I chew on the inside of my cheek. “I think I’m just getting into my head too much. I, uh… I stayed the night.”

      Her jaw drops as she slaps me across the shoulder. “Are you serious? Was he—”

      “A perfect gentleman.”

      “I was going to ask if he was big, but yeah.”

      I roll my eyes and rise to my feet. “I don’t know. He didn’t even say goodbye this morning, so I thought that was kind of weird.”

      “Really? Kind of a dick move. Maybe he left you a note?”

      “I checked. I even texted him, too.”

      “Did you hear back from him?”

      I check my phone one more time for good measure. Surely he’s seen my message by now. “Nothing,” I mutter, disappointment sitting heavy in my chest. “Should I message him again?”

      “No,” Maeve says immediately. “God, no. Double texting? Big red flag. He’ll think you’re into him.”

      “I am into him.”

      She throws her hands up in mock surrender. “Hey, man. I don’t make the rules. You’ll just seem super eager, that’s all.”

      I sigh. “I was worried I would.”

      “Just give him some time. If he’s really interested, he’ll reach out. And if not, cut the loser loose. I don’t see any point getting all flustered over a guy and one date.”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      “I know I’m right.”

      “It’s just as well. I don’t think we’re very compatible.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      I shrug, not really feeling up to explaining myself right now. “He’s just… I don’t know. A guy like him needs Jessica Rabbit on his arm. Someone who appreciates his style and lifestyle.”

      Maeve punches me lightly in the arm. “Hey. Haven’t we been over this? He asked you out. Maybe he’s had a string of Jessica Rabbits, and now he wants someone who’s actually real.”

      Elvis, the old boy, stirs and howls a rough bark. He’s normally too busy sleeping to make much noise, so his sudden holler catches us both by surprise. It’s almost like he’s trying to agree with Maeve, which I appreciate.

      “Thanks,” I mumble. “Now, we really should get to work. Have you tried taking Gaga out for a walk yet?”

      Maeve nods. “I did, but she’s still super nervous. I could only convince her to round the building. She’s chilled out a lot since Scooter left, though. He was probably riling her up. How is he, by the way?”

      “Adjusting well, I think. Happy.”

      “That’s good.”

      “I’ll try taking her out for a walk again. I think she might be a bit more comfortable with me. Can you please make sure to brush Elvis while I’m out?”

      “Of course.”

      While Maeve gets busy with the rest of her duties, I take my time helping put Gaga’s leash on. She squirms, tries to run and hide, but the most important thing is that she isn’t aggressive. She whines, but never growls or dares to show her teeth. The Pitbull is a timid little thing, worthy of extra time and extra love. Once she’s certain I mean no harm, I manage to guide her outside slowly. I allow her to lead me, taking things at her own pace.

      Gaga startles every time a loud car whizzes by. My heart warms every time she hides between my legs for protection. She has been making incredible progress, and I’m committed to helping her every step of the way. We make it almost two blocks —a significant improvement— before she finally sits down and refuses to go any further. Gaga’s probably nervous about being in brand-new territory, and I don’t blame her.

      “Come on, baby,” I coo, scratching her behind the ear. “Let’s head back. I think you deserve a nice treat.”

      She barks in agreement, leading the way home.

      It occurs to me then just how much I love my job. It isn’t fancy, and sometimes it’s incredibly stressful, but only because I really want to see my babies find good homes and loving families. I’d never give up what I have. Not in a million years.

      But I can’t see Asher feeling the same way.

      I check my phone one last time before returning to the shelter to resume work.

      No new message.
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      The last week has been full of nothing but fire after fire. The second I manage to put one out, another springs up as if to laugh and say ‘just kidding.’ Unhappy guests, a double-booked conference room for high paying executives, a stack of unaccounted casino chips, seven of my employees requesting vacation time all at once. My to-do list is never-ending.

      This is the first time that I’ve actually been allowed to catch my breath, though the threat of something else potentially going wrong continues to have me on my toes. It’s exhausting. I honestly have no idea how I’ve managed to last this long without burning out before. I’m practically sinking into the couch, head tilted back to stare mindlessly at one of the crystals of the chandelier in the living room.

      Scooter is curled up on my lap. I’ve told him repeatedly that he’s not allowed on the furniture, but it seems that he’s found a way around my rule by using me as a cushion. Technically, he’s not on the furniture, so I can’t even be mad. I scratch my dog behind the ear, noting the way his short fur is beginning to matte.

      “I think it might be high time for another bath, Scoot. You’re starting to stink.” His ears perk at this. Scooter immediately hops off my lap to race down the hall and hide in his room. I get up and start after him. “Come on, buddy. Don’t be such a big baby.”

      He hides beneath the guestroom’s bed, knowing full well there’s no way I’m going to be able to reach him. I have to get down on my knees to check up on him, lifting the bedskirt to peer at two dark black eyes watching me in the shadows.

      “Were you always this difficult with Lake?”

      Scooter barks. I take it as a no.

      With a sigh, I sit down on the carpeted floor and reach into my back pocket for my phone. Lake hasn’t reached out since our date. At least, that’s what I think until I realize there is a message from her. It’s a short text, buried beneath almost a hundred other business-related messages. I mentally kick myself. She sent it almost a week ago.

      Where are you?

      I look at the date and time. She must have just woken up and asked after me. And, like an idiot, I failed to answer. Now that I think about it, I realize Todd never did get around to messaging Lake on my behalf. I can’t even blame my nephew. Things got so crazy that I lost track of what I was doing, and it’s on me for not checking in sooner.

      A sinking feeling settles in the pit of my stomach.

      She probably thinks I ghosted her.

      “Shit.”

      I need to remedy the situation immediately, so I call instead of text, praying that she actually picks up. When she doesn’t, I try again. It’s the middle of the day, so I wouldn’t be surprised if Lake is busy working at the shelter.

      She picks up on the fourth ring.

      “Hello?”

      “Lake, hi.”

      “Oh, um, hi.” There’s a nervous quiver in her voice, a hint of apprehension. “How are you?”

      “I’ve been better. Things have been crazy at work.”

      “I feel that. Things have been kind of crazy here, too.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “We’re hosting an adoption event. It’s going really well, but I’m also trying to prepare for a huge arrival. Some puppy mill got shut down yesterday, and since the shelter’s the closest one around, we’re getting the majority of the dogs.”

      “Sounds like you have your hands full.”

      “I do.”

      “Do you… Should I let you go?”

      “N-no!” she says quickly. “I mean, I can take a break. What’s up?”

      “I wanted to apologize. I meant to have Todd reach out and ask you to call me when you had the time, but it seems we got our wires crossed.”

      “Oh,” she says, like it’s a huge relief to hear. “I see.”

      “I should have called sooner.”

      “It’s all right.”

      “Are you free tonight? I’d like to take you out to dinner again.”

      “Tonight? Uh…” I can hear a bit of distant talking in the distance. It sounds like there might be a customer or two at the shelter. “Yeah. Dinner tonight sounds great. Pick me up around seven?”

      My heart shoots up into my chest. “Excellent. Seven’s great. I’ll make the reservation.”

      “Sounds good. Give Scooter my love for me.”

      “Sure thing.”
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      I can’t remember the last time I felt this genuinely excited to see someone. It feels childish in a way, the almost boyish and carefree part of me that I’ve buried deep inside for the sake of effective business is slowly bubbling to the surface.

      I don’t think it was ever this way with Natalia. Natalia was nice and she was there, but what was supposed to be a spark was more of a dim flicker of candlelight. The thought of seeing Lake is something else entirely, like the promise of a fireworks show or a dazzling meteor shower.

      Scooter follows me into my walk-in closet as I pick out a nice suit to wear. As I’m about to pick out a suit, Scooter barks. I raise a brow at him.

      “Not this one?” I ask. Scooter barks again, like he’s seriously trying to reply. I slowly reach for the next suit, but he barks again. “What? Suddenly you’re a fashionista now?” Scooter growls in overt disapproval. “You’re impossible, you know that?”

      I end up choosing a pair of black slacks and a white button-down, rolling up my sleeves for a more casual spin on my everyday attire. When Scooter doesn’t protest, I take it as a good sign that he finally approves of my choice. He follows me to the front door where I make sure to give him a good scratch behind the ear before grabbing my keys and wallet to head out.

      “Be good,” I tell him. “Mary will be here in half an hour to keep you company. Maybe we’ll go for a walk after that, OK?”

      I’m about to step out into the hall when I stop, mid-stride. I’m cut off by Todd, who looks more overwhelmed and exasperated than usual.

      “What’s going on?” I ask him.

      “I think I screwed up, Uncle Asher. I think…”

      I pat him on the shoulder. “Calm down. Just tell me what happened.”

      “I accidentally double booked you. Larry from accounting and Michael from security both want to speak with you. They’ve been waiting in the office for fifteen minutes, but I totally forgot that you said you were going out tonight and I forgot to reschedule. I swear there must have been some sort of glitch in my calendar or something because they’re both booked to see you at the same time and now they’re getting frustrated because they’ve been waiting so long and—”

      “Deep breath,” I instruct calmly. “Just tell them that something came up. Reschedule them again. I’m sure they won’t mind. And if they do, remind them that I’m the boss.”

      “I tried that already, but Larry says that he found something concerning in last month’s numbers. He thinks one of our employees might be skimming. And Michael says that there might be a security breach. Guest information has apparently been leaking to the public, and it’s only a matter of time before things erupt if it’s not dealt with right away.”

      This is troubling news. It appears that I haven’t been running as tight a ship as I thought I’ve been. Employees skimming from my corporate account and information leaks threatening the security of my guest are both highly unacceptable. They’re pressing issues that I need to take care of right away.

      I glance at my watch.

      I’m supposed to meet Lake in twenty minutes.

      Indecision freezes me where I stand. I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to risk being late to see Lake. Especially not since I was late on our first date and failed to message her. She’d probably think I was blowing her off again, which is the last thing I want to do. But at the same time, I can’t let The Grandiose fall apart like this. It’s my responsibility to set things right, keep the gears oiled, make sure everything runs smoothly. Someone out there, possibly one that works for me, is stealing from me. That is a crime I can’t take lightly.

      Dammit.

      “I need you to go pick Lake up from the shelter,” I tell Todd. “Just explain that I’ve been called into an important business meeting, but I’ll be with her straight away. Make sure she has everything she needs. VIP treatment. Understand.”

      “I understand,” Todd says with a nod, turning on his heel to get right to it.

      With a heavy sigh, I head the opposite direction to the elevators leading to the casino. With any luck, I’ll be able to deal with these matters quickly and not keep Lake waiting too long.
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      He keeps me waiting. Two whole hours pass. Our date was supposed to be at seven, and now it’s pushing nine. Sure, I may be waiting in the lap of luxury, surrounded by all sorts of amenities and nibbling on a couple of grapes from the fruit platter Todd personally brought up from the casino’s kitchens, but still.

      The sting in my chest tells me that I’m wasting my time.

      I like Asher. I really do. He’s sweet and funny and when I’m with him, I feel like a million bucks. But this isn’t the first time he’s left me hanging, and I certainly don’t intend on allowing it to happen again. I’d much rather be at work right now helping the dogs, or at home where I can unwind in a place that’s familiar to me.

      The Grandiose, as beautiful as it is, isn’t exactly a place where I find great comfort. I constantly feel like I have to tip-toe around everything and everyone, afraid that I’ll accidentally break something and owe a massive debt just to replace. I’d much rather be home, dressed in a pair of sweatpants and an oversized shirt straight out of the dryer in front of the TV, chowing down on spring rolls or burritos or whatever deliciousness I can get my hands on.

      Here, I feel pressured to be fancy. Constantly on my best behavior. Rigid and unsure.

      I check the time on my phone.

      9:20 PM.

      I’ve waited long enough. Time to get going.

      Literally the second I step out into the hall, I hear thundering footsteps running toward me. I look up to find Asher in a sprint, hair windswept and cheeks a tinge rosy.

      “I’m so sorry,” he says, out of breath. “I swear I came as soon as I could. Larry from accounting likes to talk a lot. I’m so, so sorry I’m late. I should have just canceled.”

      I want to be angry at him, but I’m more disappointed if anything. “I think we missed our dinner reservation,” I say softly, doing my best to mask just how upset I am.

      “I know, I’m sorry. I’m sure they can make room for us.”

      “To be honest, I’m not really that hungry anymore. I kind of filled up on fruit while I was waiting for you.”

      Something pained flashes across Asher’s face. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s…” I sigh. “It’s fine.”

      “Let me make it up to you.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Please, Lake. I messed up. I feel really bad. This business… Sometimes it eats up more of my time than I’d like, but I really do want to spend time with you. Will you give me another chance?”

      The logical part of my brain tells me no. I know my worth and I value my time. Who’s to say that this isn’t a pattern of behavior? I’ll feel like an absolute idiot if it is and I end up forgiving him anyways.

      But people do make mistakes and he seems genuinely sorry and I know that this casino means a lot to Asher. It doesn’t make sense for him to invite me, only to stand me up unless he had a really good explanation for it.

      “Fine,” I say. “But just this once.”

      Asher nods, adamant. “I totally understand. Thank you, Lake.”

      “So. What do you have in store for us tonight?”

      He reaches out to take my hand. I let him, slipping my palm easily into his. “I could tell you. Or I can just show you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He flashes a toothy grin. “You’ll see.”
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      I have never in my life seen a helicopter up this close before. Asher takes me to the roof of The Grandiose, where there’s apparently enough room for a helicopter pad that I had no idea about. The chopper is just as grand as the rest of its surroundings, sleek and massive and powerful. The pilot hops out of the cockpit, door held open for Asher.

      “She’s warmed up and all yours, captain,” the man shouts over the noisy engine.

      Asher pulls open the passenger-side door and helps me climb into the seat. He hands me a pair of massive headphones with a mic attachment. He circles around the chopper to get in beside me, close the door, and then put on his own set. He taps at the mic.

      “Can you hear me all right?” he asks, voice crackling over the speakers.

      “Yes, I can!” I shout without meaning to.

      He chuckles. “Good. Ready?”

      “Wait, wait, wait! Do you really know how to fly this thing?”

      “My mother was a pilot with the Airforce,” he explains. “She taught me to fly prop planes during the summer when I was a boy. Helicopters though…” He makes a face, like he’s unsure.

      I frown. “That’s not funny,” I say, nervous laughter bubbling past my lips.

      “Just kidding. I fly all the time. Especially for short-distance business trips. I usually just let my pilot take care of it, but I thought it would be nice, just the two of us. What do you think?”

      I can’t stop smiling. “Well, this is definitely what I’d call a surprise.”

      “Here, buckle up. We’ll get going.”

      He helps secure my seatbelt and then moves to adjust his own, flicking a couple of notches and presses a couple of buttons before pulling back on the lever. Before I even know what’s happening, the helicopter lifts off the roof of The Grandiose, rising higher and higher until we’re airborne and soaring over the city.

      The Strip looks enchanting from on high. It’s a bright cosmos, streetlights and neon signs transforming into stars twinkling in the remainder of the dark. The city literally outshines everything else, the surrounding areas become nothing more than inky black desert beneath the soft silver moonlight.

      It’s exhilarating.

      “I think the shelter must be in that direction,” I say excitedly, pointing in its general direction. “Have you gone on helicopter rides anywhere else?” I ask Asher.

      “A couple of places. New York and Hawaii, mostly. I have vacation homes there.”

      I chew on the inside of my cheek. As impressive as that is, it only serves to remind me just how different we are. “I’ve never been to New York. Or Hawaii. Or out of state, for that matter.”

      “Really?” he says without judgement. “Well, maybe I can take you on a trip some time.”

      “S-seriously?”

      “Was that too forward?”

      “No, it’s… It’s nice.”

      Asher smiles, charming as ever. He looks so damn handsome behind the controls, strong and in command. It’s easy to get lost in the kindness of his eyes, something that I’m starting to suspect he only ever reveals in earnest when I’m around. He opens his mouth like he’s about to say something, but then I feel my phone buzz in my pocket.

      “Sorry,” I apologize to quickly check.

      It’s a message from Maeve.

      Shelter 911. Need you here.

      “Everything OK?” Asher asks me.

      “There’s some sort of emergency at work,” I explain. “I’m so sorry, but I think I have to go. If Maeve has to contact me with a problem, it’s usually a big deal.”

      “Oh,” he mutters, unable to mask his disappointment. “I understand. I’ll bring us around.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize, Lake. I really do understand.”

      Guilt weighs heavily on my chest. I really am having a good time, but I have to admit that the night hasn’t exactly felt right. We started off rough, and now we’re ending rough. Maybe it’s just bad timing, bad luck. Maybe it’s just one of those things.

      Maybe it’s just not meant to be.
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      By the time I get back, it’s well past midnight. Asher wanted to have Todd drive me, but I insisted on taking a cab. Asher made sure to pay the driver generously. We parted with a chaste kiss and it all felt so…

      Awkward.

      The emergency turns out to be massive. I knew there was need to be concerned when Maeve had to reach out. She’s young, but she’s capable. The fact that she had to text me at all was a worrying sign in and of itself.

      We got a last-minute call from local pet control. They apparently shut down another puppy mill operation, but now we’re at capacity with barely enough resources to go around to properly take care of.

      This is my idea of a nightmare.

      A lot of the younger puppies are in really rough condition, but as I change into a spare work shirt to avoid messing up my dress, I make a silent promise not to leave their side. I’ll be with them all night, come what may. They’re tiny little things, balls of wet fur that deserved so much more love and warmth than what they got. The least I can do is tend to their needs and make them as comfortable as I’m able.

      Maeve helps to put away the larger and older dogs in appropriately sized kennels for the night. Most of them are incredibly aggressive, several with muzzles on to keep their sharp teeth at bay. It’s going to take a lot of time to train them to be calm, but this is why I do what I do. There’s no such thing as a lost cause.

      I’m here to help.

      And I don’t want it any other way.
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      I feel like I’ve really messed up. I haven’t heard back from Lake in almost a week. Normally, I wouldn’t spend this much time thinking about a woman, but she’s occupied every corner of my mind. Work has become more of a distraction than a delight to deal with, which I find incredibly odd considering how The Grandiose is effectively my entire life. I’ve sunk so many hours into making it the best that it can be, turning it into a profitable business, yet another gem in the crown of Las Vegas.

      But it all feels so unrewarding now. I’ve accomplished everything that I possibly can. The Grandiose is consistently and frequently ranked in the top ten destinations to visit on the Strip. My casino hosts world poker tournaments every season. We’re pulling in massive amounts of profit that can be used to re-invest in newer games, prettier decor, hiring staff with top-notch qualifications.

      Now what?

      I try to get back into a routine. It helps to keep my mind from wandering and fixating on the fact that Lake hasn’t texted or called. I’ve shot her a couple of messages, but no response. I’m worried that if I continue, I’ll seem needy. Lord knows that just isn’t me.

      So I go for a run. My alarm goes off at five in the morning every day. I slip into a pair of jogging shorts, put Scooter’s leash on, and run one, two, three lengths of the entire Strip before people are out and about and clogging up the sidewalks. Scooter’s normally very enthusiastic about his morning runs.

      Today, he can’t be bothered.

      “What’s wrong, Scoot?” I ask him. “Come on, buddy. Time to go.”

      Scooter doesn’t do much by way of reaction. He simply sniffles and grumbles, returning to his curled up position on the foot of my bed, which he’s now commandeered as his own. No matter how many times I scold him and tell him to sleep on the floor, I always find him curled up by my feet the next morning. I’ve pretty much given up, but there’s admittedly something nice about having him nearby.

      I decide to let him sleep in today. Everyone deserves a break once in a while.

      I make great time. As it turns out, I’m a lot faster when I’m not worrying about Scooter being able to keep up, what with his short legs and all. It’s lonelier, though. I’ve grown used to looking down to see him jogging along. Hopefully Scooter will be well enough to join me tomorrow.

      When I get back, Mary’s already arrived to take care of her usual housekeeping list. Her brows are pulled together in concern when I walk through the door.

      “Mr. Chase,” she says. “It’s the dog.”

      “Scooter? What about him?”

      “I don’t know… I think he’s sick. I tried feeding him, but he won’t eat. I set the bowl down in front of him to leave while I got started cleaning the kitchen, but when I came back…”

      I frown. “What is it?”

      “He vomited everywhere,” she says, concerned. “Do you think there’s something wrong with the food?”

      I shake my head. “Lake picked out the best brand that I could have bought for him.”

      Mary sighs. “His nose is awfully dry, too. I hear that’s a bad sign. What’s wrong with him?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      I go to my bedroom and find Scooter exactly where I left him. He really doesn’t look so well. He’s normally so energetic, yapping to his little heart’s content. Now he’s barely moved an inch. He doesn’t wag his tail or raise his head when he sees me like he normally does. I very carefully stroke his back. He’s uncharacteristically warm to the touch, but I have no sweet clue if this is a good or bad thing.

      I reach into my pocket and pull out my phone to message the only person who knows what to do.

      Lake, it’s me. Can I call you? I think there’s something wrong with Scooter.

      Not even two seconds passes before she responds. I try not to let the sting of jealousy get me down. She hasn’t responded to my personal messages at all, but one mention of Scooter gets her attention?

      What’s wrong?

      I think he might be sick.

      I’ll text you the address of a good vet that I know.

      Will you come with me?

      It takes another minute or so before I hear back. At first, I’m sure she’s going to decline. I’m pleasantly surprised when I see her message.

      Of course, I’ll be there.
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      I have Todd drive me and Scooter all the way to the veterinarian. It’s significantly out of the way, but if Lake recommends him, I won’t think twice. Just as promised, Lake is waiting out in the parking lot for us to arrive. She walks over immediately to check in on Scooter, that spark of love mixed with worry behind her darling eyes.

      “This way,” she says. “Make sure that he’s comfortable. The vet will know what’s wrong.”

      I get a little anxious when the vet comes out to take Scooter into one of the back rooms to run some tests. I want to be there for the little guy, though I know I’ll probably just be in the way. All I can do is sit there, restless, hoping for the best and bracing for the worst. I bounce my knee absentmindedly, my riled up energy inside me with nowhere to go.

      Lake places her hand on my knee and I’m immediately overcome with a feeling of relief.

      “It’s good to see you,” she says, reading my mind.

      “It’s good to see you, too. Thanks for being here.”

      “Of course. You don’t need to ask twice.”

      “I just hope he’s OK.”

      “I’m sure he will be.”

      “How do you know?”

      Lake shrugs. “I’m just trying to stay positive.”

      “Oh.”

      She gives my knee a squeeze. “You know what? I’m sure it’s fine. Scooter’s a tough boy.”

      “I know.”

      “You really love him, huh?”

      I smile weakly. “Yeah. He’s the best friend a guy could ask for.”

      She leans against my arm and rests her head on my shoulder. “I’m sure he thinks you’re his best friend, too.”

      The vet enters through the swinging door, clipboard in hand. He looks directly at me and asks, “Mr. Chase?”

      Lake and I stand together. I don’t realize that she’s laced her fingers between mine until a few seconds after it happens. “Yes?” I ask.

      “I just got the x-ray back. It looks like Scooter’s swallowed something and the object is blocking his bowels. It looks too large to pass on his own, so I’m going to have to perform an emergency surgery to get it out. Now, I have to warn you, the procedure is rather expensive—”

      “Not an issue,” I assure. “Do whatever you have to. I just want to make sure Scooter’s going to be OK.”

      The vet nods. “If that’s the case, I’ll take care of it straight away. It could be a few hours…”

      “I’ll wait.”

      “I’ll wait with you,” Lake says, giving my fingers a comforting squeeze.

      “As you wish,” the vet says. “I’ll keep you posted.”

      I’m usually such a patient man, but not today. Sitting in my own silence is torturous. I can’t stop thinking about what will happen in the off chance that Scooter doesn’t pull through.

      “How have things at the shelter been?” I ask Lake, hoping that some mild conversation will help each excruciating second pass that much faster.

      “Hectic,” she admits, voice heavy and full of stress. “I don’t have enough room for all of the dogs we got in, and I’m having a tough time finding homes for them. Gaga’s been really stressed out, too. She’s not used to being around so many dogs. I’m worried this is going to be a huge setback for her.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Lake shakes her head. “I don’t think so.”

      She seems checked out. Exhausted. I decide not to push the issue further. Her being here is enough.

      The hours drag their feet. The waiting room begins to dim as the sun sets beyond the horizon. It’s too hard to focus on anything, nothing but worry plaguing my mind. People come and go, bringing their own pets in for checkups and leaving with relieved smiles on their faces. Lake and I remain together, hand in hand, offering silent comfort to one another.

      When the vet finally emerges from the back rooms, he does so with a reassuring smile. “Scooter’s going to pull through,” he says.

      “Thank goodness,” Lake replies. “What did he swallow?”

      The vet produces a plastic bag, three separate casino chips inside. “Do these look familiar?”

      I frown, confused. “Yes, but I have no idea how he got a hold of them.”

      “Well, that doesn’t matter now. The point is Scooter’s going to be fine. We’re cleaning him up now. He’ll be a little groggy for a while, but he should be right as rain tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      Lake squeezes my fingers, clearly as relieved as I am.
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      We text back and forth. Asher likes to send pictures of Scooter throughout the day. He’s taken the habit of taking the dog everywhere, even when he has to go to work and scan the casino floor. I look forward to my daily picture of Scooter, who is now the proud owner of a doggie t-shirt that has The Grandiose’s logo printed on the back. My favorite pictures are the ones of Asher and Scooter together. They’re both adorable and handsome, though in entirely different ways.

      Asher and I haven’t been able to meet up this past week. Again. Work has been keeping me bogged down at the shelter, a never-ending list of things to do preventing me from visiting. Asher is similarly busy with the casino. I appreciate it when he takes the time to text me. I look forward to his little messages, all of them sweet and perfectly innocent.

      Thinking of you, he’ll say with an attached picture of Scooter in a little doggie bow tie.

      No matter how hard the days are, Asher always manages to make me smile.

      Today in particular is a very special day. Elvis, arguably one of my oldest dogs, is finally being adopted. An elderly couple came in a few days ago looking to bring home a puppy, but they fell in love with Elvis on sight. It didn’t take much convincing on my part. I was totally prepared to give them my puppies-are-a-lot-of-work spiel, but it wasn’t necessary.

      The elderly couple and Elvis have the same vibe, the same energy. They’re both retired, which means they’ll be home around the clock to keep Elvis company. They like to go for short walks around their neighborhood, which is perfect for Elvis since he tuckers out really easily.  They’re a perfect match, a perfect home.

      They come to pick Elvis up around noon, and I provide them with all the necessary paperwork and starter supplies that they’ll need. Elvis’s tail doesn’t stop wagging as he comes over to greet me one last time, licking at my fingers and hopping on his front paws in pure delight.

      “Be a good boy,” I remind him. “They’re going to take really good care of you.”

      “Thank you, Lake,” the gentleman says. “We’re excited to take him home.”

      “Come on, Elvis,” the lady coos. “I hope you like the bed we bought for you.”

      We say our final goodbyes. If I’m a little teary, it’s only because I’m so happy that Elvis is finally going to his forever home. I return to the back room to check on the other dogs. The playroom is full of puppies running about, play fighting and napping and getting used to their surroundings.

      Gaga is off in her corner, having a miserable time.

      I join her, sitting down next to her soft bed. She rests her head in my lap as I scratch behind her ear. It’s understandable that she’s upset. Her space has suddenly been invaded by newcomers, and her oldest friend at the shelter is no longer here. Her loneliness is contagious. I’ve contemplated on numerous occasions asking Asher if it would be all right for Gaga and Scooter to have a playdate, but then I remember how overwhelmingly loud and bright The Grandiose is. That isn’t an ideal place for Gaga to be. It’d only stress her out.

      As if on cue, my phone buzzes. Asher’s sent me another picture. A wide smile pulls at the corners of my lips. Sitting on what looks to be a bar counter, Scooter sits beside a row of empty champagne glasses looking more than a little proud of himself. In response, I cuddle up close to Gaga and take a selfie, sending the image off with the caption: Elvis adopted today! Just us girls now.

      Almost immediately after, Asher calls me directly. I answer without hesitation.

      “Hey, you,” I mumble.

      “Hey. That’s great news about Elvis.”

      “Yeah, it is. I think he’s going to be really happy.”

      “You don’t sound as jazzed as I thought you would be.”

      I clear my throat. “I am jazzed. I’m just a little tired. Overworked.”

      “Please take care of yourself.”

      I smile, amused by how caring Asher is. “I could say the same to you. I guess you can always have Scooter fix you up a nice, stiff drink.”

      “I think I’ll pass. He has a bad habit of getting his paws in my ice,” he jokes. After a brief pause, he asks, “Are you free tonight? It sounds like we could both use a break.”

      The sound of leaving the shelter for an evening to see Asher is incredibly appealing, but I know I have a massive backlog of errands to take care of.

      “I really want to say yes,” I mutter.

      “Then say yes.”

      I laugh softly. “But I have so much work to do.”

      Asher chuckles. “I understand. Another time, then.”

      A pang of guilt tightens my chest. “I really do want to see you.”

      “I know. I want to see you, too.”

      “I… I miss you.”

      I can hear the smile in his voice. “I miss you, too.”

      I rest my head against the wall behind me and sigh. “You don’t suppose you can ask some of your friends if they need to adopt dogs for me, could you?”

      Asher clicks his tongue. “King spends half of the year touring, so he probably wouldn’t be able to take care of a dog. Ace is… Well, I’m fairly certain he has a pet panther or something wild like that, so probably not the best home for a puppy. And Jack… Jack hates animals.”

      I gasp dramatically. “Aw, man… And here I thought I could get along with your friends.”

      “I promise they’re all very nice guys.”

      “Oh, I’m sure. In an eccentric sort of way.”

      “Yeah, OK. I’ll give you that much. They’re all very eccentric.”

      “And you’re perfectly normal,” I tease.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asks with a laugh.

      “You live in a palace of gold. Is that not eccentric?”

      “To be fair, it’s all fake gold.”

      “Looks real enough to me—” I don’t get to finish my sentence. I spot one of the puppies on the verge of throwing up. Sometimes their tummies take time to adjust to new food, so it’s nothing to be immensely concerned about. But I can’t ignore the problem, either. “Hey, Asher? I’m so sorry, I have to go. Something’s come up.”

      “No problem. I should probably get back soon, too. I’ve been hiding from Todd for the better part of the morning.”

      I laugh. “That poor boy. I hope you pay him well for all your antics.”

      “Trust me. His salary reflects his work and effort.”

      “Is it OK if I call you later?”

      “Of course. Talk to you soon.”

      “Bye,” I say softly.

      I really like you, my heart whispers.
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      Every few months or so, Jack and I play tennis together on one of the private courts he has at his hotel and casino. Our schedules are so hectic that these friendly matches are our only opportunities to catch up. We talk about all kinds of things. Mostly business, sometimes to talk about our friends.

      Scooter sits at the sidelines, our official ball boy for the day. He’s a little too distracted with the tennis balls that he has in his mouth to actually do his job, but at least this way, I can keep an eye on him.

      Jack wins another game. Unfortunately, he’s a bit of a sore winner.

      “Do you need some ice for that burn?” he asks, spinning his racket with a flourish.

      I snort. “What is this? High school?”

      “What?”

      “That was a weak ass taunt, and we both know it.”

      Jack chuckles. “Hey, man. Maybe win a match before criticizing my trash talk.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever.”

      “What’s gotten into you, man? You’re usually good at this. Usually.”

      “Just a lot on my mind.”

      Jack serves. The tennis ball shoots straight across the court, bouncing right past me in a flash. Jack shakes his head with a sympathetic smile. “Man, I’m starting to feel bad about kicking your ass. Let’s take a break, hm?”

      I have no complaints. There’s only so much of Jack’s gloating that I can take.

      We walk over to the bench at the side of the court, underneath which Scooter is sitting. Jack tosses me a chilled bottle of mineral water before cracking open one of his own.

      “Did you hear Ace is in France again?” Jack asks me. “Rumor is he’s seeing some French model and a Swiss actress at the same time.”

      “Unsurprising. This is Ace we’re talking about. He’s with a new woman every week.”

      “Speaking of women,” Jack says. “Where’s that cute piece you brought around a little while ago? Lake, right?”

      “Don’t call her that. ‘A cute piece.’ Makes you sound creepy.”

      Jack smirks, raising his hands in mock surrender. “Ooh, touchy. I take it back.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Things serious between you two?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      He arches a brow at me. “How can you not be sure?”

      “Haven’t seen her in ages. We’ve both been too busy.”

      “You care about her?” he asks, tossing a ball up and down. Scooter watches the movement in anticipation, prepared for a game of fetch.

      “Well, yeah,” I answer.

      “Then make time.”

      “You make it sound easy.”

      “Because it is.” He taps me in the arm with the tip of his racket. “Since when do you give up on something you want so easily?”

      “I don’t.”

      “You sure? You care about the woman, but you can’t find the time for her?”

      “It’s not my time that I’m concerned about. It’s hers. But I’m not going to be that asshole who asks her to drop everything just to be with me. That’s the definition of a dick.”

      “Then it’s your job to make her life easier. Be there for her. Help her out and take the load off. Find a way to win her over.” Asher looks me dead in the eye. “You’re clearly smitten. There’s nothing you wouldn’t do for her, right?”

      I take a moment to think about it. Jack’s right. If Lake were to call me up right now with some sort of emergency, I’d be there in a heartbeat. She did the same for me when Scooter got sick. I’d do the same for her, not out of obligation, but because I’d want to. The only thing that’s kept me from seeing her is my incessant need to keep my casino running and under tight control. But the more that I think about it, the more it doesn’t seem worth it.

      There’s no point in pulling in a massive profit if I can’t celebrate my achievements with someone that I care about. I don’t see much point in any of it if I don’t have time to spare for Lake, or I’m unable to spoil her the way I want to because I’m being dragged off to yet another meeting or being forced to deal with yet another crisis.

      “You’re right,” I realize aloud.

      “I know.”

      “When did you get so smart?”

      “Very funny, asshole,” Jack says dryly.

      “Do you mind if I take a rain check on this match? There’s something important that I have to do.”

      “Might as well. It’s no fun playing you when you let me win this easily. What are you planning?”

      “You’ll see,” I say as I reach for my phone. “Do you know if King’s still in town?”

      “Yeah. He’s at the Four Seasons, I think.”

      “The Four Seasons?”

      Jack shrugs. “He didn’t want to stay at either of our hotels because he wanted to ‘be impartial.’”

      “How considerate of him.”

      “Why? What’s up?”

      I wink. “Helping her out.”

      Even though it’s well after noon, King sounds like he’s just woken up when he answers the phone. “The hell—”

      “King, I need a favor.”

      “Why are you screaming, dude?”

      “I’m not. You’re just hungover.”

      He groans into the receiver. “That checks out. What can I do you for?”

      I smirk as I put in my request.

      Lake is going to love this.
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LAKE

        

      

    

    
      We’re officially overcrowded, which certainly isn’t ideal. The smaller, more friendly dogs I can sometimes fit into the same crate, but the larger and more aggressive ones take up the majority of the space, of which we’re rapidly running out.

      To make matters even worse, I just received word that animal control wants to bring me an additional twenty dogs that they rescued from a hoarding situation not too far from here. The poor creatures are malnourished and in desperate need of attention. And as much as I want to help, I’m really worried that I won’t be able to take them without violating state animal shelter codes.

      Maeve gets off the phone and shakes her head. “I’ve called the shelter up the block from us, and a few of our out of state friends.”

      I clench my jaw, bitterness coating my tongue. “No luck?”

      “No, I’m sorry. The shelters out of state do have room, but there’s no way that animal control has the budget to fly the dogs out there. If we don’t find temporary homes for them, animal control will have no choice but to put them down.”

      Goosebumps crawl up my arms and the back of my neck. I try not to think about it. In my opinion, it’s an extreme option. There’s always another way. But I don’t have the time or resources to get these dogs into foster homes. At least, not right away. I just don’t know what to do.

      “Can you tell animal control to give me until the end of the day?” I ask. “I’ll… I’ll make it work. I’ll, um…”

      The thought of bringing a few dogs home with me has crossed my mind before, but my apartment complex doesn’t allow pets. I suppose I could always try sneaking them in without my landlord finding out, but that’s a risk I’m not sure if I can take. If I get caught, I could wind up being evicted for breaking my tenant agreement. Besides, my apartment is incredibly small and I wouldn’t be home enough to take care of the dogs there in addition to the dogs at the shelter.

      “I’ll put out a message on social media,” I say aloud. “See if anyone in the area can help with an emergency foster situation. We just have to make room for twenty dogs, right? Maybe we can buddy them up. Then we’d only have to find ten homes.”

      Maeve grimaces. “Not a lot of people out there are willing to take two dogs on such short notice, Lake.”

      “We have to try.”

      “Is everything all right here?”

      I turn to find Asher at the front door of the shelter. His appearance takes me by surprise. “Hi,” I greet, breathless. “What are you doing here?”

      “I tried calling you earlier, but you didn’t answer.”

      “I’m sorry. Things are really crazy right now.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m here to help.”

      I tilt my head, curious. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you told me that things are getting overcrowded here,” he explains. “And you asked me if any of my friends wanted to adopt.”

      My heart leaps up into my throat. “Your friends want to adopt dogs?”

      “Not my immediate friends,” he says quickly. “But I have a number of business contacts here in Las Vegas. I had Todd reach out. I think I have a few people interested in Los Angeles and Seattle.”

      My shoulders slump. “Thank you, Asher, but I’m afraid I don’t have any way of getting the dogs out to them. It’d be a really long drive, and the shelter doesn’t have enough funding to pay for that kind of gas.”

      “I know,” he says, flashing me a toothy grin. “If only you knew a pilot who’s allowed to borrow his rock star friend’s private plane.”

      My mouth drops. “Are… Are you serious?”

      “Do I strike you as the kind of man to make jokes?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Only around you.”

      Maeve hides a squeal behind her hand. “You guys are so cute.”

      I ignore her comment, too elated to bother feeling embarrassed. “Are you for real, Asher?”

      “I have the plane waiting and fueled up. I just don’t have the expertise on how to properly prepare dogs for air travel. You wouldn’t happen to know someone who could help with that, do you?”

      I smile wide, the weight of the world lifting off of my shoulders. “I might be able to volunteer my time.”

      “Great,” he says. “Let’s get these dogs to their new homes.”
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      This whole thing feels like a dream. Flying dogs across state borders is tricky, but a much simpler process than having to worry about shipping them by car. Delivering animals by car takes longer, requires more stops for potty breaks, and a lot of dogs have severe anxiety about being caged up for so long.

      Travel by plane is totally different, though. It only takes us a few hours to get to Los Angeles, and another few hours to get to Seattle. Each take off and landing is as smooth as silk, and by the time their sedatives wear off, the dogs are on solid ground before they even realize what’s happened.

      Several shelter owners and foster families meet us at the arrivals gate of the airport. It brings a tear to my eye to see so many of these deserving animals find loving homes. I’m immensely grateful that we were able to save them from a much harsher fate. There’s nothing but smiles and wagging tails to go around. By the end of the day, Asher and I successfully deliver almost every single dog from Shellbrook Animal Shelter.

      As we say our final goodbyes to the last few families, Asher takes my hand. I give his fingers a squeeze.

      “Thank you,” I tell him. “This is so unbelievable. You really didn’t have to do all this for me.”

      “You’re right, I didn’t have to. But I wanted to. I’m just glad I got the chance to be of help to you.”

      “When are you ever not a help to me?”

      “I just wanted to show you how much I care. I know I’ve probably given off the impression that business matters more to me than you, but that’s not the case at all. Whatever’s important to you is important to me.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. You’ve brought so much to my life. Opened my eyes to things I didn’t see before. I never thought I was a dog kind of guy until I met you. Scooter’s honestly such a joy. I think he reminds me that there’s a lot more to life than running some shiny casino.”

      I shake my head. “But I can understand why your business means a lot to you, too. I’m sorry for being so distant lately, for not making time. I think I put my walls up because I just don’t know how to fit into your world.”

      “Trust me. You fit. I’d much rather be around someone who’s made a difference than high rollers any day. What you do is amazing. You’re amazing.”

      “I can argue the same for you.”

      “How so?”

      “You’ve accomplished a lot, too. You employ hundreds of people, you have a budding business. You’re pretty amazing, too.”

      “Fine. I guess we’re both pretty great, huh?”

      I get up on my toes and kiss his mouth, wrapping my arms around his neck to hug him tight. He reciprocates in kind, circling my waist with ease as we settle into something warm and familiar. Asher feels great, like a missing part of the puzzle that I’ve neglected for too long. Now that everything’s in place, I realize just how whole he makes me feel.

      “Now —and no pressure, by the way— if I were to ask if you were free tonight,” he says with a devilish grin, “would you like to join me for dinner tonight?”

      I make a face and pretend to think about it. “Well, I guess I don’t have any work left for today. I’m just worried that my date might be dragged off to some important executive meeting again.”

      Asher frowns. “I promise I didn’t do that on purpose.”

      “I was just teasing you.”

      “Oh. Good.”

      I give him another kiss, sweet and slow. “Dinner sounds great. What were you thinking?”

      “Ever been to Canada? I could fly us up to Vancouver so we can grab some beaver tails. Although that’s more of a dessert thing. Or I could fly us across the Pacific and we can grab some sushi in Japan.”

      I laugh. “As much as I love that idea, I don’t have my passport on me.”

      “Ah, very true.”

      “You know what? You pick. I’m sure I’ll love whatever you love.”

      “In that case,” he says, kissing me again, “I love you.”

      My heart skips a beat as my cheeks fill with warmth. I can’t stop smiling, nor do I want to. “I love you, too,” I reply before Asher dips me back to kiss me again, deep and true.

      When we finally part, he whispers against my lips. “Let me take you home,” he says.

      “OK,” I agree without hesitation.
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ASHER

        

      

    

    
      The fundraiser is going really well. Who knew that the promise of a massive poker jackpot and the knowledge of doing a good deed by supporting local animal shelters could bring in such huge crowds?

      It’s been a handful months since local news outlets caught wind of our little dog delivery operation. The story has since spread like wildfire, even appearing as a fluff piece on several national networks. I adore nothing more than seeing the name Shellbrook Animal Shelter plastered on newspaper headlines, web articles, and mentioned on live television. It’s actually brought Lake’s shelter a ton of attention, and with it, hundreds of eager families come in each month to check in on the dogs.

      The operation’s also done a great deal for The Grandiose. After word got out —and I’m suspecting that Todd had something to do with it— that the owner of one of the most luxurious casino and hotels on the Strip was the one operating the delivery plane, guests have been arriving in droves, more than happy to support a business with such a wonderful sense of community.

      Those are all just side benefits, of course. Not at all what I was expecting to come of our efforts, but a nice surprise all the same.

      The real reward is having Lake at my side, our dogs sitting respectfully at our feet.

      It’s taken a long time of rehabilitation and training, but it seems that Gaga has finally readjusted. Gaga really wasn’t comfortable with any of the potential families that met with her, always skittish when someone new came in to introduce themselves. Since Lake wasn’t able to give Gaga away, so she adopted the Pitbull instead. A perfect compromise, really. Now that Lake is officially settled in my penthouse, she has more than enough space to adopt as many dogs as her heart desires, though we have agreed to keep it to two for now.

      Scooter and Gaga are the terror of the penthouse, but I love them both all the same.

      As the owner of The Grandiose and the host of the poker tournament, I’m obligated to meet with all of our high rollers and mingle with our most influential guests. But I always make it a point to include Lake in the conversation. I have a protective arm around her waist, proudly showing her off, though she’s more than capable of dazzling our guests in her own right.

      She’s in a beautiful black dress with a modest neckline but a scooping back that stops just above her hips. Her hair is done up in loose, but elegant curls, and she’s wearing the string of pearls I bought her for our six month anniversary. Lake wears them everywhere, showing them off with pride. She looks every ounce gorgeous as she does refined. She holds herself confidently, finally appearing more at home here in my world of splendor.

      “Do you ever get exotic pets at your shelter?” Ace asks her. “Snakes, perhaps? I’ve been interested in collecting an anaconda.”

      “We get the occasional parakeet,” Lake explains. “But my shelter’s more equipped for animals of the quadrupedal kind.”

      Ace brushes this off. “Shame.”

      King joins us shortly after, handing out beers that he’s grabbed from directly behind the bar. If it were anyone else, I’d have to put a stop to that kind of behavior. I’ve hired bartenders for a reason, and I have to make sure that everyone’s following the rules. But since it’s King, I’m willing to make an exception just this once.

      “Here you are,” he says. King bends down to scratch Scooter behind the ear. “Sorry, buddy. I checked to see if they had any peanut butter, but it looks like they’re fresh out.” He tries reaching for Gaga next, but Scooter barks up a storm.

      “Sorry,” Lake apologizes. “He’s really protective of his girlfriend.”

      King laughs. “Like dog, like owner.”

      I hold Lake a little closer. “Damn straight.”

      The guests in the audience all gasp as one of the players makes a gutsy call. Our little group turns to observe. Maeve sits across the table from Jack, failing to remember her poker face and looking incredibly smug. Maeve and Ace are one of the last two players remaining, their chips —which will all eventually go towards charity— are stacked high before them.

      I lean over to whisper in Lake’s ear. “Did you know she was this good?”

      “Nope. But she was born and raised in Vegas, so I’m not surprised. I actually thought you were going to play tonight.”

      “I’d much rather spend it with you.”

      Lake kisses me on the cheek. “You’re such a flirt.”

      “To be honest, I’ve thought about ditching this even several times tonight.”

      “What? Why?”

      “To sneak you upstairs and see if your dress looks just as pretty on the floor,” I whisper.

      I delight when Lake trembles, something playfully lighting up her eyes. “Be good,” she warns, but there’s no heat behind it.

      The poker tournament goes on for several more rounds. Before I know it, it’s just Jack and Maeve left standing. They stare each other down, and I have to admit that there’s something incredibly humorous about my friend —fearless businessman and casino owner himself— squaring off with a twenty-one year old with a serious win streak.

      “Who do you think’s going to win?” King asks.

      “Maeve, obviously,” Lake says.

      “My money’s on Jack,” I say at the same time.

      She looks at me with a mischievous grin. “You seem awfully confident there, Mr. Chase.”

      “Jack’s a skilled gambler,” I explain nonchalantly. “I believe experience over luck any day.”

      “Yes, but Maeve hasn’t lost a single hand this entire tournament,” she counters. “And I don’t think you should underestimate someone’s ability just because of their young age.”

      “Sounds like we have ourselves a pretty interesting wager, Miss Shellbrook.”

      “What are your terms?”

      “If I win, I get to take you to Paris next weekend. I’ll have Todd dog sit.”

      Lake giggles. “That doesn’t seem like much of a loss for me.”

      “And what are your terms?” I ask her.

      “If I win, I’ll let you do that thing you like.” She pumps her eyebrows suggestively. “You know. With the whipped cream?”

      “Really?”

      Lake nods. “Really.”

      “Very scandalous.”

      “Do we have a deal?”

      “You’re so on, sweetheart.”
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      We hope you enjoyed The Rescue. This story is a prequel to our new series Vegas Kings. You can read the first book in the series Jack here.

      For more about Mckenna James books, please visit our website.
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      I was supposed to be his virgin sacrifice. Instead, I am the only one who can save him now.

      When our elders say a famine is coming, the village doesn’t hesitate—they’ll make a virginal offering to the Beast of the Fair Forest and then everyone will be saved. I’m happy to go along with this plan—until I’m the one tied to the old birch tree in the woods, waiting for the Beast to devour me alive.

      But the Beast turns out to be very different than I was expecting—he’s not an animal at all, but a handsome man who lives alone off the forest land. And once we touch, a magic within me awakens, one which I never knew was in my power.

      The Beast must teach me to wield this magic before the forest dies—but also before his curse returns and he is forced to become an animal once again.

      Can I accept the responsibility of my newfound powers? Or will I turn away from the magic that lurks in my blood and refuse the love of a Beast?
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ROSALINE

        

      

    

    
      “Father!”

      I was the first one awake in my family’s modest thatched-roof hut. Usually I slept until dawn, then let the morning light prod me out from under my threadbare quilt so I could collect the eggs from beneath the hens. It had been a long winter, brutally cold, and now that the world was warming itself again, we could hope for a decent yield. Seeds were in the ground. Prayers were on the lips of everyone in Fairfront, our tiny village of farmers and shepherds. The last time it had taken until April to fully thaw, our crops had never caught up.

      That was the year Mother had died.

      Father still couldn’t look at me without thinking of her—my frame had grown tall and willowy, and my deep brown hair set off the green in my eyes, same as Mother’s.

      Something woke me this morning before the sun had even edged over the horizon. Perhaps it was the chill from the windows. Firewood was scarce. Or perhaps I had heard a noise, but when I got out to the farmyard with a basket for the eggs, the sight waiting for me was too grisly to bear.

      Our chickens, all slaughtered by violent means, blood and feathers everywhere.

      “Father!” I shrieked. “Come quickly!”

      Those hens provided eggs or, if we were ever desperate for food, meat, and now they were gone. Little bits of beak and talon remained, and the coop itself was damaged, the wood pried away from the doorway, the hay of their cozy little nests splayed across the floor.

      My father, when he arrived at the scene, studied the smears of blood and the claw marks in the wooden slats of the coop. “A wolf,” he muttered.

      It was a terrifying prospect for multiple reasons.

      The wolves of the Fair Forest prowled along the border of our village, occasionally snagging a rogue sheep or an unfortunate cat that had wandered too far from home. But they very rarely left the protection of the trees because they were tied to the woods. All the creatures who roamed the Fair Forest were bound to its periphery, and for the wolves to come this far out from the cover of the branches, well … that was a sign.

      And for a lone wolf to attack a coop this close to our hut, risking a human finding it and shooting it? This was also a sign.

      “So the bones were right,” my father said as he squatted to get a better view of the bite marks on what was left of a big, fat biddy. “Famine is coming.”

      I made sure he couldn’t see me roll my eyes. The bones, the village bones, tossed at the start of every season by Fairfront’s resident mystic, were considered gospel by many of the elderly members of our village, my father included. I had never once been convinced by a prophecy—anyone could take a collection of old bones and paint runes on them. Anyone could toss them into the grass and pretend to see something dramatic, something terrible. The prophecies were never good, not at all, and I suspected that was because our mystic knew it was easier to prey on fear than it was to create hope.

      But my father had been a lifelong believer in the mystic’s abilities to predict the future. And so, of course, he brought a collection of blood-smeared feathers to the village council that evening to seek guidance.

      “I told you!” The village mystic, a decrepit old farmer, Mortas, who had sold off most of his orchards for cash and now spent all his time “divining” in long brown robes. “The wolves came out of the forest and devoured the chickens because their game is scarce! And when the famine strikes, who do you think the wolves will be licking their chops for?” Mortas glanced pointedly at a mother with a newborn babe; she cradled her child protectively and cried, “What do we do then?”

      “Set up a fence,” suggested someone, quite wisely, I might add. “All along the border of the Fair Forest.”

      “That border stretches for miles,” someone else said. “I say we set up a watch! Station guards along the perimeter to shoot wolves on sight.”

      “No, no.” Mortas shook his head as other suggestions were hurled out into the meeting. With a frenzied energy, he shook the oracle bones and let them roll across the green grass before him.

      “It is the work of the beast!” he shrieked, and a collective gasp went up among the villagers.

      I had to hold back a snort.

      The beast, a fabled half-man, half-wolf, was a creature who allegedly prowled the Fair Forest during the winter months, though I would have argued that he’d been spotted prowling through our local folktales more times than he’d ever been spotted through the trees.

      The beast was not only a monstrous predator, he was allegedly a wizard of some sort, capable of the basest magic and the cruelest curses. Every natural disaster, every blight, even fires that were definitely demonstrably caused by human folly here in the village had been attributed to him. It looked like the villagers had already decided the famine was his doing, as well.

      “He demands a sacrifice!” Mortas went on. “A virgin, tied to the old birch tree near the stream. Only then will the beast undo the impending famine. Only then will our village be safe!”

      “A virgin sacrifice?” I chortled. “Please. I thought we were past such primeval thinking.” I thought I had stated this under my breath, but the rest of the meeting went silent as Mortas crossed the village green and stood right in front of me.

      “Aren’t you eligible?” Mortas said. “Perhaps we will wait and see if the bones ever request the sacrifice of a harlot instead.”

      “I am no harlot,” I growled through gritted teeth. The truth was I had never been touched by a man—my virginity was as intact as the superstitions of the villagers. “But even a harlot would be able to see that a sacrifice to a legendary creature will do nothing.”

      “Rosaline,” my father whispered in warning. I could feel his tension from his place in the circle behind me, but I straightened, full of stubborn resolve. Too long I had watched Mortas prey on the fears of my village. Too long had I watched him grip his hold on Fairfront with an unyielding iron fist. He was the wealthiest man among us, and his influence was even vaster than our fields; he could handle a bit of pushback from a simple farmer’s daughter.

      “You think I am wrong?” Mortas sneered. The closer he got, the more the stench of his horrendous breath made my eyes water, and the more I could feel the hatred radiating from him. I had disrupted his meeting, and he wasn't going to let me off unpunished. “You don’t trust the bones? You think you know better than they do?”

      I couldn’t give the answer that I wanted to. My honesty would likely make a pariah out of my father since he would be blamed for raising such an impertinent child in the wake of his wife’s death. So I swallowed some of my pride and said, “I think… Perhaps the bones have overlooked the possibility of a lone wolf simply deciding he was hungry.”

      “A lone wolf,” Mortas repeated slowly, loudly, so all the crowd could hear, “who was hungry.” He tipped his head back and laughed, the sound derisive and mocking to my ears. “Oh, you sweet, stupid child.” He lifted a hand to his stomach, and I took note of the ring that graced his finger—pure gold, inlaid with rubies. Hardly the fare of someone who was supposed to be a servant of the people.

      I bristled at this; at nineteen-years-old, I was hardly a child. In fact, I probably should have been married off by now, but that would have been handled by Mother, had she lived to see me at this age.

      Mortas leaned toward me, so close I could see the brown specks on his rotting teeth and the disdain in his watery blue eyes. “You have no idea what kind of evil lurks in the Fair Forest.” His voice was steady, quiet, and it sent my stomach rolling. “You have no idea what kind of evil there is in the world.”

      “I think I have some idea,” I whispered back, leveling him with my eyes. There was no such thing as the beast of the Fair Forest; there was only the mystic of Fairfront Village, and right now he was beast enough.

      “And you think you are a match for it, do you?” Mortas chuckled. He was so brilliant at manipulating, even I was close to falling under his control.

      “The bones have spoken!” Suddenly Mortas spread his arms wide as he walked away from me, taking a victory lap around the circle. “Behold, our virgin sacrifice!”

      He gestured to me, and my face burned.

      Father, to his credit, pushed out of the circle. “What? Mortas, no, please! My only daughter? She’s all I have left—”

      “Which is why her death will be a true sacrifice.” Mortas put a hand on my father’s shoulder, looking deeply into his eyes. “Will you give her up to save us all?”

      “Father, no!” I cried. “Don’t do this, Father!” But I knew I was no match for the mystic’s hold on our village. My father, in particular, had leaned into Mortas’ prophecies as a comfort since Mother died, and I knew this was so he could feel a sense of control after such a loss.

      And so perhaps it shouldn’t have surprised me that, less than a day after I’d found the aftermath of the chickens, I was being dragged into the Fair Forest, hands tied, taken to the old birch tree near the tea-colored stream just beyond the clearing that was visible from my bedroom window.

      I was forcibly dressed in the finest gown the village could rustle up: a silky green thing that must have been worth a barrel of grain for its fabric alone. My hair was loosened from its braids and combed so it fell down my shoulders in soft rivulets, and a shimmer was dabbed on my lips; though I couldn’t understand why I needed to look so visually tempting when the beast was only meant to devour me.

      The beast… I shook my head as I let the villagers tie me to the tree, the rope burning as they pulled it tight around my middle. There was no such thing as the beast. I didn’t need to worry about being eaten. The villagers would realize their mistake in a few hours, then come back to untie me. Or Father’s guilt over giving up his daughter would finally push him to come free me. I didn’t need to worry about a fictitious beast. I only needed to survive the hours until they came back.

      What was what?

      The forest was filled with all manner of shadows and noises, and my mind, usually able to stay rational even under stressful or frightening situations, suddenly began to fracture.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Is someone there?”

      Somewhere in the distance, a twig broke. Leaves fluttered. A bird’s wings flapped. A breeze blew across my bare arms, making goose pimples rise on my skin.

      My heart pounding, I reminded myself over and over, “The beast isn’t real. You won’t be eaten. You are safe until they come back for you.”

      But a dark silhouette loomed forward from the brush, and my insides jolted.

      I absolutely had reason to fear being devoured alive.

      Not by the beast, but by the wolf who circled my tree, teeth dripping, black eyes burning with hunger.

      “Please, no,” I stammered, and then, as it lunged for me, I lost myself entirely and screamed.
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      Something was in the woods.

      I could smell it—the way the loamy dirt suddenly went dry, like the very earth was trying to protect itself from an invader. The trees released their spring scents, that leafy green smell and the collective deer musk was one of uncertainty, fear.

      Trespassers.

      I tilted my head, letting my knife fall to my side. I’d been stalking a grouse, hoping to either make a nice clean kill or else follow her back to her nest and take her eggs for my breakfast.

      But then the winds shifted, and I could sense it.

      Someone else was here. Someone who didn’t belong.

      The Fair Forest was usually a bustling place as soon as the sun was out; the trickles of the streams and the birds’ calls created a peaceful, ambient soundtrack when I made my rounds through the pathways of the woods. But all was quiet now.

      Every morning, I left my hut as soon as it was light enough to see my boots in the dirt, and I checked the perimeter. It was a strange forest, one that I was certain had been built upon a magical foundation at some point, though I didn’t know the details. Until this year, the water in the streams had always been plentiful, the leaves had always grown lush and full, and the air had always been cool and refreshing.

      An enchantment of some sort kept the forest alive, and it was my job to make sure the enchantment kept; the key was the old birch tree near the clearing that led to the village. As long as that birch tree was alive and thriving, the rest of the forest would be safe.

      But lately things had changed. Winter had stretched further into the calendar than I’d ever experienced. The roots of the trees remained frozen for so long the deer had nothing to eat but bark. Creeks overflowed with the drippings from the icicles that clung to the branches, and when they flooded the banks the soil was diluted, which meant things grew at a slower pace.

      All of it was a cycle, a great wheel. One change led to many others, one small shift creating a ripple effect from the ground up to the canopy.

      Which was why I was concerned about an intruder into our forest.

      One tiny change could cause a whole catastrophe.

      One person was here who did not belong.

      I put my knife into my boot and stood to my full height, catching a glimpse of myself in the reflection of a nearby puddle. My brown hair had grown shaggy, curling around my collarbone, falling out of the twine I used to tie it back from my face. I’d have to cut it again soon, or else find a stronger piece of rope. My beard was coming in thick. It had kept me warm through winter’s chill, but now that spring was warming the forest I could trim it close to my face again.

      Or not.

      There was really no purpose to looking unkempt. There was really no reason not to let my hair and beard grow long. I did not interact with the villagers of Fairfront, and since they didn’t know me as anything but the strange forest beast who preyed on lone sheep and caused the local pets to nervously pace in their yards, it didn’t matter what I looked like.

      None of it mattered.

      It didn’t matter that I dressed myself in pelts and hides that instantly set me apart as a man who lived off the land. It didn’t matter that I had made everything I owned—built my own hut, created my own tools. My pillow was stuffed with the down of pheasants that I caught, skinned, and grilled myself. My knives and cookware, I stole.

      And it didn’t matter.

      The only thing that mattered was my charge, my duty—to protect the old birch tree, to keep the enchantment strong so the forest would survive.

      I didn’t care what the villagers said about me. I only cared about—

      The leaves rustled above me as the wind shifted. I could smell things more clearly now—not just a trespasser, but a villager. Someone from Fairfront, and they were near the old birch tree.

      The very one that I had been charged with protecting.

      I moved through the underbrush quickly now. If it was one of those idiot farmers who had decided to come into the Fair Forest for firewood…

      My rage simmered below the surface of my skin, all my muscles tensing as I imagined it. A man with an ax, stupidly ready to chop down the very tree that kept the forest alive; I would expect nothing less from the fools who lived in the village. Superstitious lot, all of them. They knew nothing of the cycle of life and decay that existed here in the forest. They knew nothing of how delicate the balance was, or how the enchantment that made vitality pulse through the woods here was as thin as gossamer, undone with a single chop to the trunk of that birch tree.

      I pushed through the branches of the thickest parts of the underbrush, past honeysuckle and knapwood, wild yarrow that grew as tall as my shoulders, and then I picked up a new scent.

      Not just an intruder.

      Wolves.

      I could smell their hunger; they were prowling for meat, and whoever they were stalking was terrified. The fear rolling off the person was thick as smoke. As I curved around the thick base of an oak, I readied my bow and arrow.

      Not for the wolves—they would bend to my will, leave at the snap of my fingers. As the keeper of the Fair Forest, I had a certain authority.

      No, the bow and arrow were for the trespasser. Either they would leave the tree alone, or I would wound them and make them an easy target for the wolves. I wished I could order the intruder to go back to the village, but that was impossible.

      Then I heard a scream.

      Bloodcurdling, a shriek of absolute terror.

      It was a woman’s.

      Stomping around the oak tree, I reached the clearing, and my heart pounded in my chest as I saw the trespasser.

      A young woman. Slender and fair, her body tight, her perfectly pink mouth held open in fear. She was tied against the tree, and from the look of the red welts on her hands, she’d been trying to break free; why the hell was she here? I wondered. Why was she tied to the old birch tree, the place that was the source of the enchantment that kept this forest alive?

      Half a dozen wolves surrounded her, snapping their jaws, and even though she kicked at them, they were getting braver every second. Any moment now they would get a taste of her flesh, bite into her thighs, and then it would be a feeding frenzy.

      Whoever she was, she was absolutely beautiful—not that I had many women to compare her to. I had always assumed my life would be one without a companion or a mate. I was assigned to protect the forest, and that was what I had spent all my time doing, but I would be lying if I said I hadn’t imagined it before.

      A woman, just like this one, with curves and breasts, smooth hair, supple and feminine.

      Part of me went hard as I pictured this young beauty in my hut, standing at my table, peeling potatoes, wiping her hands on an apron, tending to our garden, lying on the bed as a fire roared in the hearth.

      I had never wanted someone before, but now that I had seen her, I couldn’t stop picturing her naked in my arms.

      A wolf got close enough to tear the bottom half of her dress away; the woman’s legs were now exposed, and I stared at the way her upper thighs rounded into her backside.

      Her eyes found mine, and I expected to see them lit up with fear, but instead there was a deep-rooted anger, a light radiating from stunningly emerald eyes, and for a moment I was frozen.

      She was no wilting flower. She was strong, and if I let the wolves tear apart such a radiant, powerful creature, I would always regret it.

      I lifted my bow, putting an arrow into the trunk of the silver birch, just near her hand. She gasped, flinching away from it, but it wasn’t meant for her.

      The arrow had zipped along the head of the largest wolf, a warning shot. A1ll the wolves looked back at me now, and I commanded them, in their own language, to back away.

      One of them growled at me in protest, but I would not allow them to feast on this woman’s flesh.

      “Go,” I told them. “Now. Or I’ll put arrows in all of your hearts and wear you for my winter coat.”

      The woman gaped at me, panting, amazed by my ability to communicate with the animals, but the wolves were being stubborn.

      They snarled at me, and for a moment, I paused.

      It was odd that the wolves would push back against my orders at all. I studied them, taking in the way their ribs were showing, the mange of their fur, the absolute desperation in their eyes.

      Something was wrong.

      These wolves were starving.

      I knew game was scarce, but I didn’t realize it was completely absent.

      Desperate, starving wolves…

      There was a noise to my right. Without looking, I turned my bow and fired an arrow into the middle of a gazelle. She fell into the bushes, and I snapped my fingers in her direction.

      “Feast,” I ordered the wolves. “Leave this one to me.”

      One or two of the wolves looked like they wanted to stay and fight for the right to eat this woman, but their stomachs won them over. The whole pack rushed to the freshly fallen animal, and the sounds of their teeth ripping through the meat was audible as I turned my focus back to the woman.

      “Release me,” she said. It wasn’t a request; it was a command. After the tussle with the wolves not directly obeying me, I was in no mood to be bossed around.

      “I’m not the one tied to a tree,” I growled, my blood hot, thickening with every second that she stared at me with that defiant gleam in her eye. “I hardly think you should be giving me orders.”

      “Then call them back,” the woman snapped, nodding her head at the wolves. “Let them take me now. I won’t stay tied to this tree any longer if it’s just going to end with my death. Let them eat me now. The sooner it starts, the sooner it’s done with.” She tilted her head back against the trunk, closing her eyes like she was surrendering, and my cock twitched.

      I could see the pulse in her neck, that long stretch of bare skin, her collarbone flattening, making her breasts heave against the fabric of her dress.

      I stepped forward, close enough to smell the sweat on her flowery skin. “Those wolves would eat you up in ten seconds flat, if I let them.”

      She opened her eyes, peering at me with defiance. “And what about you, beast? What will you do to me?” There was the hint of a smile on the corner of her lips, and it made my heart jump up into my throat.

      I lifted my knife from my boot and slashed through her ropes.

      “Nothing so terrible,” I told her as she stumbled way from the tree, rubbing the sore spots on her wrists. “If you’re lucky.”
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      Well, I could see why they called him the beast.

      He was huge, absolutely the largest man I’d ever seen, and pure muscle. His arms were rounded and bulging like they’d been lifting sheer stone to lay with mortar for a building, and his back rippled with corded muscle—which I saw because as soon as he brought me to his hut, he peeled off the hide jacket he was wearing, and I caught a glimpse of his body.

      “Why are you staring?” he implored, noticing my wandering eyes. “Have you never seen a man before?”

      Man or beast, I didn’t care what he was. I only knew that he was both huge and fascinatingly handsome. Not in an obvious way—his hair and beard were somewhat wild, and you could smell his natural musk from a mile away. But beneath the shaggy hair and the pelts and furs, his bearded jaw was cut sharp and strong, his nose was straight, and his mouth was much more pillowy than I would have expected.

      Realizing he was waiting for an answer, I summoned a harsh laugh. “What about yourself? You peer at me like you’ve never had a woman cross your path.”

      The beast set his bow and quiver of arrows down outside his hut, propped up against a chopping block with an ax sticking out from it. He glanced back at me, his eyes tracing their way up and down my body, and gave a little shrug.

      My skin had broken out into goose pimples every time he looked at me like that—as if I was something to eat—but I tried to forget that as I comprehended what that shrug meant. “Wait, truly?” I burst. “You have never seen a woman before?”

      “I have seen a woman,” the beast snapped back at me as he opened the front door of his hut. “I know what they are meant to look like. Just never … in the flesh.”

      I thought of the village council yesterday, the way Mortas, Fairfront’s horribly manipulative mystic, made it seem imperative that the beast receive a virgin sacrifice in order to please him; what a strange twist to learn that the beast himself was a virgin.

      Never before seen a woman. Never before been with a woman either.

      I tilted my head, watching him clean his boots of mud on the mat outside his hut’s front door. What an odd development, indeed. So had he been living here alone in the forest for ages? To what end? Did he come to the village often, peer at our little houses, watch us pick apples from our orchards and tend our sheep? Did he care at all about our lives in Fairfront, or did it seem a sleepy, inconsequential existence compared to the way he survived in the forest?

      No need to care about such things, I told myself, straightening and shaking my head. Such details didn’t matter; all that mattered was that I was alive.

      And now, if it was possible, it was time to go home.

      “Well, here I am,” I said to the beast, spreading my arms wide. “Your offering.” The wolves had torn my dress, so my legs were exposed; that and the way the neckline dipped low, showing my cleavage, made me feel practically naked. Just perfect for a virgin sacrifice, I thought wryly, and tried to ignore how my own body pulsed with heat, my chest fluttering.

      The beast stopped in his doorway, turning to look at me over his shoulder. I tracked his eyes—he lingered on my breasts, and the way he inspected them truly made me believe he had never seen a woman before. He trailed his sight down to my hips, which spread to create an hourglass silhouette of my slim frame. “Is that why you were tied to the tree?” he finally grumbled. “An offering to the beast?”

      “An offering to whatever you are,” I replied. “Beast or man or something in between.” My breathing got deeper; I was practically heaving, the way he was staring at me, almost as hungry as those wolves had been…

      “Something in between,” the beast mused, and cocked an eyebrow at me, a tiny smile tugging one corner of his mouth; the very expression made my knees weaken. I instantly knew I liked it when he smiled, though it was also a dangerous prospect; didn’t predators smile right before they attacked their prey?

      “You spoke, and the wolves listened,” I answered honestly. “You live out here alone, as far as I can tell, and nothing about this hut resembles the homes in Fairfront. The elders of my village thought they could end an impeding famine by gifting me to you. Surely you are more than merely a man, even if you are not completely a beast.”

      The information about the famine seemed to pique his interest; he frowned as I spoke about it, then chuckled to himself. “They tied you to that tree to stop the famine, did they?” I couldn’t read how he felt about it beyond this. Did this delight him? Enrage him? Or was it a completely neutral emotional reaction on his part?

      Maybe he had lived parallel to our village for so long it no longer mattered to him what we ridiculous farm folks did. Maybe he, like me, believed the superstitions perpetuated by men like Mortas to be absurd and dangerous.

      “They did.” I thought of my father’s face as they guided me away from the only home I’d ever known; I wished now that I had cried out to him one more time, implored him to forbid them from taking me, but I had already made a fool of myself, begging him not to let me go in front of the whole village. Father hadn’t even blinked. “Do you at least have a name?” I asked, more out of curiosity than anything.

      He looked thoughtful for a moment, like he was contemplating whether or not to tell me, but something in him must have decided I was worthy of this knowledge. “Gawen,” he said. “At least, that was my name back when I had use of one.”

      “Gawen,” I repeated softly. It suited him—it was a very old-fashioned name, a classic, one that would have conjured up images of gentlemen knights to anyone in my village.

      “And you?” He nodded at me curtly, pushing back the hair that fell into his eyes. “What do they call you?”

      “Rosaline.”

      “Rosaline.” My name on his lips almost made me swoon. He said it like it was a song, a spell, a prayer.

      I had expected, as the virgin offering to the beast, to be devoured more than I had expected to actually be ravished, but a small part of me now wished that I was still tied to that tree, my dress torn cleanly off my body, and this gorgeous giant man prowling through the trees to take what was rightfully his.

      “Well, Rosaline,” Gawen said abruptly, “I have bad news. There is nothing your presence here will do to stave off the famine. I am obviously not the beast of your Fairfront myths. Even if I was, eating delicate young virgins is hardly my idea of a hearty meal.” He glanced down at my bare thighs, almost second-guessing himself, and a flush of warmth flooded me, making me wet.

      “I’m afraid your villagers are idiots,” he finished, and he tried to level me with his eyes, challenging me.

      But I would not and could not argue with this last sentiment. “I agree,” I told him with a sigh. “The village relies heavily on prophecy and the reading of the bones. Wolves came into our yard and ate all our chickens. Our village mystic thought the appropriate response was to tie me to that tree in the hopes that you might undo your evil famine spell. Although,” I mused now, thinking it through a little more deeply, “perhaps Mortas was just anxious to get rid of me in particular. I do have a tendency to … be a bit of a handful.”

      “I can see that,” Gawen said this as he glanced again at my chest, and I felt my cheeks burn pink; embarrassed, he dropped his gaze. “I’m not a beast, like I said, and I have no use for a virgin.”

      “All right,” I answered immediately, and gathered what was left of my shredded skirt in my hands so it would stay out of the mud as I walked. “Then I’ll be getting back home and out of your hair.” My chest deflated a bit as I said this—with disappointment? Was that the emotion that panged through me? Why? I was not going to be eaten alive by some horrendous man-beast shapeshifter. Shouldn’t I be happy to return to my old life?

      Gawen raised his eyebrows. “You cannot go back,” he said. “What about the periphery magic?”

      This was as foreign a concept to me as a chiseled, good-looking stranger making home in the middle of the Fair Forest. “Periphery magic?” I echoed. “What do you mean?”

      “Do those elders of your village know nothing?” He shook his head, annoyed. “Once a villager comes into the forest, they cannot go out again. Not without the spells that protect the periphery of the forest shredding you into pieces.”

      “Shredding you?” I gasped. “So you’re saying I cannot get back to my village ever? Not ever?”

      Gawen shrugged again—his shrugs, to me, were as deadly a weapon as his bow and his knife. They gutted me right in the heart. “You’ll die if you try to return home,” he said. “This forest… Rosaline, there are things here in this forest that you cannot possibly understand. Magics. Spells. Enchantments. Some of them are predictable—step past the periphery, and your flesh is torn to ribbons. Some of them, however…” Gawen’s eyes softened as he stared off into the trees, thinking about something particularly vulnerable until he returned to the present moment, hardening his gaze when he looked at me again. “I don’t care where you choose to go,” he finished, “but you cannot go back home. Not in one piece.”

      “If I go back out into the forest, those wolves will find me and eat me,” I calculated. “And if I try to go home, I won’t make it past the trees … so you’re saying I’m stuck here? With you? Forever?” My eyes were filled with tears by the time I was at the end of my queries. The forest itself was lovely enough—green and fragrant and lush, but the thought of never, ever going back to Fairfront? Never again to see my father?

      Never gathering eggs at our farm, never running through the fields of lavender, never watching Fairfront children splash their feet in the creek or snuggling in my bed with our fat orange barn cat? It was too much to bear.

      But it was also too much for Gawen to hear. I had insulted him.

      “Don’t worry,” Gawen said through clenched teeth, “you won’t see much of me. I have things to do. You can sit here and decide if you’d rather die than spend the rest of your days in my hut. If I find you gone when I come back home, I’ll consider your choice made and say a prayer over your grave.” His jaw was tight, his fists clenched, and I half expected to see steam blowing out from his nose. It was incredible how, in the flash of a single moment, Gawen could shift from an almost mild-mannered man living alone in the woods to this temper-flared, ready to fight, furious.

      Beast.

      Gawen seized his bow and quiver, then stomped off through the trees, and before I could call him back, I was alone.

      Alone in the hut of a person that was, as I’d said earlier, neither man nor beast, but somewhere in between.

      The hut was fine—a little masculine, nothing particularly warm or cozy about it, but it was livable. A table strewn with tools and dishes and fruits, a fireplace stacked with logs, a single bed in the one room.

      But it wasn’t my home.

      And it never would be.

      When I was certain Gawen was out of sight, I took the blanket off his bed and wrapped it around my body as a cloak. I grabbed two of the apples from a basket on the table and a spare knife, just in case.

      If I didn’t believe in beasts and bones and prophecies, there was no reason to believe in periphery spells either. And as interesting and gorgeous as Gawen was, I would not stay and let him make a believer of me.

      I was going home.
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      Such a foolish girl.

      Such a breathtaking woman too. Up close, she had an almost pearly sheen to her skin, and her lips were heart-shaped. Her nipples had tightened when she’d been arguing with me outside my hut, her passion making them visible through the front of her dress, and it had been all I could do not to seize her and rip that pathetic shredded fabric off her body.

      In all my years, I had only ever dreamed of a woman like this, and now that there was such a woman here, in the Fair Forest, I couldn’t stop thinking about the voluptuous lines of her hips, the alluring way she tugged at her hair when she was making a wry joke, the way she would probably look with her legs wrapped around me as I slid into her…

      “Dammit!” I slammed my fist against the nearest tree trunk; a dove, confused by my outburst, fluttered away from her nest, startled.

      Rosaline was proving to be more than just a foolish girl, a stunning woman, and a pain in my neck—she was distracting.

      Beauty though she was, underneath that sweet exterior, she was stubborn.

      And that stubbornness was going to be the death of her.

      I stomped through the brush, looking for something to kill.

      It was nearly evening. All day I had been making my rounds, patrolling the border trees, watching for any signs of unusual animal behavior, weakened tree roots, browning, crunchy leaves. Even though everything looked normal, there was something in the air that made me uneasy.

      Something eerie, something ominous. I didn’t know what was happening in the Fair Forest, but as its protector, it was my job to find out.

      Every tree I passed, I imagined Rosaline tied to its trunk, her hair streaming down her shoulders, her dress torn, her bare legs poking out, that look on her face of absolute resistance. Even when she wasn’t standing directly in front of me, I couldn’t get her out of my mind.

      I needed to kill something.

      I had food back at the hut, plenty of it. Dried meat, potatoes, and root vegetables for stew, a couple of birds in the yard waiting to be cleaned and cooked.

      And I shouldn’t be hunting for more food if the game was truly as scarce as those wolves had made it seem. But I suddenly needed to use my knife. I needed to slaughter. To kill.

      I needed to believe that everything could still be as balanced as it was before Rosaline had arrived. I needed to feel like it was just me again, alone in the forest, the only human here, capable of ruling over all the creatures in the Fair Forest as long as the enchantment held.

      But Rosaline popped up in my mind, looking up at me from under those eyelashes. “Virgin offering,” I imagined her saying again. “For the beast.”

      I could be the beast for her.

      I could be just about anything if it meant she parted those soft pink lips of hers, taking me in her mouth, letting me slide my cock deep—

      A partridge flapped dumbly beside me, shaking me out of my lustful reverie.

      I thought of how I had, in the last few years, started to be curious about the village, curious about the world outside the Fair Forest.

      I had been placed here as a very young child, and my entire existence had centered around protecting this forest. I had never before wondered what life in the villages was like, but in the past few years, I had craved human companionship.

      Women.

      On more than one occasion, I had considered seeing if there was some sort of spell I could use, a loophole in the periphery that would allow me to be part of Fairfront as well as my station in the forest.

      But Rosaline’s reaction to the periphery spell made me happy that I had not chosen to leave.

      She was just like the rest of them. She may have glowed like a princess, but she had grown up with the typical tales of the Fair Forest beast.

      She’d heard the ridiculous stories about how the beast drank the raw blood of the deer he downed, how he could fell a tree with a single swipe of his paw, how he terrified the wolves and the foxes, how the birds flew away as soon as he approached, and all the other nonsense rumors.

      Rosaline had not, however, grown up hearing the truth of the matter—that the enchantment on the Fair Forest was serious, and that the periphery spell was not to be disregarded or disrespected.

      The mystic of Fairfront had told Rosaline and the rest of the village that the famine would end with a virgin sacrifice? Hogwash.

      But if they were seeing the effects of the forest’s weakening enchantment too…

      I thought of the wolves, how mangy they’d looked, how hungrily they’d snapped their jaws at Rosaline.

      There was something going on. Something wrong.

      And it was up to me to figure it out.

      The partridge beside me bobbed its head, pecking into the damp soil for a bug, and I let the tension leave my limbs.

      It would be so easy to kill this partridge.

      Grab it with my hands, slit its throat with my knife. Shoot an arrow through it, bring it home for the pot.

      Rosaline stirred me up, making me desperate to reach down into my pants and bring my hardened cock out for her to touch…

      But I did not want to kill needlessly.

      I did not want to be that kind of man.

      I did not want to hurt Rosaline, though I did want to push her against the outside of my hut, her arms splayed out to either side, like she had leaned against that tree trunk. I wanted to see what was under that flimsy gown of hers, and I wanted to lick her and kiss her until I heard her moan like an animal.

      What the devil?

      A figure moved across my sightline.

      Rosaline—that foolish, foolish girl! She’d left my hut and was making a run for it, darting across the deepest, thickest part of the forest, trying to get back to her village.

      I had already warned her about the periphery spell. and yet she obviously didn’t believe me. She didn’t believe that the spell that guarded the border of the Fair Forest could split a grown man in half—I’d seen it with my own eyes—and so her stubbornness and her lack of faith was going to cost her.

      Fine, I thought, sinking back on my heels, trying not to let that tension rise up within me again. Let her go.

      Let her run to her death. My hands would be washed of all guilt if she shred herself into pieces.

      “Ouch!” Rosaline’s cry was sharp, and I spun around, finding her through the dim shadows of the falling evening.

      She had stepped on a thorn and was yanking it out of her foot. Good, I thought. Take it as a sign. Stay here—stay where you are safe.

      Stay near me, I added silently, and then chided myself for even hoping for such a thing.

      But a thorn in the toe was not enough to deter her. She bent herself in half, her back creating a line against the dark foliage that made my loins stir, and picked the thorn out with nimble fingers. Licking the blood off her thumb, she put her weight on the foot, testing it, and though she grimaced with pain, she kept right on walking.

      Stubborn, stubborn girl.

      My heart started pounding, its rhythm finding a way up into my throat. She was going to do it. She was going to cross through the periphery, and I couldn’t let her go through with it. I couldn’t stand here and watch such a beautiful creature be destroyed.

      “Rosaline!” I shouted, and started running toward her.

      But it was too late. She’d taken the last step on safe soil and was crossing past the pond that marked the border. Any minute now it would happen. Any minute—

      I slowed, stopped in my tracks. My eyes were blinking, trying to make sense of what I was seeing—I couldn’t believe it.

      But it was real.

      Rosaline had passed right beyond the pond, and nothing had happened. She was making a break for it. From this angle, the lights of the farmhouses and village roads were visible through the leaves.

      The spell hadn’t destroyed her. In all my years inside the Fair Forest, I’d never heard of the periphery magic letting someone freely leave the bounds of the trees.

      So that was it, then. Disappointment flooded my limbs. For one brief moment, I’d had a real woman in my hut—a gorgeous woman, to be specific, and now she was gone.

      “Gawen?” Rosaline’s voice was like a bell ringing through the darkness. “Gawen, help! Help me, please, help!”

      I couldn’t see her—the sun had set, tilting all the shadows of the tree trunks and the canopy, so a blanket of darkness spread across the forest floor. But dread sparked through my body, and I readied my knife, walking toward the sound of her voice.

      “Rosaline?” I called out. “Where are you?”

      There was a splash. A choking, sputtering noise came out of her, unintelligible noises, and as my boots sank into the flooded banks of the algae-slicked pond, I saw her.

      Arms flailing, her head breaching the surface of the water, and then something tugging her back under.

      “Gawen!” she managed to choke out, and then she sank back into the water—I could just make out her shape, the white of her bare arms, the glow of her hair beneath the surface.

      “Rosaline!” The pond was home to nothing more than weeds and tadpoles, but it was foolish of me to think there would be only one enchantment in the Fair Forest.

      Where one enchantment ended, many more sprung up, just like mushrooms.

      I didn’t know what evil might lurk beneath the surface of that pond.

      All I knew was that something had a hold of Rosaline, and I was not going to let her go without a fight.

      Without thinking, without waiting, without so much as yanking off my boots, I charged into the pond.
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      I could see it.

      A small light, amber golden and white.

      My eyes cracked open, and it grew brighter.

      “What are you?” I tried to say, but my words only came out as garbled nonsense.

      Bubbles floated out of my mouth, and I watched them make their way up to the surface—that’s right, I suddenly remembered.

      I was in the pond.

      I was trying to leave the forest, and I’d gotten past the border—rather smugly, I might add, because Gawen had told me I’d turn to dust or something if I made it that far.

      But I’d done it.

      I’d crossed out of the forest and had been ready to run for my village. There were candles aglow in the windows of the blacksmith’s shop. I could almost see my own house—how would it feel to walk through the doors again?

      How would it feel to look at my father after everything, knowing he had allowed Mortas to take me away and tie me to the tree?

      Even though Gawen hadn’t turned out to be a beast at all, I knew the legends had to be false, of course, but I hadn’t been expecting a ruggedly good-looking wild man either, with muscles like an archer and eyes that burned like coal.

      Perhaps if I had stayed longer at Gawen’s hut, I might have gotten to know him. Perhaps I would have dared to ask him all the questions I was dying to ask—what was he doing here, in the middle of the Fair Forest, living alone? Had he been born here? How was he able to talk to the wolves?

      And, perhaps most importantly, what was he thinking about when he looked at me like that? Did he realize that when he flicked his eyes up and down my body, shocked to see a real woman in the flesh in his forest, that he aroused goose pimples on my skin and made me warm, feverish, alive?

      It didn’t matter now.

      None of that mattered.

      Now, I was sinking to the bottom of the pond.

      All I’d done was run around the pond—it was the last barrier until I was out of the Fair Forest’s trees and back in the safety of my village.

      But I’d slipped.

      It had been the eeriest thing—I knew the banks of the pond were flooded because the reeds were bloated and the grass was waterlogged, and so I’d been very careful as I edged my way around the pond.

      The next thing I knew, I was falling sideways into the water.

      Almost like something had grabbed me around the ankle and tugged.

      I’d struggled, fighting my way to the surface, but to no avail.

      Whatever it was in the pond that wanted me? It had pulled me under.

      It had won.

      And now I was floating, suspended, weightless. My hair spiraled all around me, my eyes opening in the green water, and all was dark—

      Except for that light.

      One light, shining above, like the sun—but it was night in the forest.

      “What are you?” I tried to ask again, but no sound came out. Water flooded my mouth, and instead of sputtering it out, my lungs just… accepted it.

      I felt peaceful. Light.

      I let the water take me down, further down, spinning, all green, all golden glow, all peace, all the time—

      And then I heard the answer, not just with my ears, but with my mind: “Home.”

      Home, I wanted to retort, no. No, of course not. Home was Fairfront, the village where I’d been born and raised.

      Home was the farm where I’d been brought up. Home was where my mother had lived and died. Home was where she had been buried.

      But… no. I had no home.

      Not anymore.

      My home had been lost to me when my father handed me over to Mortas and his men. I had no home.

      And so, I thought with a weak chuckle, light-headed, dizzy, this pond was as good a home as any—

      Something grabbed me around my wrist.

      Another hand, a human.

      Whoever it was pulled.

      I broke the surface of the pond, sputtering, water draining out of my nose and mouth like a faucet. It tasted slimy, and as I spat out little bits of moss and algae, I was pulled onto the banks, laying back in the weeds.

      “Rosaline,” a deep voice said, “can you hear me?”

      Of course, I thought—but I couldn’t say it out loud. Something was still keeping my tongue from moving, almost like I was under a spell of some sort.

      “Rosaline.” That same hand that had tugged me out of the water by the wrist now stroked my face, rolling me from my side onto my back, trying to get me to look at him—

      It was Gawen.

      His face came into my view, and I studied his features, marveling at how perfect they were, even beneath his full bushy beard and scraggly hair.

      “Rosaline,” he said again, and I giggled—I couldn’t help it. His voice saying my name was almost too much to handle. “Rosaline, are you all right?”

      “I’m wonderful.” My teeth were chattering now, but I still felt hazy and peaceful—soon I would be back home, something within me said. Soon I would be where I belonged.

      Gawen put the back of his hand against my nose. “You’re freezing,” he assessed, then lifted me up in his strong arms. “Come on. We need to get you warm.” He tried to steady me on my feet, but my legs were trembling too hard to stand; I collapsed into him, and he held me up, his face inches away from mine.

      “That’s one idea,” I purred, and before he could say anything else, I leaned into him, my lips finding his.

      His mouth was much softer than I expected, and I floated further away, somewhere above the forest, in the clouds. I’d never kissed a man before, and yet it felt so right, so perfectly instinctive.

      His breathing changed—a rumble in his chest made me go slick. I opened my mouth slightly, my tongue finding his, and he tilted his head, letting me explore his lips, tasting him, my knees growing stronger with every second that we were latched together this way—

      Gawen was the one to pull away. “You’re freezing,” he repeated, “and we need to warm you up.”

      “Isn’t that what we were doing?” I tried again to lean in for another kiss, but this time my head spun.

      I was suddenly exhausted. The forest was so dark—the nightjars were singing, crickets were chirping, and when I peered over Gawen’s shoulder, the lights in the windows of the village were gone.

      Lights.

      The light in the pond.

      “I’m tired,” I told Gawen with a loud yawn. “I’m just going to shut my eyes for a moment.” My teeth had stopped chattering, and my legs had stopped shaking. I went limp in his arms, and concern knitted his strong eyebrows.

      “No, Rosaline.” He reached his warm hand up to my cheek again. “You can’t go to sleep. Not yet.”

      “I’m tired,” I whispered, “and I’m cold.” I let my head droop against his chest, and he lifted me up in his arms as if I didn’t weigh anything at all.

      “Rosaline,” he huffed as he charged away from the pond and into the thicket and the trees. “Rosaline, stay with me. Stay awake.”

      Gawen was the one to lean down and kiss me this time. His hand wrapped around behind my wet hair, cradling my head, and his mouth clamped onto mine with a fierceness that sent waves of desire through my body.

      But it was too late.

      I was too tired, too light-headed, too … too…

      The last thing I saw as I tilted my head back and closed my eyes, searching for slumber, was that brilliant white light, up in the trees.

      Home.

      But I had no home.

      Not anymore.
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      She was freezing.

      I had to warm her up.

      “Rosaline, stay with me!” I kept barking as I rushed her through the trees, back to my hut. Above us, a full, round moon peered down on the Fair Forest like a great unblinking eye; I too was chilled from my dip into the pond, but my worry over Rosaline’s health manifested in a heat that dried the algae-soaked water off me as I hurried.

      She made a moaning sound in my arms. I glanced down at her—her eyes were gently closed, her head tipped back, and she looked so peacefully calm. I knew we didn’t have much time.

      Hypothermia set in fast, and as soon as the teeth stopped chattering it was almost too late.

      I couldn’t believe it. She had made it through the periphery without the spell tearing her into little pieces. I’d never heard of such a miracle. Racking my brain for any sort of loophole in the enchantment that I’d forgotten about, I wondered if Rosaline understood just what she had accomplished.

      “Hold on,” I told her, nuzzling my chin against her icy forehead. “We’re almost there.” She pressed into me, and my body remembered the fear at seeing her fall into the pond, her arms violently windmilling and then flailing in the water. I remembered seeing her head go under and not surface again.

      It had been a guttural, visceral response. Rosaline needed help, and so I rushed to her side.

      I had forgotten all about her stubborn foolishness in that moment, and I hadn’t thought about it again until she’d kissed me.

      Kissed me.

      I shuddered now at the memory—it was only minutes ago, on the other side of the forest, but it already felt like it had been too long since I’d touched my lips to hers.

      The taste of her mouth,  the soft slipperiness of her tongue, the feel of her breasts pressing against my chest, her hips jutting into mine, pressing for more and more…

      There. The hut. We reached it just in time. My shuddering was about to turn into full-body chills at the thought of what might have happened next, had Rosaline not been close to freezing to death, and I needed to focus.

      Needed to bring her back from the brink.

      I pushed through the door of my hut, not bothering to stop and light the oil lamp on the table; the moonlight, seeming to understand my rush, cooperated by shining through the windows and the open door.

      I lay Rosaline on my bed. “Here we go,” I muttered, “let’s get you wrapped up in—where’s my blanket?”

      Rosaline turned her head and murmured sleepily, “Took it for a cloak. Left it in the pond.”

      “Stole it,” I corrected. “You stole my blanket.” But I didn’t have time to lecture her. I had to get her warm.

      I assessed the situation. A fire in the hearth wouldn’t be fast enough. Not on its own. And it would take too long to warm up stew or broth or even tea.

      No, I would have to do something else entirely.

      “Rosaline,” I said softly, “I’m going to warm you up. But first you need to get out of that wet dress. Do you understand? Can you get it off yourself?”

      Rosaline tried to lift an arm, but instead she rolled over and snuggled against my pillow, letting out a dreamy sigh. “You do it.”

      Me. She wanted me to undress her. I swallowed, attempting to stay clear-minded as I pulled the strap down one of her shoulders.

      The dress peeled away from her body willingly, and as I took one of her arms out of its sleeve, her right breast fell out, a soft mound with a pebbled nipple that made me instantly grow hard.

      Oh, gods, but she was so beautiful. Even when she was nearly undone by hypothermia and soaked in pond scum, she was lovelier than a painting. I pulled her dress off her other arm, and her other breast tumbled out, the two of them set high on her chest, so alluring, so tempting.

      An instinct rose in me—I wanted to touch them, to handle them roughly, to watch them move and bounce. I wanted to take them in my mouth, flick my tongue over the nipples, watch her gasp in delight. I didn’t know why, but I had the notion that Rosaline might find some pleasure in my mouth on her nipples, as well.

      “Gawen?” Rosaline intoned, and then she shifted slightly, bunching up the pillow beneath her as she spoke. “Are you still there?”

      Focus, I told myself. Focus. Save her first. And then…

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m here. Stay awake.”

      And then what? I hooked my thumbs around the waist of her dress, preparing to pull it the rest of the way down, and gave myself a stern chiding. What exactly do you think will happen?

      She was ready to risk the periphery spell just to get away from you—she would rather spend the rest of her life at home in Fairfront than stay here with—

      I sucked in a breath of air, filling my lungs, trying to keep my center.

      I’d pulled her dress all the way off, and the sight of her gorgeous body, the spread of her hips, the tuft of hair, her shimmering slit…

      My blood went hot. I wanted to get between her thighs. I wanted to lick her there. I wanted to push my length inside of her, feel her body tight around mine.

      “Are you going to keep warming me up, or eat me?” Rosaline’s words were sharper now, and when I glanced up at her face, she was more awake, more alert. Her eyes were mineral green, reflecting the moon’s glow from the window and making her look almost animalistic.

      The mere act of removing her wet dress and setting her down on my bed had brought her back from the edge, but she was shivering again. She wrapped her arms around herself, and I couldn’t tell if she was trying to stop her shaking or attempting to hide her naked self from my eyes, but her vindictive tone yanked me out of my lust.

      “Were you actively trying to kill yourself rather than stay in the Fair Forest with me, or was drowning just a happy accident?” I slipped off my boots and lifted up my tunic; the night’s chill hit my skin, which erupted into goose pimples and made my own nipples grow erect.

      I couldn’t miss the way Rosaline looked at my body, inspecting my torso, my muscled shoulders, my chest, her own body still shaking with cold. Perhaps it should have made me feel self-conscious, to be stared at by a woman like this, but her eyes felt welcome on me. I wanted to return the gaze and stare at her own naked form again, but instead I unbuckled my pants.

      “Listen,” I told her firmly, “you’re not out of danger. Not yet. See how you’re shaking? You need to get warm right away.” Nerves prickling in my stomach, I inhaled. “Through body heat.”

      Rosaline glared at me, realizing what I was insisting that we do, but she did peer down at the bulge of my cock, still hard, pressing out of my pants. “All right,” she grumbled, her teeth chattering. She turned around to face the wall, giving me privacy, and I caught a glimpse of her glorious backside, rounded like a peach, delicious enough to bite into.

      Gods, what was becoming of me? One day with Rosaline, and I was turning into a ravenous beast, ready to devour her.

      I dropped my pants and, taking one of my many furs from a basket beneath my bed, which I kept there for extra cold winter nights, lay beside her, spreading the fur above us.

      She trembled in my arms, but I pulled her closer, her flesh still icy against mine.

      “It’s like curling up with a snake,” I muttered, lining my chest up with her arched back, my arms wrapping around hers.

      Rosaline snorted. “Well, for me it’s like curling up with a sword in its scabbard stabbing into my behind. What is that—oh.”

      I felt her exhale as she realized my hardened prick was pressed against her, and perhaps I should have been embarrassed, but it only brought attention to how desperate I was to plunge into her, how much I wanted her to touch it.

      “Sorry,” I told her, clearing my throat. “It’s an unfortunate … just a reaction—”

      “Fine.” Rosaline shuddered once more. “It’s fine.” Her entire form snuggled into me, and her teeth stopped chattering. “By the way,” she added after a moment, “I wasn’t trying to run away from you. I just wanted to get back to Fairfront.”

      Her breathing steadied, and I repositioned my arm around her middle, her breasts settling near my hand. “I understand,” I told her. “You wanted to go home.”

      “Home.” Rosaline chuckled darkly. “I’m not sure I have a home. Not anymore. Not a single person put up a fight when Mortas suggested they tie me to a tree in the forest. Not even my own father. It’s almost as if…” She trailed off, then shook her head. “Never mind.”

      “Almost as if what?” Her hair was drying in clumps right near my face, but beneath the smell of the pond water I could pick up her flowery scent. Like a rose garden, like fresh air. Like nothing I had ever smelled before.

      Rosaline paused, almost like she was considering whether or not to share this with me. “Almost like… I belong here. I know it sounds wild, but I didn’t fall into that pond. I think … something pulled me in.”

      Where one enchantment was, many more might spring up. Magic was never a logical, rational thing, but it did have a few principles that were almost always true. “Could be,” I mused. “There are many strange things here in the Fair Forest, things that even I don’t fully comprehend.”

      “When I was under the water,” Rosaline went on, “I wasn’t … afraid. I felt warm, welcome. And I saw a light, a golden light. It told me that I was supposed to be here in the forest. It told me I was home.” She angled her face upward, glancing sideways at me. “What do you think it means?”

      I pondered her words. All I knew was the enchantment from the old birch tree, which kept the forest alive, and the periphery magic, which kept the forest and the village separated for the protection of both places. I had no idea what lurked in the pond, whether it was good or evil, whether Rosaline should feel lucky that she had made it past the periphery spell or whether she should be cautious now, with some sort of magical entity after her.

      But before I could say any of this, she shrugged. “Perhaps it was just a hallucination. I was nearly drowned, after all.” Her words slowed, and her breathing steadied. Her skin was no longer cold, but warm to the touch.

      She was falling asleep, but I couldn’t resist asking one more slightly cantankerous question. “Now do you believe in the periphery spell?”

      For a moment I thought she was already sleeping. Then came her answer. “No more than I believe in the Fair Forest beast.”

      My laugh was gentle. “Perhaps you should.” Stubborn, stubborn girl.

      “Perhaps,” she murmured, and then she was sleeping, her body slack against my own.

      I tucked a tendril of her hair back from her face, then lay on the pillow beside her, breathing in her scent deeply through my nose.

      My gods, she was beautiful. From this angle, the moon’s glow highlighted the grace and elegance of her neck, the demureness of her shoulder, the fullness of her cheek.

      She was plenty warm now, and I could have left her alone in my bed under my furs, and she would have been fine come morning, but I was beginning to feel tired myself. I hadn’t planned on taking a dip in a cold pond and then running through the forest with precious cargo in my arms; my body was exhausted.

      If she woke in the night and asked me to move, I decided, I would move. But for now, I would remain where I was, our two naked bodies spooning on my bed.

      Something in the pond pulled her in… While Rosaline slept in my arms, I turned this over and over in my mind, the events of the night, the matters of the day.

      Questions arose in my mind, each one more tangled than the next.

      What was the source of the thing that had pulled her into the pond? Did it have anything to do with the periphery spells?

      Why hadn’t Rosaline been affected by the periphery spells in the first place?

      Why had her village been so willing to turn her over to the Fair Forest beast?

      What did all of this have to do with the forest’s enchantment? I couldn’t forget the way the wolves were behaving, sneaking into the village to feast on chickens, prowling around a human tied to a tree, the mange of their fur, the way their ribs jutted from their bodies, the hunger with which they had pounced on the deer I’d given them.

      Was there something going on with the enchantment? Was it wearing off?

      And then, perhaps most puzzling of all, the mystic of Fairfront.

      Rosaline had mentioned him a couple of times, always with a disdain bordering on hatred. Who was this man? Did he truly believe in the visions of the famine that he prophesied, or was it all for show?

      And did he know something about Rosaline that she didn’t even know herself?
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      Gawen.

      His name was on my lips.

      I arched my back, feeling his hands on my breasts, and he trailed his touch all the way down my stomach.

      “Spread your legs,” he whispered, and I could feel his scratchy beard on the insides of my thighs. “Let me see you.”

      Gasping, I let my knees fall to either side and nuzzled my face into his pillow—it smelled like him, musky and pine-scented, the scent of a beast.

      “Gawen,” I whispered in anticipation.

      And his lips were on my—

      With a moan, I thrashed myself awake.

      It was morning.

      My hands were gripping the fur that Gawen had placed on me, and I was in his bed. Alone.

      Sunlight streamed in through the window beside his bed, and I could see that it was going to be a clear, sunny day. Blue skies, smooth, green leaves. Birdsong filled Gawen’s hut.

      I had slept all night, then. All night in his bed. My hair was fully dried. I was warm. My body ached, but I was alive.

      Gawen had saved me.

      Many of the details were fuzzy. I remembered running for the village, the gleam of the lights through the trees, falling into the pond, then…

      Then he saved me. Gawen charged into the pond and saved me.

      He didn’t have to. From the sound of things, he’d already expected the periphery spells to make quick work of me and had probably been shocked when I’d survived.

      But then he’d saved me.

      I pushed myself up to sitting, glancing around. In the morning light, Gawen’s hut looked different—it was well-tidied, dusted. Yes, it was cluttered, the way you would expect of a hut occupied by a single adult man without a mother or a sister or a wife to keep house, but everything seemed to have a function. Everything had a place.

      A few books were piled in the corner at the foot of his bed, their spines well-worn. Near the flickering fireplace, a basket of fabrics and scraps and smaller pelts sat next to a couple of whittled figurines, a deer and a wolf and what looked to be a bird in progress.

      And outside, hanging on the line just beyond the pane of the window, was my dress, hanging on a line.

      “Oh. You’re awake. Good morning.” Gawen appeared in the doorway, and I realized that while he had put on fresh clean clothes, I was still utterly naked.

      “Yes, uh, morning.” I spread the fur across my breasts, but they still spilled out over the side of my body, substantial though they were.

      Gawen forcibly made himself look away, though I could tell he was interested in seeing my chest. He caught a glimpse of it last night, I recalled, and the idea of him staring at my virginal body made me flush with warmth. “There’s, uh, a clean tunic and leggings you can wear,” he said, nodding to a folded stack of clothing at the foot of the bed. “I’ve got breakfast cooking outside. I hope you like rabbit.”

      “I can honestly say I’ve never had it,” I told him. “But it smells delicious.”

      “Yes, well.” Gawen met my eyes, and I watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he swallowed. “I’ll see you in a minute.” He pulled the door closed as he went back outside, giving me my privacy, and I tracked him over to a small fire where he was working a pit, rotating meat, roasting potatoes, sprinkling them with herbs as they cooked.

      I dressed quickly, pulling on his oversized tunic and rolling up his leggings so they would fit. A bit of rope I tied around my waist helped me feel more like myself. I also ran my fingers through my hair, which was still a bit crunchy from the dried pond water, and I braided it down my left shoulder.

      There.

      Not as visually stunning as my virgin sacrifice gown had been, but it would have to do.

      I opened the door and left the hut; Gawen was still near his fire, tending to our breakfast. He lifted a bladder of water to his mouth, drinking it, then let it pour over his face, rubbing it into his skin, then he wiped it clean with his sleeve.

      He had seen me last night, but I had also seen him. I knew what was beneath his clothing. He was built like an ox, his chest and shoulders thick, the muscles rolling down his back to a trim, taut abdomen. And beyond that…

      Well, I hadn’t seen his bottom half. I’d turned away so he didn’t feel ogled in his own house, but I knew, by the feel of it pressed against me all night, that his manhood was large.

      Huge, by what I could tell.

      I knew nothing of such things, of course—only what we farm girls whispered to each other in the fields. My best friend had lost her virginity to the boy who worked in the tannery, and I’d made her describe the act to me in great detail.

      Still, it was certainly not the same thing as feeling such an organ on a man, touching it, tasting it, experiencing a cock sliding into your…

      “Tea?” Gawen noticed me hovering near his fire and passed me a homemade ceramic mug full of hot water and leaves. “It’s not the best-tasting thing in the world, but it might help with the soreness.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “What soreness?”

      “Your body.” Gawen gave me a once-over, eyes trailing from head to toe, and my skin responded with goose pimples and blushing. “You were shaking so hard last night, I can’t imagine your muscles aren’t groaning.”

      Don’t mention groaning, I commanded silently, and rolled my shoulders back. “I am a little sore, yes. Thank you.” One sip of the tea and I was coughing and sputtering; it did taste like dirt.

      “Careful there,” Gawen said with a wry smile, “you swallowed a whole pond last night.”

      “And you brought some of it home for me to drink again.” I lifted the mug of the hateful tea in cheers, then sipped it again. Disgusting as it was, it did soothe the parts of me that were aching; most of them, anyway.

      “So. About last night,” Gawen said so casually, but my pulse immediately spiked.

      “Yes?” I managed to stammer out. Which part about last night?

      The part where we shared a bed without clothing?

      The part where you victoriously dove into a pond to save me from some unknown entity?

      The part where I caught you staring at my nipples? The part where you caught me looking at your torso?

      Before Gawen could bring up the subject of any of these things, I rushed ahead. “I’ve been trying to make sense of it,” I told him. “Of whatever pulled me into the pond. I still don’t have any answers. But I definitely didn’t slip and fall in. Something wanted me under the water. Something pulled me down.”

      Gawen flipped the meat on the stick, frowning in deep thought.

      “But there’s something else I should tell you.” My insides twisted; was I really going to say it? Out loud? I had no other choice. “I’m not sure … I can go back to my village.”

      Gawen’s expression was intense as he studied my face, searching for meaning. “But you made it past the periphery—”

      “Yes, I know,” I cut in. “I told you that I saw a light under the pond, right? Well, I also heard a voice. It told me … that this was my home.” I lowered my head, my gaze going to the dirt outside Gawen’s hut. I thought again about how my father let Mortas and his men take me out of our farmhouse, dress me in that skimpy dress, tie me to a tree, and leave me to die in the Fair Forest. “I don’t think I can go back,” I told Gawen. “I can’t face the village. Not after they gave me up to die. But… I don’t know what else to do.”

      “Stay here,” Gawen blurted with such force and meaning, then instantly looked ashamed of his candor.

      But his words made my heart twitter, and I suddenly couldn’t meet his eyes. Not without my cheeks burning red and my chest brimming with butterflies.

      “Thank you,” I said shyly as he handed me a tin plate of food. “And thank you. For last night. You saved my life.”

      Gawen took a bite of his rabbit, a bit of grease dribbling down his chin. He caught it with his sleeve, then gestured for me to sit on the chopping block; he’d removed the ax from its wedge, I noticed.

      The weapon was now leaning against the frame of the hut’s door.

      “Nothing happened,” he managed to say with a mouthful of rabbit. “Just so you know.”

      I took a bite of my own food—it was perfectly seasoned, gamey and moist. A total surprise here in the midst of this wild forest. “I thought we had a pretty busy night, didn’t we?”

      I knew exactly what he meant—nothing happened between us. He didn’t take advantage of the fact that an unclothed virgin was lying in his bed last night. He didn’t touch me, other than to carry me back from the pond, take off my sopping wet dress, and tuck me in.

      Now it was Gawen’s turn to speak, and he revealed more than he intended.

      “Not as busy as I might have liked.” This seemed to fall out of Gawen’s mouth by accident; he looked at me over his shoulder, gauging my response.

      I raised my eyebrows, attempting to look cool even though, inside my chest, my heart was pummeling against my rib cage. “What if I wanted something to happen?”

      This was me, shamelessly flirting.

      I had never really done it before. There were few men in the village who had caught my eye, and those who had were quickly scooped up by other, worthier women. In the past, my noble flirtation endeavors had felt awkward, humiliating, forced. Almost like I was going through the motions of a rite of passage simply because I was supposed to, and not because I genuinely hoped to take any of those men to bed.

      But I didn’t feel awkward. I didn’t cringe over the growing heat between us. I didn’t immediately regret my words.

      In fact, I was having fun.

      I leveled Gawen with my eyes; his chewing had slowed as he stared at me in wonder. Once he’d swallowed his food, he said, somewhat timidly, “Are you—that is, Rosaline… How old are you?”

      Ah, yes. The age difference. Or, at least, the perceived age difference. I actually hadn’t asked Gawen how old he was exactly—I was a young, virginal woman, but I had also never left Fairfront. I was naive in more ways than one. Yes, I had spent many days in the sun, hefting hay bales and reaping Father’s crops, so while I may not have been as muscular and rugged as Gawen was, I was not a spring daisy.

      But still, there was a sense that the years between us may be … vast.

      “Nineteen,” I said, somewhat defensively, waiting for him to reject me for being too young.

      Instead, he snorted out a sigh, which might have been mere relief, but I mistook it for derision.

      “How old are you?” I asked, not even sure what I would guess. He could be ageless, for all I knew, and I would likely believe it.

      I could believe many things today that I had not believed yesterday.

      “Twenty-eight,” he answered, and then added, “Why is that shocking?”

      My mouth had opened, and I closed it. “I’m not sure,” I admitted with a rueful giggle. “I’m not sure whether I was expecting you to be older or younger than that.”

      “Twenty-eight,” Gawen repeated thoughtfully, and took a step toward me, his unfinished plate of breakfast still on the ledge of the fire pit behind him. “That’s only nine years between us.”

      “Less than a decade.” My feet brought me forward, my hands hanging helplessly at my side.

      Gawen’s lips pressed into a thin line—I couldn’t tell if he was sad or worried. “Do you remember last night? By the pond? Do you remember what you did?”

      So many details were lost to the hypothermia last night, but I did know what he was referring to.

      My lips on his.

      My arms around his shoulders.

      My tongue darting into his mouth.

      “I kissed you,” I told him.

      My feet took me right in front of him. I paused, less than a foot away. I was close enough to see that his eyes had a little hazel in them, and that his pulse was hammering away in his throat.

      Was I truly going to do this? I wasn’t afraid of the beast—who was not a beast at all, but a man, a man who on one hand snarled at wolves and lived in a hut in the middle of the wild forest, a man who carried a loneliness with him that made me curious.

      On the other hand, I was still very much a virgin. I had no idea what I was doing.

      And so I led with this innocence, confident my instincts would take over, and I kissed him.

      He tilted his head into mine, a grunt emerging from his throat, and the sound unleashed something within me, something animalistic.

      My own beast.

      “I kissed you,” I broke to whisper, “and then you kissed me.”

      But Gawen was already leaning in for more.

      His beard was not as scratchy as I thought it would be; I rather liked the way it tickled my neck and chin, almost like evidence that I was tangled with Gawen, mouth to mouth.

      I wrapped my hands around his head and pulled him down to me, kissing him harder, and he responded by linking his thick arms around my waist and tugging me closer.

      Close enough that I could feel that hard cock of his, pressing out of his pants.

      And his kisses became ravenous, his tongue flicking in and out of my mouth, his teeth finding my bottom lip.

      “Rosaline,” Gawen muttered, longing in his voice, “stay with me. Don’t go back to the village. Stay.”

      I had already told him that I wasn’t going back, and he’d already asked me to stay. I hadn’t answered yet.

      “If I stay,” I spoke between kisses, “you would take care of me.”

      “I would,” Gawen responded.

      “And you would be good to me.”

      “Yes, yes, I would.” His breath was enmeshed with mine as he moved his hands up my waist, closer and closer to my breasts; my body was on fire.

      No, not just my body. I spotted the movement from the corner of my eyes.

      The forest brush closest to the yard was on fire. Leaves burning, white smoke billowing.

      Gawen and I pushed apart, searching to find the source of the flames.

      “Your plate!” I called as I saw the culprit through the smoke. “It rolled into the leaves!” Gawen had left his plate of food balancing on the edge of the fire pit while we locked lips; it must have gotten too hot, then fell off into the dirt and rolled to the leaves, sparking the flames.

      “I’m getting water!” Gawen shouted, running around the hut toward the well.

      I spun around, trying to find a way to make myself useful, wondering if I could kick dirt at the flames, which were growing larger by the second, devouring the tree.

      Pain exploded in my chest.

      It spread to every nerve in my body—my limbs, my fingers, my toes, even my hair was practically standing on end.

      “Oh!” I cried out, a weird sound leaving my mouth as I fell to my knees. Every part of me was on fire.

      Raging like the fire in front of me.

      What was it?

      Some remnant from last night’s dip in the pond, some agonizing side effect?

      My lungs strained for air as I tried to push the torment out of my mind so I could stand.

      But as the flames on the leaves and the brush expanded to the tree above it, my own pain increased.

      As the fire singed the juniper, turning its lush green leaves black, it felt as if my own cells were being singed black.

      It was the fire.

      The fire in the forest? I could feel it in my body.

      And it was surging, eating me alive from the inside.

      I managed to gasp, even as I writhed in the dirt, “Stop! Stop now!”

      I didn’t know what I was expecting—that some magical spell would burst out of me and extinguish the flames? That the fire would obey me? The pain-addled response was certainly not a logical one.

      But even though it didn’t make a lick of sense…

      That was exactly what happened.
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      “You must protect the forest with all that you have and all that you are.” The voice that spoke to a much younger Gawen had been somber and low, reverent as he sliced through Gawen’s palm.

      “All that I have and all that I am.” Gawen hissed as the cut yawned open, blood dripping down into the burning fire.

      “Your fate is now tied to the land,” the voice continued, “and it’s to yours. May you both have a long, prosperous life.”

      That was the vow that Gawen had taken before building his hut and starting his garden and starting his rounds, checking the periphery spell around the Fair Forest. Nearly twenty years later and Gawen’s palm still bore the scar. His soul still upheld the vow.

      So when he spotted the flames burning the bushes and trees outside his hut, the reaction was an instinct—protect the forest with all that you have.

      All that you are.

      “I’m getting water!” Gawen rushed around to the back of the hut where his stone-built well dug down to a spring below the forest floor. Cursing under his breath, he lowered the bucket, dipped it into the water, and yanked the rope back up, all the while his mind raced, replaying the things that had just happened.

      Rosaline kissed him again.

      Rosaline pressed into him again.

      That body he had seen last night sans clothing, even though she now wore his tunic and leggings—a sight that, despite all odds, actually made him stiffen with desire, to see her in his clothes. She had touched her body to his, her tongue in his mouth, and her meaning had been clear.

      She was a virgin.

      An offering for the beast.

      The idea that no other man had touched her, that sent a shock of pleasure through Gawen as he tipped the well bucket into an empty barrel.

      No woman had touched Gawen. He had been alone in the Fair Forest since childhood, and if the fire hadn’t broken out, perhaps they would have continued.

      It was full.

      The barrel was full.

      Back in the front of his hut, Gawen could hear Rosaline screeching. She was crying for help, likely watching the flames move through the trees.

      If Gawen didn’t move faster than the flames, then all of Fair Forest could go up in smoke.

      Gawen squatted and wrapped his arms around the barrel, his veins bulging from his muscles as he lifted the great weight. In all his years in the Fair Forest, there had never been a fire.

      There had been small, contained blights, flash floods during times of heavy rain, other, slighter, minor catastrophes. But there had never been a disaster like this.

      Mangy wolves, talk of famine, a late winter freezing the roots, and now this, Gawen thought as he carted the barrel of water back around the hut to the flames.

      Still, Rosaline screamed, imploring him to hurry.

      It was excruciatingly heavy—even Gawen with all his strength was huffing to keep control of it—but if this was what it took to put the fire out.

      Gawen stopped, his face red from the strain of holding the barrel, and he stared.

      The barrel fell from his arms, tipping sideways, spilling its contents. The water swirled into the dirt, making mud, little rivulets finding their way to the bushes and trees, sizzling as they made contact with the ashes.

      Ashes.

      It was only ashes now.

      Rosaline sat hunched over in the dirt, her legs sprawled behind her, her arms propping her up as she breathed. Her hair had sprung out of its braid, frizzled and wild, and she sucked in air, holding her side as if to soothe a cramp.

      Gawen stared, his jaw dropped. All the color drained from his face.

      The fire was gone.

      “Rosaline,” he stammered, “how—how did—”

      “I don’t know.” Rosaline’s voice was steady and quiet, despite the near-catastrophe that they’d just dealt with. “I don’t know how I did it.”

      “You?” Most of the adrenaline drained out of Gawen’s body, but his arms still trembled from the great weight of the water in the barrel. “You put the fire out?”

      Rosaline nodded. “I don’t know,” she repeated. “I don’t know how I did it. But I did it.” Her words were raw from screeching. Gawen remembered hearing her cries, but he didn’t make out what exactly she’d been saying.

      “It was like…” Rosaline lifted her head, and Gawen could see her red-rimmed eyes, the panic still hiding in the corners of her mouth. “Like the fire was inside of me. It hurt so much, Gawen—I was on fire. And then when I asked it to stop, it stopped.”

      Gawen’s insides knotted with uncertainty. “You simply asked it to stop?”

      “I mean, I shouted it,” Rosaline clarified. “And then it was like the fire put itself out.” She glanced down at her hands, curling and uncurling her fingers, almost like she’d just noticed them for the first time. “I feel so strange. Tingly all over. I think I could lift up your entire hut right now, if you asked me.” Her eyes met his, unsteady and frightened. “What happened? What did I do?”

      That face, so young, so beautiful, so full of life…

      She’d come straight from the village of Fairfront, tied to the tree, a virgin sacrifice for the so-called beast of the Fair Forest, and I knew she’d had a simple upbringing, raised on a farm, a tiny life.

      But the very center of me burned.

      Burned with knowledge.

      “Gawen, what?” Rosaline detected the baffled expression on my face, and she pushed herself to her feet, rocking slightly as her feet squelched in the new mud. “What is it?”

      A gentle morning breeze blew through the trees, rustling the leaves. I inhaled, holding myself perfectly still, and listened.

      “It’s…” Rosaline’s eyebrows were knitted in despair, and I knew she could hear it too. “It’s talking. It’s still in pain—it’s healing… Gawen, is that—?” Again, she met my eyes, and a thousand questions radiated from her.

      But I couldn’t answer them. Not all of them.

      Only one.

      “That,” I told her, “is the forest.”

      Rosaline processed this, and my body ached to reach out for her, take her in my arms, let her feel her emotions from the safety of my hold.

      Instead, I kept my distance. “You could hear it?” I confirmed. “You heard the voice on the breeze?”

      “What do you mean, it’s the forest?” Rosaline’s voice quivered. “You mean … it can speak? Gawen, I don’t understand.”

      The breeze blew through the yard of the hut again, pulling some of the burnt leaves off the scorched trees, and it carried Rosaline’s scent to me.

      Roses in bloom, sweet summer air, the scent of innocence, but there was something else I detected.

      Power.

      It was almost like the sharp rank of a fire—new sparks, that flinty scent, the copper hints of a fresh fire.

      And it wafted off Rosaline in waves.

      “Rosaline, I…” I started my sentence, but before I could finish it, I poked my head in my hut, grabbed a leather pouch, and stalked off into the woods alone.

      That scent had woken parts of me that I hadn’t even known were there—and now that I had an idea of the magnitude of events that we were facing, I needed to be sure.

      “Gawen?” Rosaline called after me. “Gawen, where are you going?”

      But I didn’t reply, and she didn’t follow.

      All for the better.

      I needed to be certain Rosaline was who I thought she was.
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      The woods were alive this morning, the trees almost reaching up their branches to touch the clear blue sky. A pair of nightingales sang out, a crow warbling its note. Cicadas near the streams joined in the melody, and somewhere a bullfrog croaked harmony.

      Beneath my boots, the soil was damp, giving with every step. I could hear a creature skitter in the underbrush as I walked past, something on four legs, and something with no legs, a green snake, slithered out of my path.

      Rosaline had heard the forest speak.

      She had put out the fire with a single command.

      And as she lay there in the dirt and the mud, reeling from the events that had just transpired, she radiated power and ability, though she clearly had no idea what she had just unlocked.

      There was only one explanation.

      I approached my destination—a small clearing near a grove of towering red cedars. These ancient trees had been part of the original forest, their roots stretching deep underground, which meant they were well-grounded. They were wise. They had seen the Fair Forest go through many changes over the years, and they were also tall enough to see to the outside world—a unique perspective that I would never have.

      There, rocks were piled in the dirt—it was a makeshift fire pit, and while I was hesitant to strike up flames when the forest had just lost some of its foliage to a fire, I needed to concentrate.

      I needed the fire—I needed to ask a question.

      Grabbing a handful of valerian, which grew around the base of the closest red cedar, I sprinkled it into the flames, then brought my blade to my palm.

      Cutting it open in the exact place where, twenty years ago, the man who stationed me in the forest had cut me, I let my blood spill into the fire.

      The elders of Fairfront had sent a virgin sacrifice to stop a famine which they believed to be heading their way—a sacrifice for the beast.

      I was neither a beast nor responsible for famines and other disasters, neither did I have any use for a virgin.

      At least, I thought as my prick hardened, remembering the warmth of Rosaline’s mouth on mine, not in the way the village was expecting.

      But they were not the only ones who used sacrifice in their operations.

      An animal was the usual sacrifice I made when I came to this clearing to ask for guidance, and perhaps I would have found a bird to give to the flames, or a squirrel, or a skittering mouse, had I not already suspected that the balance of life was askew in the forest.

      But blood, my own blood, was the greatest sacrifice I could offer, and so I let it roll off my fingers.

      The blood hissed as it hit the flames, and I closed my eyes, concentrating.

      Rosaline’s face. Heart-shaped, the strength in her eyes, the cleverness on her smile.

      Her angelic innocence, her wry humor, the way she left no sentence unspoken.

      The soft pink of her nipples, the mounds of her breasts, the spread of her hips.

      I couldn’t stop my mind from picturing her naked in my bed. I couldn’t stop thinking about our bodies lying entwined, my parts fitting securely into hers, the way our mouths fit so perfectly together.

      And then, just as my cock hardened and the ache of my wanting reached an almost painful peak, I got my answer.

      The wind in the trees again, the leaves all fluttering, showing their green-gray undersides, the veins that made them alive, and I could hear it.

      Confirmation.

      Rosaline was no ordinary girl.

      “You must guard the Fair Forest day and night,” the man who first brought me under the branches told me, “for the enchantment is flickering. With every leaf that falls, every deer that is brought down by wolves, every tree that is taken by the villages for firewood, the enchantment weakens. If it ever goes out, like a flame—” The man held up his burning torch and blew it out, demonstrating what he meant, “—it will never again come back.”

      I, a naive young boy who took everything as seriously as expected, widened my eyes. “What can I do?” I’d implored. “How can I make the enchantment stronger?”

      “You can’t,” the man told me. “Not on your own. Someday, there will be a way to make the enchantment stronger. Someday, there will be someone who can protect the forest with you— better than you. That person will have the power to keep the forest thriving. Forever.”

      For many years, I had pondered this man’s words, wondering if he had just said it to placate me or, perhaps, he himself had repeated it to give himself hope that one day the forest would be strong enough to survive without any enchantments at all.

      But now I knew.

      Rosaline was the one I’d been waiting for.

      She was here to make the enchantment on the forest unbreakable.

      She could hear the woods speak to her, and it obeyed her every wish—the fire was extinguished at a single word from her.

      She was more powerful than I could ever hope to be.

      And now that she was here, in the Fair Forest, her magic was waking up.

      I finished my ritual, putting out the fire, and headed back to my hut.

      There were still so many questions, but for now, it was time to tell Rosaline what I knew.

      Evidence of the fire was nearly gone; the forest healed quickly when Rosaline was in the vicinity—the bark on the scorched trees had already remade itself, the leaves had already sprouted new buds. The smoke had dissipated too. The scent of the breakfast I had grilled hung faintly in the air, but otherwise, all was at peace.

      Rosaline was no longer standing in the mud; with a deep inhale, I followed her footprints into the door, where I found her at my table, her back to me, hunched over her chair.

      The very sight of her made my pulse race madly. I instantly wanted to reach out and touch her, run my fingers through her hair, tilt her head back so I could kiss her again.

      But my stomach dropped when Rosaline peered up at me, betrayal in her eyes.

      She lifted a hand onto the table, spilling the contents of a small leather drawstring purse.

      Bones tumbled out, inlaid with runes. I hadn’t used them in some time, but I knew exactly where she had found them—on the shelf above my bed, near many other ritual tools and pieces for spell-casting.

      “Prophecy bones,” she said, her voice flat with suspicion. “Mystic’s bones. For reading the future or, at least, pretending to.” Rosaline narrowed her eyes, but her bottom lip trembled slightly, as if she was trying to hold on to her anger, but losing her edge as she realized just how lost she was. “Tell me, Gawen. Are you a mystic?”

      Mystic. The village’s word for someone like me—someone who could hear the forest, someone who could perform minor spells and rituals. From what I could tell, Rosaline’s people believed mystics were capable of incredible power, which was certainly false. The abilities I had were little more than bandages compared to what a truly great mystic would be able to do. All I did was listen to the forest and act on its behalf, something that seemed possible for anyone who was willing to learn the language of the woods.

      Instead of slicing hairs, however, I answered her as best I could. “Yes, Rosaline. Yes. I am a mystic.” And then, with a breath that filled my lungs and gave me courage, “So are you.”

      The surprise on her face was as bright as the sun, and before I could be distracted by my desire for her, which was reaching almost overwhelming levels, I sat at the table across from her. “I will tell you all I know.”
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      A mystic.

      Images of Mortas and his antics flooded my mind—the ridiculous robes he wore, as if he fancied himself a god, the rituals he performed with long-winded speeches, strange dances, giant fireballs in the sky, all eyes of the village on him.

      And Gawen was just like him.

      No, of course he wasn’t—Gawen and Mortas were both mystics by name, but Gawen was the opposite of Fairfront’s magical elder in every way.

      For one thing, Gawen wasn’t showy. He hadn’t rolled the bones in front of me, an ostentatious power move, reciting the prophecy in a way that made me feel like it was weaponized. I hadn’t even known Gawen was capable of such things.

      But it made sense. There was something that wafted off him, some power, some irresistible charisma even when he wasn’t speaking—and I had it too, I reminded myself. I had felt inklings of it when the fire subsided. I had felt it when the breeze blew through the trees.

      I felt it now, when I peered across the table at Gawen.

      “A mystic,” I repeated slowly. Good thing I was already sitting down; Gawen’s pronouncement had made my knees turn to water.

      Impossible, I almost blurted out loud, but I remembered the blinding pain outside in the yard.

      I remembered feeling the fire inside my body; I remembered commanding it to stop and watching the flames flicker and die.

      I remembered lying there in the mud, feeling the breeze blow through the trees, hearing a disembodied voice whispering to me.

      I hadn’t heard what it had said, exactly. I hadn’t been listening.

      But just hearing it had been proof enough.

      “Yes.” Gawen nodded. “I understand it might be quite a shock to learn.” The way his eyebrows were scrunched down, low on his forehead, let me know that he too was surprised by the development. Gods, he was kind of adorable when he was taken aback. His lips pouted out from the cover of his beard, and his velvet brown eyes flashed with annoyance. I didn’t think he was used to having pieces in his life that didn’t fit. Life in a hut in the middle of the Fair Forest was probably incredibly simple. He was adorable when there was something happening that he didn’t understand.

      I realized I had been wringing my hands under the table, half with nerves at this news, half trying to distract myself from the staggering need to touch Gawen again.

      If the fire hadn’t started, what would we be doing right now? Basking in his bed in an afterglow of our union?

      Would I still be a virgin?

      “I just … how? Is it something you are born to?” I tilted my head, looking at him, the way the sunlight backlit his wild brown hair. “How did you come into your—your powers?” I could scarcely say the word; it still all felt like a child’s imaginary game.

      “I am not much of a mystic,” Gawen confessed. “And I’m not sure if it is something you are born to, or something you are taught. Or perhaps both. The master who taught me did not give me a comprehensive training. I only learned enough to keep the enchantment alive. If there is more to my abilities, I have not yet fathomed those depths.”

      I hung on his every word. “So you were taught, then—were you a young child?”

      Gawen nodded. “I was brought here to be a sort of caretaker for the Fair Forest. The spells I know are simple ones.”

      “So then…” I pieced together a theory in my mind, speaking it out loud as I did so. “Perhaps I was taught when I was very young. Perhaps as a toddler, and I’ve forgotten the lessons. Perhaps all my powers have been dormant until now. Until they were awakened by—” I paused, my eyes trailing up and down Gawen, taking in the sight of his thick, corded forearms, which jutted out the ends of his pushed up tunic sleeves like tree trunks. Gods, he was big enough to be a beast—even though he was nothing more than a magical wild man living in the heart of the Fair Forest.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him, “I don’t know how to finish that sentence.”

      “I think I do.” Gawen cleared his throat. “Until you went past the periphery. I don’t think the forest knew you were here until you tried to leave. I think it triggered something. In fact, I think it was the forest that tugged you into the pond.”

      Yes, I realized, that made sense. My body broke out into goose pimples at the rightness of this—the forest had pulled me down into the water, and it had welcomed me, told me to stay.

      The forest hadn’t wanted me to leave.

      “But I don’t understand why.” My chest bristled as I reached to puzzle this out. “Why would the forest be so desperate to keep me here? Why wouldn’t it let me go?”

      Gawen fixed his eyes on my face, and the intensity of his gaze made my cheeks burn pink. “Because,” he said simply, “it needs you to be its protector.”

      I couldn’t help snorting out a laugh. “The Fair Forest? Needing protection? Why on earth would—” I stopped short as Gawen suddenly set his elbow on the table, laying his hand face up. There was a gash from his middle finger to his wrist, the dark black-red of blood beginning to clot.

      “Go on,” he said calmly, grabbing a basin of water and a rag, which he wet and pressed into his wound.

      “The forest is full of dark creatures and things that can destroy a human,” I kept talking. “Massive trees, trees that have been here for thousands of years—trees that will outlive both you and I. Why would the forest need a puny human to safeguard it, when it is more than capable of crushing either one of us?”

      All of my life in Fairfront, I’d been taught to stay away from the Fair Forest. I’d been warned about its vindictive trees, its haunted bogs, its vines and weeds which could move independently thanks to the witches who had lived and died in its bushes. I’d been warned about the merciless bears and the venomous snakes and the cruel birds; why on earth would such a place need a human to keep it safe?

      Gawen wrapped his palm with a length of gauze, tying it off with his other hand. “Do you know how many trees your village cuts down every year for lumber? Firewood? Fences? Do you know how many of the forest’s animals it kills for food? Do you know how many animals your Fairfront men shoot for simple pleasure, just to stick their arrow into something and watch it die at their hands? Do you know how many small fires your village has caused? How they rely on the forest for their resources?” He shook his head, as if stopping himself before he got too riled up. “This forest may be vast, and its trees may be old, but it has survived through the years because it always has a caretaker. The man who trained me was its protector before, and someone protected the forest before him. If not for the protector, if not for the periphery spells that kill anyone who tries to escape the Fair Forest, your people would march in and cut down every tree. They would uproot every herb, slaughter every animal. Your people would take and take and take, and the forest would never be able to keep up.”

      I pictured an apocalyptic landscape, row after row of dead gray tree stumps, birds soaring overhead, searching for the tiniest scraps but finding none. “You’re right,” I told him. “Although … they’re not my people. Not anymore. They gave me up to the forest, knowing I wouldn’t survive.” Every time I remembered Fairfront’s betrayal, my spit turned bitter in my mouth. I leaned back in my chair, the magnitude of this new information pressing down on my shoulders.

      Rising from my chair, I walked around the table, leaning against the open door. From here, I could see beyond Gawen’s yard—all was green, green, green, and if he was correct about the forest claiming me as one of its protectors, then I was meant to keep it this green.

      But how?

      “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do next,” I vocalized. “Obviously I was meant to come here—my power was meant to be awakened. If I am truly meant to protect the forest… How? How will I know what to do?”

      When I angled my glance down, looking to Gawen for guidance, my knees weakened.

      Gawen was gazing at me with a ferocity in his eyes that made me warm all over. My thighs tightened, squeezing against each other. I wanted to reach out and touch him, but I kept my hands to my side, uncertain.

      He was staring at me like I was … well, like I was a beast. Something far more powerful than he’d realized.

      “You will figure it out,” he assured me, suddenly remembering the question I’d asked. “I’m sure of it.”

      “But what if I can’t?” Something inside of me crumpled, and my eyes filled with tears. Just two days ago, I had thought the biggest problem in my life was a lone wolf who had torn apart our chicken coop. I had no idea what awaited me when the elders of Fairfront had tied me to that old birch tree. “I’m just a farmer’s daughter. Nothing more. The forest picked the wrong girl. I’m nothing. I’m no one—”

      Gawen pushed back from his chair with a swift movement; the chair, knocked backward and landed on his floor with a clatter.

      “You are not nothing.” His voice was as steady as his eye contact; one of his hands propped him up, leaning against the doorframe above me, and his other hand rested on my shoulder. “Don’t ever let me hear you say those words again. You are many things, Rosaline, but the forest chose wisely when it chose you.”

      I couldn’t stop looking at his lips—he kept licking them, and in response, I bit my own bottom lip, wishing it was his teeth.

      I had never given myself to anyone before.

      “Oh, Rosaline,” Gawen suddenly whispered, and his fingers pushed back a stray lock of my hair from my eyes, sending waves of chills down my spine. “I’ve been waiting for you for such a long time.”

      My nipples hardened beneath my tunic; I reached my hand up and placed it on the side of his face, against the scruff of his beard. “And I have been waiting for you.”

      Waiting to give myself to Gawen.

      Waiting for a man who looked at me like this, like I was capable of saving the world.

      “Take me to bed,” I whispered, and his chest heaved in anticipatory pleasure.

      “Are you—are you certain?”

      Rounding up my courage, I reached down and untied the rope from around my middle. Lifting the tunic up and over my head, I stood there, my breasts naked, and a whimper left my mouth as he peeked down at them. His cock hardened in his pants; I could feel him press against me, full of desire.

      A shivering awareness coursed through me. I had never laid with a man, and though I knew the mechanics of it, now that I was presented with the opportunity, it felt daunting, but I wanted to learn with Gawen. I wanted him to touch me where no man had ever touched me before.

      “Yes,” I told him. “I’m ready. I want you.”
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      My heart was in my throat.

      “I want you.” Rosaline’s words echoed through my mind.

      “And I want…” Everywhere my blood flowed, it left heat behind. I could feel every vein, every cell in my body, all of them writhing with hot desire.

      And here was this stunning young creature, offering herself to me.

      Her breasts, shining in the early afternoon light, were pale and round. The sun bathed the tops of their slopes, and her nipples were hard, pink, and inviting.

      My hands moved to her breasts, and I had to force myself to go slowly, not to pounce. As soon as I had them cupped, their softness filling my hands, Rosaline let out a moan.

      My pants tightened as my cock got impossibly harder. “Do you like it when I touch them?” I murmured, running my thumbs over her stiff nipples.

      “Yes,” Rosaline answered right away, arching her back to bring her breasts closer to me. “Yes, I love it.”

      So she liked to be teased, I surmised, for every time I ran my thumb over her nipple, she seemed to be in agony until I touched it again.

      Kneeling so my mouth was level with her chest, I followed my instincts, taking one of her cherry pink nipples into my mouth.

      I wanted to tease her some more. I wanted to give her the release that I was craving, but first I wanted to make her skin dance with pleasure.

      Her left nipple was hard against my tongue; I lapped at it greedily, then let the breast fall out of my mouth with an audible, noisy pop.

      “Oh,” Rosaline breathed, and shifted her chest, trying to press her other breast into my mouth.

      I smiled. She was stubborn, even when she was naked in front of me. I was momentarily cruel, merely tapping my tongue against her right nipple, enjoying the feeling of her groaning and writhing against the doorframe, and then she seemed to grow a spine.

      She leaned over, put her hands on either side of my face, and moved my mouth where she wanted it. I suckled her right nipple with care, testing it with a gentle bite.

      “Ooof.” Rosaline flinched away from me.

      I released her breast and glanced up at her, worried that I had gone too far. “Did I hurt you?” I asked apologetically.

      She shook her head. “I like your beast bites.” The gleam in her eyes was bright as stars, her lips parted and heaving, and I tasted her tongue as I kissed her, pressing her into the doorframe, my hands rolling her breasts around on her body, squeezing them, nearly overwhelmed with the desire to thrust into her.

      “Rosaline,” I whispered, kissing her neck, smelling that sweet garden smell that issued from her like air. “I want to tell you something.”

      She waited patiently, holding still as I met her eyes.

      “I’ve never … with another woman,” I admitted. Part of me was proud of this fact, because it meant that I could give all of myself to Rosaline, my first, my last, and everything in between. But I also knew, from what I had gathered about the villages outside the Fair Forest, that for a man to be my age and still a virgin, without wife and children, carried a certain stigma. I knew I should be ashamed of it.

      But Rosaline smiled, a danger radiating in her eyes. “Then what are you waiting for? Take me.”

      Gods, those words sent jolts of lust straight into my loins. It was all I could do not to twist her around, rip my borrowed leggings off her, and thrust my manhood straight into that warm, wet place I knew was there.

      But no.

      I wanted to take it slow.

      This was my very first time, and hers as well. I wanted to savor every minute.

      Gathering her in my arms, I carried her to my bed and set her down right on the edge. She tried to undress me as well, but she only succeeded in lifting my tunic off me.

      “You’re so handsome,” she muttered, rubbing her hands across my pectorals, her thumb grazing my hardened nipples.

      I groaned with pleasure. She could keep her hands here, just touching my bare skin, and I was certain it would lead to a release for me.

      But I wanted more.

      Rosaline went for my pants, and I knelt, dodging out of her reach.

      “Not yet,” I whispered. “First, I want to see you.”

      I’d admit, I was curious and a little nervous to see what was between her legs. Of course, I understood the basics of human female anatomy—there had been many books that helped with this, but there was anatomy on the page and anatomy on a flesh-and-blood woman, and I was about to get my first glimpse of the latter.

      “Gawen,” Rosaline breathed, propping herself up on her elbows so her breasts spilled over to either side of her torso. She was still wearing her leggings, but I was preparing to remove them, and I could see the nerves in her eyes as well.

      “Rosaline.” I leaned forward and kissed her perfect lips in reassurance. “I don’t want to do anything you don’t want to do.” Then I waited, hovering near the edge of the bed.

      If all that happened today was that I got to touch and suckle her glorious breasts, then so be it, but I wouldn’t press her boundaries. Not for anything.

      But Rosaline pursed her lips in a smirk, and she locked eyes with me as she pulled down her leggings and tossed them onto the floor. “Be gentle,” she told me, and cautiously, she spread her legs.

      It was like looking into a whole new world.

      Her folds were delicate, a soft brown that tilted pink, covered in a fine dusting of dark curly hair. The skin was already moist, which pleased me greatly. I knew women showed their own arousal by getting wet, which, judging by the shine of Rosaline’s pussy, meant she was as lust-filled as I was.

      It smelled heavenly—salt and musk and sweet honey all at the same time, and I could not decide which to touch her with first, my tongue, my finger, or my cock.

      Pulling her closer to the edge of the bed, so her rounded backside was cushioning her and her pussy was right under me, I inhaled and leaned in, my mouth kissing her folds gently.

      Rosaline moaned. Her eyes fastened shut, and she hitched her hips.

      It tasted as good as it smelled. I ran my tongue down the center of the folds, experimenting with different strokes, different rhythms. My hands found her thighs, gripping them as I used my tongue on her, and when she arched her back, I took it as a cue, pressing a finger inside her dark, wet slit.

      “Gawen!” she cried, bouncing her hips up and then down again onto the bed. “Gawen, don’t stop. Whatever you’re doing, don’t stop!”

      I was stroking the very crest of her folds with my tongue and pushing two of my fingers in and out of her. She was surprisingly tight, and I instantly imagined how it would feel to push my hard length into her, her slippery wetness closing in around me.

      With a shudder, Rosaline suddenly let out a long, almost mournful moan, and her entire body arched up and back. I held onto her thigh, feeling the waves of pleasure ripple through her, and my hand and tongue were then coated with her slickness.

      Rosaline reached down with a hand and gently pushed my finger and mouth away while she recovered from her luxurious release, and I rested my chin on the top of her hip, letting her have a moment to recover.

      She breathed in, her chest heaving, and when she rolled over and linked eyes with me, saying, “That … was incredible,” a new surge of need flooded through me.

      I had to have her. Now. I had to bury my cock deep inside her. I stood, hovering over her, and whispered, “You taste incredible.” I kissed her, knowing her wetness was still on my tongue. “But incredible as it was, we are both still virgins.”

      Rosaline’s face was earnest, beaming with something I could not place—something I wanted to see more of, absolutely. “Shall we change that?”

      Do not act like a pig, I recited to myself as I unfastened my pants. Do not make a beast of yourself. My heart was thumping as I released my pants, letting them drop to the floor.

      Rosaline took in the sight of my stiff prick; she shyly reached out for it, and once it was in her hand, I closed my eyes, nearly going mad at the contact.

      She stroked me up and down, almost out of sheer curiosity more than anything—this was her first time seeing the male anatomy in person, I realized, and the reminder that I was her first made me breathless.

      A growl rumbled in my chest.

      “Is that—am I hurting you?” Rosaline slowed her stroking, her soft hand tickling the head of my cock.

      “No.” I couldn’t wait any longer. Her soft, feminine hand on my length was amazing; the silky tightness of her slit beckoned me.

      Rosaline flattened herself on the bed; I grabbed her hands and pulled her up to sitting.

      “No, no,” I told her, and lay down on the bed myself, positioning the pillow beneath me. “I want to see you.”

      Rosaline carefully climbed above me, her thighs still slick from her earlier release. She knelt, and I reached up to cup one of her breasts as she positioned herself over my throbbing cock—gods, they were so soft and big, so delicious.

      And then she was sinking down on me, so tight I nearly spasmed with pleasure. Her eyes found mine as she lowered herself, and a gasp rolled out of her.

      “Are you all right?” I managed to ask. “Does it hurt?” I had heard stories of virgins bleeding, virgins tearing, and from what I had felt of her pussy, she was going to be so tight it might be too much.

      But Rosaline shook her head, and her face contorted with undeniable bliss. “It feels… Gods, Gawen, you feel—” She let herself sink all the way down, quaking, and now that I was fully entered, I was overwhelmed.

      She bounced up and down on me, almost testing out how it felt, and I roared as her pussy strangled my cock. Thrusting upward into her, I placed both hands on her hips to steady her and worked into her, pushing up, letting her pussy stretch to take me in.

      “It feels so good, Gawen,” Rosaline cried. “I can’t—I can’t believe it.”

      “Believe it,” I growled, though I was having trouble fathoming it myself. All my life, I’d been waiting for this moment, hoping someday I would get to lie with a woman, and now that it was happening, it was so much more than I’d ever expected. “Get down here and kiss me,” I ordered, and she immediately bent, her tongue giving me sloppy, hungry kisses.

      The new angle gave me room to jut my huge manhood up into her tight little slit, and as I pumped into her, I could feel her backside jiggling. So much woman, though she was still only nineteen-years-old.

      And she was staying. Rosaline was staying here in the forest with me.

      She was practically part of the forest—her magic awakened, it seemed the trees were not going to let her go so easily.

      I was not going to let her go so easily.

      And if she stayed, part of me realized, I might be able to do this with her again.

      “Don’t stop kissing me,” Rosaline told me fiercely, and she started grinding into me, rubbing furiously, working herself up to another release. “Never stop. Never stop kissing me—”

      “Forever,” I whispered the word into her mouth, and she whimpered in return.

      I could feel my release coming—my back pulling taut, my hips aggressively driving my cock into her.

      Her pussy spasmed around me, and she moaned as she found her pleasure, her entire body vibrating.

      And I was coaxed to my own finish. I couldn’t bear it any longer.

      The storm within me burst forth, and I buried my cock into her hot slit, letting my release fill her. I gasped her name once, and she lifted her head to look at me as I finished.

      Wonder in her eyes, exhaustion too, but satisfaction.

      My pleasure peaked, then subsided. Rosaline gave me one final kiss, her lips swollen, and said, almost drowsily, “Gawen? I’m not going back.”

      I kissed the top of her head, feeling my seed leak out of her folds and onto my middle. My hand brushed her wild hair away from my sweaty face. “Good,” I told her. “Stay here.”

      Rosaline paused, then added, almost hesitantly, “With you?”

      My lips curled up into a smile. “Yes. With me.”

      Rosaline snuggled her gorgeous, rosy body against me, her breathing growing even, and soon she was lightly dozing, and I was beaming with happiness.

      Rosaline was here, in my arms.

      She was the one I’d been waiting for—she was the one who was going to protect the Fair Forest, far better than I ever could with my measly training.

      She was the one that I’d been waiting for personally—a companion, the second half of my heart, the woman I wanted to spar with and tease and make love to for the rest of my days.

      She was here, and she was never going back.

      And I was never letting her go.
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      He was perfect.

      My wild man, my mystic.

      I traced the roundness of Gawen’s shoulder with my finger, running down to the creases of his well-sculpted abdomen. I’d given myself to him—not just my body, but my soul.

      My heart.

      I smiled as he sighed in his sleep, shifting slightly in the bed so his arm was perfectly nestled beneath the crook of my neck.

      I had given myself to the beast, just as Mortas had demanded.

      I rolled over onto my back, staring up at the ceiling of Gawen’s hut. The beams were well cut, shaped and built by Gawen himself, as was the stone hearth, the long table and chairs, the hut itself. Gawen’s hands probably built this very bed.

      I thought of the homes back in Fairfront—it felt like it had been a lifetime since the village elders escorted me to the edge of the forest and tied me to the birch tree, even though it had only been a few days.

      Mortas had been so eager to get rid of me, and at the time I had been so convinced that it was because I was a thorn in his side—never believing in his ridiculous rituals, speaking out against his stupid and damaging prophecies.

      Gawen was the real deal. I fully believed he was capable of magic, and I knew now that magic existed. I had felt it in my bones.

      But what Mortas did? That was manipulation. That was stage magic. Fear-mongering. And I thought he had suggested getting rid of the loud-mouthed, rebellious virgin farm girl who had argued against his ideas in the village meetings so he could rule Fairfront in peace.

      But now I thought perhaps there was another motive.

      Perhaps the Fair Forest had been calling for me all along. How many times had I walked up and down the fence that kept Fairfront safe from the forest? How many times had I stared into the woods, wondering what creatures and wonders were watching me from the trees?

      Mortas had sent me in as a virgin sacrifice for the beast.

      Instead, I had truly found my place in the world; I chuckled to myself at the irony. Perhaps I should thank Mortas. He was partly responsible for the happiness I now felt.

      Carefully, so as not to wake up my sleeping beast, I maneuvered out of bed and pulled the quilt up to his chest, tucking him in. I pulled his tunic over my body and walked across the hut to his kitchen.

      It was well stocked. Dried herbs were tied to a ribbon stretching across the window; copper pots and pans were stacked in the corner of the counter, and a huge basin served as a sink. Baskets of onions, potatoes, carrots, and other root vegetables fresh from Gawen’s garden lined the floor.

      Pushing up my sleeves, I fetched water from the well and filled the basin, then scrubbed vegetables and chopped them up, dumping them into a large cauldron-esque pot.

      Outside, the late afternoon sun was almost lazy as it penetrated the canopy, coming down between the branches in golden shards. A fox, passing through the underbrush, peeked up at me, his black ears twitching, and then went on his way.

      I lit a fire in the pit and set the cauldron on top of the flames, then took a seat on the bench outside the hut, bringing my legs up beneath me so I could wash the streaks of blood from my thighs.

      “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Gawen appeared in the doorway, wearing only his pants, and the sight of the concern in his brown eyes, ringed in hazel, lit by the forest’s glow, sent a shiver licking down my spine.

      “Not at all,” I assured him. “At least, not in a way that was unbearable.” I had been surprised at how little pain I had felt during my first time with a man—the pressure inside as he took my maidenhead had only added to my pleasure.

      “Good.” Gawen kissed my forehead as he padded out the door on bare feet, taking a seat next to me on the bench. “Smells delicious,” he said of the stew I had started in the cauldron.

      I inhaled the scent of thyme and potatoes, and at that moment the forest breeze blew through the leaves. Each one rustled, each one whispering, and though I still couldn’t hear exactly what it was saying, my skin tingled and my hair seemed to stand on end.

      This was the forest talking.

      Whispering to me.

      Gawen cocked his head, closing his eyes until the breeze blew through. He glanced at me, and a rueful smile stretched on his lips. He squeezed the top of my leg affectionately, leaning forward to kiss the tip of my nose. “Don’t worry,” he told me, reading my expression. “You’ll learn to speak the forest’s language soon enough.”

      “How?” I realized I was sounding like a petulant child, but I couldn’t help myself. “How will I learn? You had a master who trained you—I have no such resource.”

      “Of course you do.” Gawen chuckled, reaching forward to stir the potatoes before they stuck to the bottom of the cauldron. “After dinner, we’ll go for an evening stroll, and I’ll give you a primer.”

      “You’ll teach me?” I draped an arm around him, turning the top half of my body so my breasts pressed against his chest, and I looked up at him from beneath my eyelashes. “You’ll show me how to wield my magic? How can I ever repay you?” My lips grazed his, and for a second I thought I had him. I could feel his body stiffen, his mouth opening.

      He pulled away with a swift exhale, taking my hand in his before I could touch his loins through his pants. “Let’s eat first,” he instructed, “and then I’ll take you around the periphery. I need to check the spells—you can help.”

      “And after?” I raised my eyebrows. We had just made love within the hour, but already I was hungry for more. I couldn’t get enough of Gawen—his mouth between my legs, his hard cock in my hands. We had successfully bedded each other once; I was desperate to repeat our experiment and see if it was as enjoyable the second time as it was the first. I had a hunch it would be.

      Gawen leaned forward, touching his forehead against mine. “And after, we’ll come back to the hut and light a fire.”

      His words made my chest flutter. Never before had I had a man looked at me like this, with such adoration. Never before had I truly felt this safe.

      Never before had I felt like I belonged.
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      Our meal was simple but fulfilling. I hadn’t realized how much energy love-making required, but my body was starving, ravenous.

      Gods, she was sexy.

      I had just had her, but already I was salivating for the next time I could taste her skin and feel her tight wetness around my cock. My flesh was spongy and bruised now, after my immense orgasm, but all it would take to be ready for a second round was this, to stare at Rosaline’s glorious body, wrapped in my bedsheets, as she leaned across my table to grab the salt.

      “What?” she said with a modest blush, but I could see in her eyes that she knew exactly what I was thinking.

      She could see the lust radiating from my face, the way I was having difficulty keeping my tongue in my mouth like a rabid animal—I couldn’t help it. I was so desperate for her. I’d had a taste, and I couldn’t get enough.

      “You’re beautiful,” I told her.

      Rosaline sat at the table with the makings for a soda bread, letting the bedsheet fall so a single well-sculpted leg was visible to me. She watched me, flirtatiously, looking up from underneath her eyelashes, and I growled.

      “Careful,” I said, “or I’ll knock this table over just to get to you, and then what would happen to our bread?”

      Rosaline relented, turning her focus back on the dough so we could eat—we were both starving, ravenous, so fucking again would have to wait at least until we were both recharged.

      But as she put together a simple dough and I began chopping fresh-pulled carrots with my knife, I glanced around the hut, thinking of all the places I wanted to have her.

      On my bed again, yes, but also on the rug, near the hearth, outside under the stars, on this very table…

      I wanted to eat her delicious pussy, feast on it until she nearly passed out with pleasure.

      But for now I would feed her a decent meal and count down the moments until I could have her again.

      We made a simple meal—soda bread, which Rosaline cooked in a skillet in my wood-burning stove, and a stew of barley, potatoes, carrots, and rabbit. A few sprigs of thyme and some honey gave it some depth; I took a bite after Rosaline seasoned it with her own surprising concoction of salt and shaved garlic and declared it perfection.

      “I’d like to have you cooking for me,” I told her. “You know your way around the kitchen.”

      “I’d like that,” she mused. Everything she did, she made into a ritual; reaching for butter, grinding a bit of cinnamon to sprinkle on her bread.

      She caught my eye and smiled, but I noticed her expression seemed far away, deep in thought—she looked concerned.

      “What is it, love?” I asked, finding her hands and lacing my fingers in them.

      “I just… I don’t even know where to start with all of this. With … magic.” The word seemed difficult for her to intone; I patiently waited for her to continue.

      “When I close my eyes,” she said, demonstrating, her own rose-petal eyelids closing gently, “I can feel it—something surging within me, a power simmering beneath my skin. But I don’t even know how to try to access it.” She fluttered her eyes open, finding me. “Where did you start?”

      “Simple spells.” I shrugged as I sipped my milk. “Levitation. Transformation. Things like that, with rocks and feathers and water. But then again, I never had the raw talent that you do. Perhaps your powers know it would be wasted on such small spells.”

      Rosaline dipped her head down. “I’m not—I don’t…” she stammered, and I lifted up her chin with my hand.

      “You are a rare talent,” I confirmed. “I’ve never seen anything like it—I can feel your power radiating from you like warmth from a fire.”

      Rosaline’s cheeks burned pink, but she seemed pleased. I planted a kiss on her forehead. “Your power needs to be wielded, but it’s there. It’s like … the smallest of sparks. Once we contain them and feed it properly, it will be a roaring fire, and nothing will douse it.”

      We resumed eating again, Rosaline sopping up the last of her stew’s juices with the crust of her bread. “I just can’t believe that I, of all people, am capable of such things. I’m a simple farm girl still, in my mind. I never thought I would be… I never thought I would be…”

      “…The one the forest has been waiting for all these years.” I knew it in my bones as I said it—I knew she was the one who would protect these woods. I knew she was the one that my master, so long ago, had told me to wait for, and I went quiet, thinking about how I’d nearly given up hope.

      I’d been so worried that I would never be enough, and alone, I was not enough. I knew this. Alone, I was not powerful enough to keep this forest alive forever.

      But with Rosaline here…

      I grabbed her hand and pressed my lips to it, wishing I could transfer all of my strength to her, all of my resolve. I wished she could know, with just my touch, how I adored her, how I had longed for her.

      “Rosaline,” I whispered, my chest bristling, “I have waited for you for a long, long time.”

      Something glowed in her eyes just then, a light that seemed to shine into my very heart. She lifted my hand and kissed it with her pillowy pink lips, and my cock throbbed. I wanted her. Body, mind, and soul. I wanted her.

      And if she wanted me too, then I would never let her go.

      I would do anything and everything required to keep her safe, to keep her protected, and to keep her happy.
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      After dinner, Gawen cleaned up the fire pit and set the cauldron to soak, then found me some decent clothing.

      “The forest can get chilly after dark,” he warned. “I want to make sure you don’t get too cold again. Not when hypothermia almost claimed your life after your dip in the pond.”

      “But then we can’t stave off my hypothermia in your bed again,” I pretended to complain, and Gawen responded by tugging me toward him for a long, lusty kiss.

      “Then put on these clothes so I can strip them off you later,” he said, and I obliged. I liked the feel of his leggings and tunic on me. I liked being able to smell him, his musk. I liked the idea that maybe my  scent would wear off onto his clothes, and soon it would be hard to tell whose scent was whose.

      Hand in hand, we wandered into the Fair Forest. I let Gawen guide me past fallen trees coated in fuzzy green moss, complex root systems that provided warrens for rabbits, sunny glens and dappled springs and trees that looked like hunched old ladies.

      As we walked, Gawen narrated, and I found looking at the forest through his eyes to be exhilarating.

      “See here?” Gawen pointed down to a set of tracks in the dirt. “A mother fox walked through here not long ago.”

      “Yes! I saw her outside your hut.”

      “Now, put your hand here.” Gawen and I both knelt, and he gently pressed my fingers into the dirt beside the tiny padded footprints. “Close your eyes. Where is the fox going? What do you hear?”

      I breathed in deeply, letting the rustling of the leaves around me blend into a melody. Beneath my fingers, the dirt was surprisingly soft, chilled, refreshing on a tired mother fox’s paws. On a sunny day such as this, the underbrush would provide decent shade for critters with fur.

      And then I saw it.

      In my mind, triggered by the sound of the forest’s whispers, I could see the mother fox, a dead pigeon in her mouth, carrying her kill up to a fox hole beneath a cedar, where three hungry kits purred at the sight of their supper.

      “She’s bringing home food for her babies,” I told Gawen. “She’s … not far from here. Maybe half a mile.”

      “Good.” He pecked my cheek with a proud smile, and we kept walking.

      As the sun sank below the tree line and the light shifted, Gawen pointed out more evidence of the Fair Forest’s cycle of life—insects bored into one section of a tree, killing its branch, which had fallen down to provide a sanctuary for a family of pheasants nesting in the shade. Wildflowers sprouted around the roots of a pine, which were devoured by the deer, which were then devoured by the wolves—if not for these apex predators, Gawen explained, the deer would overrun the woods, and all the flowers would be gobbled up before they had a chance to bloom.

      “It’s more beautiful than I could ever have dreamed of,” I whispered as a majestic stag crossed before us, his antlers draped with lichens, his hooves light in the soil.

      “As are you.” Gawen lifted my hand to his, kissing it, and then leaned in to kiss my mouth, pressing me against the trunk of a massive oak tree, desire in his eyes.

      I inhaled as he moved down to my neck, alternating between kissing and nipping, bringing chills to the surface of my skin, but then the breeze blew.

      Leaves rustled.

      I straightened, my eyes widening as I listened.

      “An intruder,” I said, repeating what the forest had whispered. “Near the village. The old birch tree.”

      I could detect it now like it was billowing smoke from a burning fire—an intruder from the village, the scent of the woven wool of a hooded cape, the dried manure on boots, the grease of recently roasted mutton still on the person’s breath.

      Gawen, no longer distracted by the virtues of smooching my collarbone, clenched his jaw. “You’re right.” He seized my hand in his, dragging me away from the tree. “Come on. We can’t let anything happen to the tree.”

      As we scampered, Gawen cursed himself for leaving his bow and arrows at home. “That birch tree is our greatest priority,” he explained. “If it dies or is injured in any way, the enchantment will weaken and the Fair Forest will be vulnerable to destruction.”

      All the periphery spells, he told me, all the rounds he took around the forest, all the magic he knew, all of it was in service of this one tree, the silver birch—the very tree which Mortas bound me to when he left me as an offering.

      The birch held the enchantment. The enchantment kept the whole forest in balance, in harmony, alive.

      By the time we reached that section of the forest, the sun had set behind the horizon. Purple and pink light streaked across the sky, and all around the trees became silhouettes of themselves. An owl hooted in the near distance, and the forest whispered to me that the wolves were nearby, yellow eyes watching my every move, but Gawen would not allow them to hurt me. He would not allow them to come anywhere near me, and so I swallowed down my fear, imagining that it would be me someday who could speak to the creatures, growls in my throat, the way Gawen did that first day I met him.

      We slowed as we came near that same old place where the Fairfront elders had bound me to the birch tree. It was only a few days ago that they had decided to use me as the sacrifice to save the village from famine, but I had changed since then.

      I was no longer a virgin, for one thing, thanks to Gawen. A sacrifice on my part that I was completely willing to give.

      But the trip into the forest had also awakened something deep within me, something which I now understood had always been dormant, waiting until I crossed into these trees. I was also more powerful, more aware of the sheer strength I had. If I had wanted to stay in Fairfront and argue with Mortas, I could have. If I had wanted to remove him from the position he had, I could have. I could have challenged his influence and freed so many villagers from his manipulations, but I had been sent on to bigger and better things.

      More important things.

      Protecting the forest was now my charge, even if I was still learning how to do so—and Gawen and I, together, would not let anything harm it.

      “Shh,” Gawen suddenly whispered, his finger to his lips, his profile lit up with the last gasp of sunlight. “Our intruder.” He pointed to the clearing near the birch tree, where a hooded figure knelt at the banks of the stream.

      The figure muttered something beneath its breath, and the hairs on the back of my neck told me it was a spell.

      Then out came a dagger, and the figure opened its palm, slicing from middle finger down to its wrist, just as Gawen had done to his own hand.

      A coppery tang hit my nose as the spell fused with the blood. I squinted from our hiding place in the bushes near the birch, then gasped.

      I recognized that hand.

      Age spots and wrinkles.

      A hand pale from years spent dodging farm work in our village.

      A thick gold ring, inlaid with rubies.

      Mortas.

      The very man who sent me to my death.

      A stick broke, somewhere in the trees near us, and Mortas lifted his head, searching around him in suspicion. Yes, it was him; I would know that sneer anywhere.

      I tugged on Gawen’s tunic, panic rising in my throat, but when Gawen looked at me, his face had relaxed into a relieved smile.

      “Don’t worry,” he whispered, “it’s not an intruder.” Pushing his hair back from his eyes, he straightened. “I didn’t think I’d see him again; he hasn’t been back through the periphery in almost twenty years.”

      My stomach tied itself in knots as the realization dawned on me. “Who do you think this is?” I asked for clarification, though I knew the answer before Gawen gave it.

      “My old master,” Gawen said, lacing his fingers in mine.

      His master.

      The one who had placed him in the forest all those years ago. The one who had trained him in his spellwork, the one who had instructed him on the fine points of keeping the Fair Forest thriving.

      It was Mortas.

      My head spun. There was something more at work here, some deep, twisted puzzle that I had yet to piece together.

      “Come on.” Gawen kissed my temple, gently squeezing my hand in reassurance. “I want him to meet the new protector of the forest.” And with determination in his footfall and an optimistic grin, Gawen stepped out from behind the trees, pulling me along.
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Gawen

        

      

    

    
      Mortas—my old master.

      I couldn’t believe it. After all these years, he was here. I thought perhaps he’d died. He had looked ancient when I was a boy, so it seemed impossible that he was anything less than a hundred years old, but Mortas looked surprisingly spry. Somehow the years had turned back, the clock reversing so he looked closer to middle-age than old—how?

      I marveled at the spellwork that must have been required to create youthfulness as I stepped out of the bushes, but Rosaline’s hand held me firm, pulling me back.

      “Rosaline?” I said, studying her with puzzlement. “What’s wrong? Come, I want you to meet my old master.”

      “Gawen, no.” Rosaline’s eyes were wide with fear and suspicion, her teeth clenched. “That’s Mortas—one of the village elders.”

      My mind spun as I tried to piece together what she was telling me. “You know Mortas?”

      Had Mortas been hiding in Fairfront for all these years? It seemed odd, but then again, I was the one who had been charged with protecting the forest, not Mortas. Mortas was free to live his own life, wasn’t he? He had set me up with the spells required, he had made sure I had a home and a way to get food and the ability to fend off predators, and then he was free—free to live in the village, free to farm, free to become one of the mystics that Rosaline had been so wary of.

      But then why was there such hostility in Rosaline’s eyes? “Gawen,” she whispered, crouching in the bushes as if we were in the presence of a wolf.

      “He’s the one who sent me here. Into the forest. He’s the one who told everyone a famine was coming, and he’s the one who had me tied to the tree to die.”

      No… Again my head whirled, trying to piece together all of these individual chunks of information. I couldn’t make sense of it, and instinctively I decided to ask the person who, as a child, I would ask whenever I needed answers.

      “Come,” I told her, reaching for her soft hands again. “Let’s ask Mortas. He’ll be able to explain it to us.” But once again, she dug her feet into the dirt, opting to stay in the bushes, stay hidden. And so I let go of her, my eyebrows scrunching down with annoyance.

      Fine. Let her hide here in the leaves like a rabbit, but I was going to talk to my old master and plead for guidance.

      “Mortas,” I said, coming toward him with my arms spread. He jumped at first, as if he was expecting an attack, but he softened when he saw it was only me.

      “Gawen.” He enveloped me in a stiff hug, and I found myself bowing my head. Even after all these years, I couldn’t shake the feelings of fealty that I’d once given this man. He’d plucked me from an orphanage, brought me into the Fair Forest, taught me how to conduct my spells, but there was something unfamiliar about his demeanor, something that made a chill of fear run down my spine.

      It was his eyes, I decided, after inspecting his face for a moment. While the rest of him looked almost … manufactured with youth, wrinkles smoothed by magic, flesh made taut, his eyes carried his years with him. They were yellow with age, and they darted back and forth at the woods around us, as if he feared who might find us here.

      Strange, I thought—we were the masters of the forest, him and me. As long as we were here, nothing could hurt us.

      Us, and Rosaline.

      The very thought of her name made me light up with enthusiasm. I straightened and told my old master, “Mortas, I have the most excellent news. I’ve found her.”

      Mortas blinked, waiting.

      “The one who is meant to protect the forest.” I could hardly contain my glee as I gestured to the bushes where Rosaline was still concealed behind the leaves. “Wait until you feel the power radiating from her; she will do it, my master. She will keep the forest alive and thriving for many years…” I trailed off, my voice silencing itself as Rosaline rose from the bushes, a menace on her face.

      “Mortas,” she said evenly, her eyes burning. “I should have known you were tangled up in something like this.”

      I glanced back at my old master, hoping he was not offended by Rosaline’s accusations, whatever they meant. But Mortas was baring his teeth like a creature hungry for a throat to tear out. “And I should have known a clever bitch like you would figure out a way to ruin everything.”

      My blood boiled. “Hey, now,” I said, turning toward Mortas with my arms raised. No one talked to my Rosaline this way—no one.

      “Gawen, look out!” Rosaline shouted, and everything that happened next was a fast-paced blur.

      Mortas said a strange word, something that snapped off the end of his tongue like he was spitting out a thorn.

      He clapped his hands.

      “You should have let those wolves tear her apart,” he snarled at me, and my heart plunged into my stomach. My old master, saying such cruel things about my only love… How could this be?

      What tangled web was this now, and how could I begin to figure out where the pieces went?

      A swirl of dust and fog churned around Mortas, and Rosaline pressed past me, reaching for the old man.

      But he was gone.

      Vanished in thin air.

      All that was left was the sound of panicking birdsong and the flapping of wings.

      The forest was still, but it felt different—empty now, and like the soil itself had turned to ash.

      I was worried, though I couldn’t pinpoint why, exactly. With Rosaline here, I didn’t need to be concerned with the health of the forest. She would keep it safe; she would learn the magic she needed to keep it alive.

      But before I could ask her if she too felt that sense of unease, that crawling dread, I doubled over.

      My middle, seized with pain, as if I were made of stone.

      Rosaline flew to my side, her eyes frantic. “Gawen?” she called, and held my head before it hit the dirt. “Tell me what it is, Gawen, please. What did he do to you?”

      But I couldn’t answer. My throat was clenched, my brain on fire.

      I rolled around on the ground, every muscle of mine tingling, and then I could feel it.

      Stiff hairs, pushing up and out of my flesh, a coat of fur on my body.

      My teeth, growing into long, hungry fangs.

      All of my limbs, thickening, stretching, growing—my form shifting.

      I was no longer man.

      I was beast.

      The Beast of the Fair Forest.

      And when I looked up at Rosaline, I did not see the love of my life, the rosy-cheeked, virgin maiden that had been gifted to me, the protector of the woods, the most magical being I’d ever known.

      I looked at Rosaline, and a voice within me made its demands with a growl.

      Rip. Kill. Eat.
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Rosaline

        

      

    

    
      He said it.

      Some word, jagged and harsh—from the moment it left Mortas’ mouth, I was certain it was a spell. My heart pounded, my skin flushed with righteous anger.

      Mortas—I couldn’t believe he was here.

      But I’d know him anywhere.

      I’d been in the forest for only a week, and I felt like I had undergone a score of changes. I’d learned that magic was real, I’d learned that I was somehow tied to the fate of the forest, and it to me—that I was capable of casting spells and reading bones, if only I would learn how.

      And I’d fallen in love.

      I’d entered the forest a virgin sacrifice, and now… Giving my body to Gawen had only made me stronger. Our bond now was forged iron-strong since we had given ourselves to each other freely. I was his first, and he was mine, and there was nothing that could tear us apart now.

      Especially not the sniveling, sneering old man who stood before us.

      Mortas, however, looked surprisingly unchanged. It was as if he was preserved through some unnatural way, each day peeling off him as soon as it had ended.

      Same despise in his eyes as he glared at me, same face that, I could have sworn, was lined with wrinkles last time I saw him but was now pulled taut—same golden ring, inlaid with rubies, worn on his pinky.

      “You should have let those wolves tear her apart,” Mortas said, directing this to Gawen, but his eyes were on me as the words came out of his mouth.

      Rage boiled in my chest. I opened my lips to respond, to tell him that whatever he was plotting, he would never get away with it; I was onto him.

      But then the whole forest seemed to flutter and quiver with me. Leaves trembling on their stems, wind whistling through the long green grass, trees groaning as their trunks stretched and grew, the ground itself ready to swallow Mortas up; if only I knew how to command it to do so.

      And perhaps I would have searched for my own magic word to say if Gawen hadn’t suddenly doubled over, a low moan coming out of his mouth.

      Gawen.

      My love.

      The man to whom I’d pledged my life—I’d given him my body, heart, and soul, and to hear him cry out in anguish made my soul cringe in sympathy.

      I couldn’t get to him fast enough; I would have sprouted wings if it meant I moved faster. He clung to his middle, that cry of pain issuing from his lips, and then several things happened at once.

      Gawen fell to his knees, then crumbled down into the leaves, writhing, clawing at his stomach and face. The sound he made … I would never forget it. It sent chills up and down my arms, and my chest panged every time it echoed in my ears.

      “Gawen,” I said, running my hand along his hair, that gorgeously long hair that made him look like a wild man. I would have given anything to make him well again. I didn’t know what plagued him, but I would have given my left leg to see him healthy and strengthened—his beard neatly trimmed along his chin and cheeks, his muscles rounded and chiseled, his pillow lips slightly parted as he stared at me in absolute adoration.

      “Rosaline, get back!” Gawen managed to choke out, and I was horrified at his command. Get back, why? What was happening?

      I would never leave his side, but he’d ordered me to move. What did I do now?

      “Bitch,” Mortas hissed at me once more, and in a whirl of fog and light, he vanished—first just a silhouette, pressed against the backdrop of the forest, and then gone.

      Mortas—the very name made my teeth grit and my blood boil. He was the one who had sent me to the forest to be sacrificed, a virgin offering to the Beast. He was the one who had been filling the villagers’ heads with fears of famine. He had been controlling Fairfront for years, rolling the bones, reading prophecies that would situate him in a position of power. I had no doubt he was truly a mystic, a man of magic, but Mortas had been using his magic for ill gain.

      All these years, I’d been suspicious of him—my father had fallen under Mortas’ spells, along with the rest of the village elders. But now I had proof that he was just as sinister as I’d always thought he was.

      And he had been the one who trained Gawen. That was still mind-boggling, to think that my Gawen, as a young child, had been brought up by Mortas, selected and placed in this forest. Mortas had taught him magic. Mortas had positioned him as a guardian of the Fair Forest, helped him set up the wards, and told him to protect the forest at all costs. But why?

      How did this all piece together?

      I didn’t have time to puzzle it out now.

      Mortas was gone, and Gawen was bent in half, holding his middle as if he had been sliced through the stomach.

      And whatever energy had been flowing through the forest suddenly vanished too, just like something had sucked the life out of the trees. The leaves turned ashy; the air grew thin and cold. The very soil felt dry, crumbling, and all birdsong ended.

      I was alone with Gawen once again, but whatever Mortas had done to him, it was only beginning.

      “My love,” I whispered, my heart pounding as I crouched beside Gawen’s figure. He’d stopped the worst of his writhing, but a noise still issued from the back of his throat. I placed both my hands on his face, trying to center him, and his eyelids fluttered, open and closed, open and closed.

      “Gawen, tell me what it is.” I spoke his name reverently, as if it was a spell itself—I wanted to ground him, tether him to this world, to himself as the pain wrecked him from the inside. Perhaps if he had something to hold on to, his own name…

      But suddenly he arched his back, and his eyes flew open.

      They were shining, golden, until a dark center in the middle expanded and took over the whole eye. Then they were bleak and hungry,but still they shone like minerals.

      Gawen pushed himself up onto all fours, and I could see on his hands—fur, growing from his skin. It coated his neck and cheeks, and my stomach twisted.

      His limbs seemed to stretch, his muscles thickening, and from this angle I could see his teeth, fangs lengthening.

      A shiver went down my spine. This was not the same Gawen who had accompanied me to check the wards, or who had made me delicious stew in his hut, or who had ravished my body and made me feel more pleasure than I ever thought humanly possible.

      This was the Beast of the Fair Forest.

      He glanced back at me suddenly, as if he’d picked up my scent.

      The gleam in his eyes shifted—not only hungry but ravenous.

      A growl rolled out of him, and as he stood to a full, towering height of nearly seven feet, my entire body quaked with terror.

      The villagers of Fairfield were forbidden to enter the forest—not only because it was a sacred place, but because we were always warned about the Beast that lurked in its shadows.

      A Beast that would tear us apart, devour our human flesh, delight especially in the tenderness of young virgins. Ever since I’d met Gawen, I’d thought this was only a rumor, a myth.

      Something that Mortas perpetuated all these years in order to keep us away from the magic of the forest.

      But now I saw that there was indeed a Beast.

      He was standing right in front of me, snarling, fangs dripping with saliva, ready to eat me up.

      “Gawen,” I whispered, slowly reaching back to grab a gnarled branch: hardly a weapon against those teeth, but I didn’t want to hurt him. I simply wanted to defend myself. “It’s me. It’s Rosaline.” I had to believe that he was still within this body somewhere. I had to believe, that even with Mortas’s spell, the man I loved was inside, and knew who I was.

      With a horrendous roar that instantly sent goose bumps rippling across my skin, Gawen lunged for me.

      I lifted up the branch, ready to swing it to defend myself, just long enough to get him to snap out of it. But then he did.

      He blinked and shook his head.

      His face and hands were still covered in a thick fur, and those fangs protruded from his mouth like some sort of forest lion…

      But his eyes. They shifted back into that lovely golden color and burned as he glanced down at his body, his clawed hands, the way he was inches away from tearing into my throat.

      “My love,” I said, my breath coming out in fat puffs. “It’s me, Rosaline.”

      “Rosaline,” Gawen repeated, and he sounded like himself, so much so that I dared to hope.

      “Yes, it’s me.” I was so relieved I could have cried; instead, I made contact with him, reached out to touch his arms. He shuddered a bit when I did. “Is that you, Gawen?” Again, with his name, and whatever tether I had thrown out to him, he clung to.

      “Yes. Yes, it’s me.” Gawen pulled me into his chest. His body was still familiar to me, his chest still the place I wanted to rest my head, even though it was undeniably the form of a much stronger beast now. “My love, how could I—?” Gawen’s voice choked with emotion, and he kissed the top of my forehead. Even with his fanged teeth and his furry face, he felt like my Gawen. “I could have killed you.”

      “You could have,” I mused, “but you didn’t.” My hands snaked up to his face, and I held it as if it was the most precious thing in the world to me. “You didn’t, and that is what is important.”

      Devastation shone in Gawen’s eyes, and he looked utterly exhausted, so I took his hand in mine, bringing it up to kiss it, furry though it was. “Come on,” I told him, “let’s get you home. We have much to discuss.”
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GAWEN

        

      

    

    
      Last week, when Rosaline fell into that pond, I was the one who had carted her home when she nearly had hypothermia, but now she was the one who was bringing me safely back to the hut.

      I was able to walk on my own two legs, but barely. The curse that Mortas had befell upon me made my bones feel wrung out, and the adrenaline from my transformation into this … this beast… It drained me. I needed to sleep, to rest in the safety of my own four walls, and so I dragged myself through the woods, leaning on Rosaline when I could.

      Rosaline, for her part, was a much sturdier crutch than I was expecting, but she wasn’t doing it all on her own. I could hear her, whispering to the trees around us, asking for the roots and the branches to help carry us forward. The ground smoothed itself, the leaves seemed to reach out and push us along, gently.

      The whole Fair Forest, conspiring to help us.

      Not for the first time, I reflected on how grateful I was to have found her—Rosaline, the true guardian of the forest. In my very cells, I knew it was her. I knew she was the one who was born to keep the Fair Forest alive. Everything in these woods responded to her very breath, but there was something different about the forest.

      Ever since I’d transformed, the change was unmistakable. The forest, shriveled up, dried, like it was on the very brink of survival.

      But I couldn’t worry about that now. My eyes were already closed to slits as Rosaline led me through my yard, past my beds of produce which had all shriveled to yellowed husks, into my hut, which was, without a fire, noticeably cold, but that didn’t matter because I was feverish.

      “Here,” Rosaline uttered softly as she tugged off the tattered boots that had burst open like pea pods when I’d shifted into this Beast. “And your tunic too.” She peeled the shredded remains of my clothing off me and pulled back the covers of my bed.

      I nestled beneath my quilt, and despite my fatigue, I managed to chuckle. “How odd does this look? A Beast in a bed?”

      “Like something from a bedtime story for children.” Rosaline slipped off her own boots and hung the cloak she’d worn over the fire to dry.

      I marveled at the grace of her figure, the gorgeousness of her face, even despite such terrifying conditions. Her brown hair was tangled with nettles, and her cheeks were rough and pink from our run through the trees, but even so, she was the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen.

      Blood.

      Streaked across her shoulder. When she pulled off my borrowed tunic that she’d worn, I could see it, and an overwhelming sense of injustice rose up within me. “Who?” I bellowed, stretching out of the bed to touch the wound. “Who did this? Mortas?” A scratch, a tear in her perfect flesh, almost as if something had reached out with its claws and—

      Oh.

      I curled over with shame. My hands, I tucked beneath me, hiding them like the culprits they were—one of my Beast’s claws had hurt my dear Rosaline, and if I could have, I would have cut them clean off. What need did I have for hands, if they were only going to cause pain?

      But Rosaline shushed me, dipping a rag into a bowl of water, not to wipe away the blood from her wound, but to press against my forehead. “That’s from a stick,” she assured me. “Jutting from a cedar. It scratched me when I was bringing you back home.”

      The compress was cool against my fiery skin, and I let myself close my eyes again, comforted by Rosaline’s presence. She leaned against the side of the bed, across my body—there wasn’t much room for her anymore, but I would move to the floor when she was ready to get some sleep herself.

      Sleep… My Beast’s body was overworked, sore, but my mind still raced. Mortas. The birch tree.

      This curse, Rosaline, the hatred in Mortas' eyes as he looked at her.

      “How?” I murmured. “How could he do this?”

      Rosaline shook her head, biting her lip. “He’s a bad man, Gawen. He’s plotting evil things.”

      “But … he was my master.” I was still struggling to reconcile the two—Mortas, the man who had placed me in this hut, given me my first spells, taught me how to strengthen the wards around the forest and care for the land. And the Mortas Rosaline knew from the village, a conman who used his power to make fake prophecies and control the masses.

      “I can’t believe … he betrayed me.” My eyes were closed, my breathing slowing, and my mind, finally, cleared away the fog, enough that I could lightly doze.

      The last thing I felt before I drifted off to sleep was Rosaline’s hand in mine—steadfast and unafraid, even though I could tear into her without any effort.

      Such a delicate beauty, yes—but so strong, so brave.

      Mine.
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      My hands, strong enough to rip out a tree by the roots.

      My arms, thick and corded with muscle.

      My legs, able to carry me faster than you would expect, and my teeth, sharp enough to bite through bone.

      I am chasing my prey through the Fair Forest, running through bushes, leaping over fallen logs.

      She glances behind her, over her shoulder, her hair covering most of her eyes—but she sees me, and a gasp of fright issues from her mouth.

      It only serves to fill me with more desire, more hunger—I will catch her, and I will tear her apart. It’s only a matter of time.

      Splashing through a tea-colored stream, I barely feel the cold water with my fur-covered body. I have no need for clothing anymore, or for the pathetic little dwelling in the middle of the forest, or for anything that is a relic of my past self as a human. I have turned myself over entirely to the animal within.

      Now the only thing that exists is this urge within me to rip, bite, tear, kill… and her scent.

      Good enough to eat.

      I woke up thrashing in my bed, so violently I struck my head against the wall.

      I could faintly hear Rosaline’s voice, calling my name.

      Gawen. Gawen—I was pretty sure that was my name. Wasn’t that the name that belonged to me? The name that I’d been given by some long-dead parents, the name I’d answered to whenever the forest whispered it on the wind, the name that Rosaline had cried out when I’d made love to her.

      That did it.

      I opened my eyes, emerging from my dream, and Rosaline’s face came into focus.

      Concern lining her brows and forehead, but those sharp emerald eyes were confident and loving, almost like she knew that she would be able to carry me back from the brink again.

      And her lips, soft, pink, and pursed with worry, but patient…

      I wanted to kiss her, but when I arched up to meet her mouth with my own, my entire bedframe snapped, crumbling beneath me.

      “What the devil?” I shouted, the fury in my system making my fur bristle, stand on edge.

      “It’s all right,” Rosaline soothed, stroking my arm so the fur laid back down. “You were having a bad dream, I think, and you—you broke the bed.”

      Yes, I broke the bed—all I’d done was fall asleep, a benign enough task, but even then it appeared I wasn’t safe from the beastly nature that was attempting to take over my entire body.

      “Dammit,” I growled, standing up from the mess of blankets and pillows and newly-splintered beams. I’d thrashed so hard in my sleep I’d collapsed the bed.

      That was not how I’d imagined breaking this piece of furniture, I wanted to joke to Rosaline, but I couldn’t even find the part of me that knew how to laugh.

      All I knew was how to kill, how to rip, how to tear.

      “Gawen.” Rosaline, saying my name, again, it brought me back from the edge. I focused on her face, her eyes. “It’s all right. We don’t need a bed.” She bent down, pushing away the beams so they were against the wall beneath the window, and my cock stiffened at the sight of her ass, perfectly rounded, just within reach.

      “There.” She’d arranged the blankets and quilts and pillows in a cozy-looking nest on the floor and gestured for me to climb back under the covers.

      Part of me wanted to roar, attack, kill, but she’d said my name. Gawen.

      It was like a spell, every time she said it, and so I obeyed, tucking myself back down beneath the blankets on the floor, letting my beastly body relax.

      “Now, I want you to drink this.” Rosaline poured a hot, herb-filled tea into a mug and passed it into my hands.

      I sniffed it, unconvinced. “What’s in it?”

      “Valerian root. Lemon balm. Lavender.” She took a tiny sip herself and winced, then grinned. “Tastes awful, but it will calm your nerves.”

      She was right—it tasted like forest grit, but as soon as I’d swallowed I felt my heartbeat slow, my pulse calm. All my muscles relaxed, and I was able to think clearly for the first time since—since the nightmare.

      That’s all it was, I assured myself. A nightmare.

      Not an omen.

      Not anything that was going to happen—just a dream.

      “Where did you learn to brew herbs like this?” I asked, just to distract myself from the image of chasing Rosaline through the trees, my claws out, ready to shred her flesh.

      Rosaline smiled as she nestled beside me, her hand splayed on my chest. “Until Mortas tied me to that tree, I was the only daughter of a working farmer, remember? I’m not just a useless virgin sacrifice. I know about herbs.” She paused a moment before adding, “Not that I’m a virgin.”

      “Not anymore,” I agreed. My cock ached to prove my love to her again, stiffening underneath the blankets, but I didn’t dare touch her like that, not until I could guarantee her safety.

      It was such a fine line between wanting to watch her squirm with pleasure and wanting to devour.

      “Plus,” Rosaline went on, “turns out if you ask the woods for help brewing a tea that will calm a troubled mind, the trees are all too happy to help.” She swirled her own mug around and around, watching the herbs settle, and I marveled at how lucky I was.

      To find a woman who would sit by me, lay by my side, even though I looked … even though I looked just like…

      “Gawen.” Again, with my name. I could have kissed every square inch of her body if it meant I could hear her whisper my name with every touch. “We have to figure out how—how to undo this.” She glanced at my new beastly form, up and down, and then met my eyes.

      And she saw the answer within them—she furrowed her eyebrows, tilting her head down. “You … you know how to break this spell?”

      “I do not,” I answered truthfully. “But it is not the first time that I’ve taken this form.” Sipping my tea, I waited until my nerves were settled enough to tell her. “I’ve lived as a Beast many times before.”

      The Beast of the Fair Forest, I thought bitterly, and then I told her everything I knew.
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ROSALINE

        

      

    

    
      He’d been dreaming of eating me.

      I knew it—from the way he thrashed while he slept, murmuring things like, “Yes, run, run while you can” and “Kill, rip, tear, kill.”

      It was devastating to see him like this, but as soon as Gawen mentioned that he’d been in this beastly form before, a shock went through my system.

      This was not the first time he’d been cursed in this body? This was not the first time he’d dreamed about tearing a young woman to shreds?

      But if my time with Gawen had taught me anything, it was to resist judging what I didn’t understand and to trust.

      Trust that our bond, our connection, would always triumph.

      “I was born in a town not far from here,” Gawen started, pushing himself up to sitting, leaning against his leather easy chair. “Much bigger than Fairfront—big enough that when my parents set me down outside a crowded booth in a Saturday market, someone stole me.”

      “Your poor mother,” I whispered. I could think of few things worse than your own child being abducted, and Gawen’s eyes spoke of the years of carrying this guilt and this sympathy on his shoulders.

      “Yes,” he agreed, “I’m sure it was horrible for her. But I never saw her again, so I cannot confirm. Nor my father.” To shield himself from showing the intense emotions that this tale elicited, Gawen fed a few logs into the small fire; the flames caught the wood and blazed forth, casting gleaming jewels in his golden eyes. “After one thing or another, I ended up at the town orphanage—I don’t remember who had me or why, but I did manage to remember my own name for all those years.”

      “Gawen,” I breathed, and smiled when he gave a full-body shudder. Something happened whenever I spoke his name—it was almost like a spell.

      “And that was the name that Mortas kept for me when he plucked me out of the orphanage and brought me here.” An edge came to Gawen’s voice, but his eyes were soft with the memory—trying to reconcile the Mortas that had saved him from childhood poverty and the Mortas who had just barely attacked us in the forest. I couldn’t imagine it would be easy.

      But then again, I’d had to do my own similar reckoning. Realizing that the man who had led my village was a fake and a dangerous con artist. Realizing that all the elders believed him anyway. Realizing that my own father would give me over to the Beast of the Fair Forest in order to save everyone else from famine, but I concentrated on Gawen’s words as he told me his story.

      “Mortas told me that he’d been looking for me for a long time,” Gawen explained. “He put me on the back of his horse and rode me down a road that never seemed to end. I would doze against his back and wake up, and the landscape would be exactly the same. We rode past cities and fields, an ocean, and then the edge of the forest came into view, and when he told me that I’d been chosen to be the forest’s guardian… I could feel it. In my heart. In my head. My entire body buzzed with the rightness of it.”

      “How old were you?” I asked.

      He scoffed, “Six or seven. Young enough to have almost no gumption, no filter at all—it was a wonder he didn’t remove me from his horse and drag me along by a lead just to wear me out. I complained about everything—I let him know every moment I was thirsty, hungry, tired, bored… But somehow, he did not thrash me on the spot. Two weeks of travel it took until we finally reached the Fair Forest. And I suppose I should have known better than to trust him. I’m sure that he’d put some sort of charm on me to make me feel the forest magic was thrumming under my skin, but … I felt like I’d just come home.”

      “Perhaps not,” I offered. “Perhaps there was something about the forest that drew you in. Perhaps there still is.”

      “Perhaps,” Gawen echoed with a nod. “Mortas took me here, to the very heart of the woods, and told me that I must be prepared to give up everything, my whole life, in order to keep the Fair Forest protected, and in return I would live here, safe, as long as I would take care of the land. And for so many years this seemed like a fair trade.” He sighed, so much trouble and sorrow in his eyes, that it was easy to forget that the rest of him looked so animalistic. “Until one day, I decided it wasn’t. One day, I tried to leave.”

      My reaction to this was almost instantaneous; I couldn’t imagine Gawen leaving the forest. To picture it was like trying to picture one of the ancient fir trees walking down the village thoroughfare. Gawen was so much a part of this landscape, he was the forest. But before he even explained, I understood why.

      It is a blessing to have somewhere to call your home. It is a blessing to have somewhere to belong, but even a home can feel like a prison when you stay there all your life.

      I knew how this felt from a lifetime spent in the small farming village of Fairfront. By the time I was ten, I knew every face, every family, every blade of grass. I was never a child who particularly longed for adventure, but even so, there had been the tiniest kernel of excitement in my chest when I’d been selected to be the town sacrifice to the Beast of the Fair Forest.

      What would happen beyond the wall of trees? I’d wondered. What will I see? What will happen if I manage to break away? I’d had visions of an entirely new life when they marched me through the borders of bushes that separated the mouth of the forest and the village.

      Of course, I never would have guessed that the new life I’d find would be lying on the rug of the most handsome man in the world, stoking his hearth, my body still bearing evidence of our nocturnal fucking, my virginity less than twenty-four hours gone…

      “One day, when I was an impetuous teenager,” Gawen continued, “I decided to leave. The forest would be fine for a few hours without me, I’d reasoned. I would just go find a new lake to fish in, or wander through one of the village markets. I had every intention of coming right back.” He shook his head at the memory. “I barely made it beyond the trees before it happened.” Gesturing to the fur on his face and body, his muscles, his fangs, he gave me a sheepish grin. “Turned into a beast before I could even walk beyond the shadow of the bushes.”

      I blinked, processing what he was telling me. “So … you were punished for trying to leave.”

      “By the forest itself,” Gawen said.

      “Or Mortas,” I pointed out, my chest twitching with rage at the very idea, but it sounded just like something that old deceiver would do. Trapping someone inside a boundary, tying Gawen up with an enchanted rope, as it were, and whenever Gawen tried to walk past the wards, he explained, he was transformed back into the beast.

      “I tried it a few more times,” Gawen confessed, “and every time, I couldn’t make it past the wards without being turned into … into this.” He hung his head down low, and, staring at the fire, said in a shameful tone, “The last time I was like this? Was the day you arrived in the forest.”

      Somehow I managed to keep the shock off my face—how close had I come to actually being fed to the Beast of the Fair Forest? Had Mortas known this when he tied me to the tree? Had he been counting on Gawen to be in this monstrous form when he’d delivered me into the forest?

      A thousand questions, and yet none of them had any answers yet, but the most important one surfaced in my mind, and I blurted it out.

      “But you didn’t leave the forest. And you are still here—why haven’t you changed back?”

      I knew the answers, though, even as Gawen said it. “Mortas,” he replied glumly. “He cursed me. I don’t know when I’ll be back to my old self—if that will happen at all. Maybe I’ll just keep getting more and more beast until there’s nothing left of me but animal.”

      I studied the face of my lover—even with the fur on his skin and the fangs in his mouth, Gawen was handsome, his bone structure shapely. If I had met him alone in the woods in the dark of twilight, when all predators are hungry and stalking their evening meal, I would be terrified—but this was Gawen … for now.

      From the look of the dream he’d had earlier, and the way he’d lunged for me near the birch tree just after Mortas had struck him with this curse, we didn’t have much time before the beast took over Gawen’s body entirely, and he no longer recognized me as anything but prey.

      We had to figure out how to remove this curse from him, but how?

      The adrenaline had long since drained from my body, and outside, the sun was beginning its descent, casting a rich orange light in Gawen’s yard. The willows and the sycamores threw long shadows on the hut, and I pushed myself up to standing, suddenly wanting to do something useful, something other than brooding by the fire.

      “All right,” I said. “We’re going to rest tonight in the hut, and tomorrow morning, we’ll go check the border spells. Perhaps there’s something amiss with one of them, causing your … your transformation to last longer than it should. We’ll also look for Mortas. Is there some sort of summoning spell he taught you, for when you were in need?”

      Gawen shook his head. “He always showed up at random; sometimes it would be months between his visits.”

      My fists curled at my side, thinking about Mortas, bringing a poor orphaned child into these woods and leaving him to fend for himself. What are you up to, Mortas? I thought. What is your endgame? Surely you were not merely being charitable to Gawen. Surely there is some larger plan at play here.

      But I didn’t know what that could be. Not yet. Not without more answers.

      I slipped outside and spelled the yard, just in case Mortas tried to visit Gawen’s hut and cause more havoc. When I came back inside, Gawen was standing over the table, pushing flour, salt, and butter together with his furry hands, but his eyes were watching me, curious.

      “You’re getting better,” he told me when I inquired as to what, exactly, he was staring at. “I didn’t teach you how to put up wards like that.”

      I shrugged, but inside I was bursting with pride, so delighted that I had won his approval. “No, but you did teach me how to listen. Listening to the forest,  that’s all I need to do. The trees tell me what to do next.”

      Gawen glanced up at me, a gleam in his golden eyes. “And what are they telling you to do now?”

      Heat flooded me, and I went wet between my legs. “The trees are not talking to me right this second,” I said as I came around the table, putting my arms around his body. “The trees are not listening either. In fact, the trees are far too busy to care about what happens in this little hut tonight.”

      As he kneaded the loaf of bread on the table, I slid my hands down the front of his body, minding how it had changed in the transformation. Gawen had already been a man of pure muscle, a comely wild thing with a sexy figure that made my body ache with desire, but now in his beastly form, he was solid as a brick wall, capable of tossing me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and it was like my lust for him doubled.

      That, and the feel of his lengthening manhood, growing hard under my touch as I reached around the front of him and let my hands wander.

      Gawen stopped kneading the bread, touching my forearm. “I don’t… I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      My stomach fell, and I walked around the table again, giving him some space. He went back to kneading the bread, folding the dough, over and over, and when he finally slammed it into a pan and stuck it in his wood-burning oven, he glanced up at me with something unrecognizable in his eyes—frustration, longing, sorrow. “I just—I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t,” I assured him, my hands curling around the top of the chair. “I know you won’t.”

      “No, you don’t,” Gawen countered. “Not even I know that. Look, when we were back near the tree, right after Mortas cast his spell on me… I wasn’t myself anymore. There was nothing left of Gawen inside of me. I looked at you, and I didn’t see beautiful Rosaline, love of my life. I saw … meat.”

      I knew I should be afraid.

      I knew I should listen to what Gawen was telling me, heed his warning, but last night, when the two of us had shared his bed and I had taken him into my body, and he’d made me climax until my toes curled… That had been the most sacred, special moment of my life.

      I wanted to—no, I needed to have it again. I needed to see if it was something that could even be repeated.

      I needed to see if our bond could break past his curse.

      So with my heart pounding, I moved around the table again, finding his hands in mine; they were covered in flour still, the dough clinging to his fur, but I set them on my breasts.

      Gawen closed his eyes, a sound coming out of his throat that was halfway between a gasp and a growl. For a moment, I thought he was going to tug his hands away, storm out of the hut altogether, but he gently squeezed my chest, kneading at me with the same tender motion he’d just used to make our bread.

      “Rosaline,” he whispered when he opened his eyes, and I shushed him with my kiss.

      “Let’s just try,” I told him, “and if it’s too much, we’ll stop.”

      “What if I…?” Gawen’s question, unfinished, hung in the air between us nevertheless.

      What if I scratch you?

      What if I kill you?

      What if I disappear and the beast inside of me devours you whole?

      All risks I was willing to take if it meant I have another gorgeous, red-hot union with Gawen again—and I tried to tell him as much with my lips as he kissed me, kissed me deep, kissed me hard.

      Kissed me not like a man in love, but like a beast.
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      The scent of her skin.

      The sound of her wetting her lips with her tongue.

      The feel of her hands along my fur, bristling it, the plumpness of her breasts.

      Every sense heightened by my transformation.

      I tried to think of my new form in this perspective, with this sort of positive spin on it, but as Rosaline kissed me, I couldn’t help but be terrified.

      Terrified that I would lose control.

      Terrified that being this close to her would trigger some sort of animalistic response, that the curse would rear its head, and I would step back from her body, realizing I had just gone full beast and torn her apart.

      But, gods, she was soft.

      She was already slick with desire, and I could smell the heat rising off her skin; I could sense her readiness.

      And the part of me that was still Gawen… I longed to penetrate her again, to make her entire body crumble with pleasure, the way I had last night. I longed to taste her.

      “Gawen?” Rosaline suddenly whispered, pulling back to look at my face. She’d thought I was losing myself when I was really just losing myself in the thought of our union.

      I could do this, I told myself. I could stay Gawen long enough to fuck the woman I loved. As I leaned back into Rosaline and deepened my kisses, I centered myself on this very thought.

      My desire for her, the most human thing I knew—kept me centered.

      There was nothing that I wanted to do more than fuck her again, and I let that need guide me as I gently led her back into the nest of blankets on the floor.

      “Your hands,” she chuckled when I reached down and tugged up the top of her tunic. I’d coated her with flour, and there were two particularly incriminating marks around her breasts where I’d fondled her—proof of my love for her.

      I lifted off her tunic, wiping my hands of the globs of bread dough and the worst of the flour in its fabric, and greedily began lapping at her breasts—so full, so soft. I felt myself groan as soon as I made contact. Rosaline was so sexy, so utterly gorgeous, and I wanted to worship her in my arms.

      I wanted to have her at least one more time before … before…

      Banishing all thoughts of my curse, I focused instead on her every pleasure—the way her skin prickled with goose bumps when I ran a single finger down her spine, the way her cheeks flushed pink and her breathing heaved when I swirled my tongue around her hardened nipple.

      The way her eyes rolled back in her head when I kissed my way down her belly and, after taking off her pants, tapped my tongue against that fleshy little button, her clit—

      “Gawen,” she breathed out, arching her back—I wanted Rosaline to lay back, enjoy this, and I couldn’t stand her saying my name like that. It made me so hard, I could have rocketed right through her—

      And I wanted to take my time.

      When Rosaline was positioned and comfortable, lying back on a pillow on the floor, her legs spilling open to either side, I bent my head down to her warm, wet slit and I began to feast.

      Senses heightened.

      My beast within, ravenous—and Rosaline’s sweet, salty wetness tasted like nothing I’d ever tasted before. I licked in long, steady strokes, savoring the way her body trembled as I brought her closer and closer to the edge.

      My name fell out of her mouth, over and over, as she murmured her way to a climax, and when she finally came, shaking and gasping, it was with a gush of wetness that soaked my mouth. I licked it all up and barely had time to savor the sweetness of her release before she coaxed me up above her, fussing with the fastenings on my pants.

      “I need you,” Rosaline stammered. “I need you inside of me now.”

      Nerves prickled within me. I was absolutely hard, rock-solid, ready to slide into her—but pleasuring her with my mouth was one thing. Fucking her, having her tight pussy cling to my cock, feeling her quaking beneath me—that was something else entirely.

      And I wanted to stay in control, always, stay in control.

      “Gawen.” Rosaline arched herself up to meet my lips with hers, and her hands traced down my body, the rippling muscles of my beastly form, and wrapped around my manhood—

      It had grown in my transformation—I had always been generously endowed, and last night, when Rosaline and I had gifted each other our virginities, I had been worried that my long cock would hurt her… But it had grown even bigger.

      I feared that it would break her in half.

      Rosaline seemed to read my thoughts, and she guided my huge, throbbing cock towards her opening. “Go slowly,” she murmured, her eyes gleaming with desire, “but put it in me, please. Fill me up.”

      The beast within me wanted to shove inside her, thrust, fuck until I had my own release—

      But somehow I managed to slowly, gently slide into her, and my entire body shuddered with pleasure.

      I could feel it all the way up to the top of my head, in every cell—her pussy tightened around me, and I could see that my cock was big for her.

      Perhaps if I had been this size last night would have been impossible—but she was no longer a virgin, and since I had already licked her to satisfaction, she was sopping wet, ready for love.

      And I gave it to her.

      Long and slow strokes, pressing into her, her hips spread wide, until I had reached the fullness of her pussy—she would gasp and cling to me with wide eyes, and I would pull back out, trying not to lose control, trying not to let the beast within me take over.

      “God, Gawen,” Rosaline cried, tilting her head back, closing her eyes as if she just couldn’t handle it anymore. “This is so… You are—you are so…”

      I smiled, triumphant. I had pleasured her to the point that she had forgotten her basic grasp of language—a good sign, I thought, especially for someone as whip-smart as Rosaline.

      “And you are…” I started, and as I glanced down at her body I was too overwhelmed to complete this sentence. Her breasts floated above her rib cage, bouncing with every thrust. Her neck stretched back, long and graceful, her pulse visible. Her waist tightened, slim, and widened into her round, peach-like ass and I suddenly couldn’t take it anymore.

      I wanted her to finish one more time so I could explode within her.

      I had to feel her orgasm around my cock—and so I leaned down and kissed her neck, biting into it as gently as I could. “Rosaline, you’re so sexy.”

      “Mmmm,” she purred against me.

      “I want to make you come again,” I whispered. “Can I fuck you until you come?”

      “Yes—yes!” Rosaline met my rhythm, lifting her hips, bucking against me; she reached for one of my hands and placed it on her breast. I used my finger and thumb to play with her pebbled nipple, and with a grimace of absolute pleasure, Rosaline suddenly convulsed around my cock, her head falling back, a cry coming out of her throat that was almost animalistic—

      And my own cock couldn’t do it. Couldn’t hold out any longer—I thrust into her with everything I had and felt my release bursting up and out of me.

      With a roar, I climaxed, shooting my seed deep into her wet pussy, and when I was finished, I collapsed onto the floor.

      My chest panting, my heart pounding, and next to me, rolling to snuggle against my chest… my love.

      My life.

      We said nothing as the sun finished its descent beyond the horizon, and the land grew dark.

      Our bread finished cooking, and I brought the pan over to our little nest of blankets. We fed it to each other, tearing it with our fingers, and when the fire in the hearth was mere embers, we fell asleep like this, entwined in the blankets, folded into each other’s bodies, satisfied and safe—for tonight.

      I felt as if I had passed a test, albeit a small one—I had managed to touch Rosaline in this intimate way without losing myself to the beast within and seeing her only as prey. But in the back of my mind, I knew there was a ticking clock.

      I knew it was only a matter of time before the beast took hold, and I was desperate to remove the curse before the screams I elicited in Rosaline were ones of terror, not pleasure.
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      Morning arrived, and with it another despicable dream—again, I was chasing Rosaline through the woods, bounding over roots, darting between the trees, hungry for my prey.

      I woke to Rosaline shushing me, pressing a damp cloth against my forehead. “You were growling,” she informed me when I was alert enough to understand that it wasn’t real, that it was only another nightmare. “And you’re pouring sweat.”

      “I… I was running in my dreams.” I didn’t offer any other information—I didn’t want to give words to those images. I didn’t want to paint them for her, either—I took the cloth from her and cleaned my face as best I could, though I was aware of a very distinct animal musk coming from my fur.

      “How long was I…?” I asked.

      Rosaline, who was already dressed in a fresh tunic, leggings, and her boots, braided her hair over her shoulder as she answered. “Only for the last few minutes or so. The rest of the night, you slept peacefully, and thank goodness—I have a feeling we’re both going to need our wits about us today.”

      Today.

      That’s right—we were going to check all the protection spells along the border of the Fair Forest, as well as search for Mortas. The very thought of bumping into that traitor filled me with a beastly fury—I swallowed it down, gritting my teeth as I stood and drank from a pitcher of water. “About that… Rosaline, I’m not sure if I should accompany you today.”

      She was packing a bag of supplies, food, clean rags, a bladder of water, and glanced up at me with concern and surprise in her emerald green eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I just—I don’t know if I should be alone with you. Out in the woods.” My dream, chasing her, the light coming in dappled through the canopy, the smell of my meal as I tracked it through the underbrush.

      “You were alone with me last night.” Rosaline curled a hand around my bicep and squeezed, her eyebrow cocked in a suggestive hint.

      “Yes, but…” I sighed, rubbing my face in my hands. “I don’t want to lose control. Here, I’m in my hut, surrounded by my things. It’s familiar, it’s charmed. It’s human. Out there, in the woods… I don’t know, maybe I’m being too cautious. But I don’t want to—to go wild.”

      Rosaline chewed on her bottom lip, thinking. But she finally nodded, though she didn’t look pleased about it. “I’ll just check the border spells quickly,” she told me as she slung the bag over her back. “If there’s anything amiss, I’ll come back and get you, and we’ll go dismantle it together.”

      I pulled her in for a tender kiss—worry was still brimming from her eyes, but I held both sides of her face and leaned over, searching deep in those brilliant green orbs of hers. “Be safe out there,” I told her. “Mortas might still be prowling around. And there are wolves and other predators—”

      “None so deadly as the predator who I found last night.” Rosaline ran her hand down my torso, teasing me with the briefest touch, making my blood run hot.

      “I’m serious,” I told her, grabbing her hand so I could kiss the center of her palm. “Be on your guard, always.”

      “What are you going to do?” she asked, and I chuckled.

      “I’m going to stay home and cook a big lunch for you,” I informed her, “like a properly domesticated beast. Maybe I’ll make some more bread.”

      “Bread, yes. I love your bread.”

      “I’m happy to have someone to make it for,” I said.

      Rosaline kissed me one last time before she walked out into the trees. I followed her until she vanished against the green, and after I had tidied up the hut, eaten some eggs for breakfast, and replenished the water from the well outside, I sat down at my table with my bones.

      Over and over, I rolled them out, trying to make sense of what they were telling me—but the bones did not want to be read today. They were being deliberately vague, almost as if something was shielding their prophecies—or as if they didn’t want to tell me what they had seen.

      Too horrible, too dark.

      Too much for the Beast of the Fair Forest to know.
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      The forest was glorious to walk through, as ever, but it was very apparent that something had shifted.

      The soil beneath my feet was barren, the leaves on the trees almost transparent, their veiny structures visible as the sun shone through them.

      Bark on the trees was shriveled, the streams seemed lower than usual, and the birds… The usual chorus of rustlings in the bushes, notes trilled by the warblers of the sky, the soft treading of padded feet—it was muted.

      And below all this unnatural silence, I craned an ear, listening for the forest—listening for it to tell me what it needed, what it sought.

      The words were jumbled, though, and try as I might, I could not decipher them.

      “We will get you right,” I promised the forest as I walked. “We will stop whatever it is that is making you like this—we are your protectors, and we will make it…”

      I paused as I approached the first of the protection spells.

      Wards set up to keep villagers like me out of the Fair Forest, but it seemed they had also served to keep Gawen in its trees as well.

      It was strong magic—I could feel it from here, radiating like a fire. I wondered what would happen if I crossed its threshold. Would I be turned into a beast, like Gawen? Would I be cursed with my own fur, fangs, superhuman strength?

      I paced along the length of the spell. From what I could tell, it cast its boundary from one giant sitka spruce outward, causing discomfort and even pain to anyone who dared come near its span.

      But it seemed to be intact.

      The next one was strong too, casting its protection, and the next, and when I had checked on six different wards, all of which covered about two miles of the forest’s massive diameter, I paused.

      There were no breaks here, no way that the protection spells had been damaged.

      Good, then. The forest was not in any danger of being invaded by villagers—at least, not this area. I would check the rest of the wards throughout the day—but first, I bent over a stream, dipping my hands in the water, splashing it on my face to refresh myself, and then I heard it.

      A voice, tugging me downstream.

      The pond—the very same one that I had fallen into last week.

      The pond that had lured me under its surface, then whispered things to me that, at the time, had not made a lick of sense.

      But now, as the pond bid me come closer and closer, I wondered what the water might say to me this time.

      I wondered what secrets it might share with me, and this time, I went willingly into the water.

      Wading through the algae-slicked pond, I walked along the squishy bottom until the chilly water reached my chin, and then, holding my breath but trusting that the forest would not let its keeper drown, I ducked my head under.

      The water was frigid, but when I opened my eyes, that same warm, golden light hovered right in front of me, and I focused on it, my hair loosening from its braid, my ears ready to listen.

      The forest did not speak to me; it showed me something instead. A vision.

      Through the water, I watched.

      An old man, his wrinkled face like a bunched-up sheet, his flesh yellowed and falling off his face, his eyes dead and beady, barely alert with life. Mortas. I recognized him on sight; though, I had never known him to be this ancient, this wizened.

      He pulled his black robes over his hunched back, scurrying into the trees of an overgrown forest, and there, shining before him, a silver birch tree—one which I recognized as the birch which I had been tied to when I’d been brought into the Fair Forest as a virgin sacrifice.

      I watched as the vision showed me Mortas, who was already nearing the end of his long life, find a magical source in the birch tree. He drew it from the roots, and it made him young and vibrant again, and filled him with its powers.

      But the magic was unstable, the vision showed me.

      Everywhere Mortas went, disaster struck—as if the magic itself was overflowing, unable to be contained in a single man. Crops failed. Grass died. Cattle turned inside-out, their ribs jutting like sickening meat cages for the crows that landed on them and feasted.

      And Mortas knew, the vision showed me, that if he was going to steal the magic of the Fair Forest and use it to keep himself from aging and dying, he would have to find another source to hold it.

      To a far-off town he rode, and when the vision showed me a young boy with brown hair, waving to his shoulders, kind, curious eyes, and a serious mouth, I couldn’t help but grin.

      That was Gawen. I’d know him anywhere.

      In the vision, I watched Mortas grab him by the shoulder and nod at the orphanage master, indicating his selection. I watched him take Gawen over field and hill and river to the Fair Forest. I watched Mortas imbue part of the birch tree’s magic in Gawen, and I watched the magic splinter, a big silver piece of it floating out of Mortas’ grip, out of the forest, toward the village of Fairfront, where it landed in a pregnant woman’s soup as she sipped it out of the bowl.

      My mother.

      I nearly gasped but held my breath as the vision showed me what had happened.

      A splinter of the magic, swallowed by my mother when she was pregnant with me, and then I was born.

      And the forest’s magic was born with me.

      It had always been a part of me; no wonder I had always felt drawn to the trees. No wonder I had always imagined a life beyond the village, and no wonder the forest spoke to me in such clear tones.

      The magic that had once belonged exclusively to that silver birch tree…

      It had now been split into three parts.

      Part of it, Mortas had drained for himself. He had put some of the magic back into Gawen, in order to stabilize it, and he’d warded the forest to keep Gawen here, so Mortas could draw on Gawen’s magic whenever his own was depleted. He was using Gawen as a container for this magic. My Gawen, set up to be nothing more than a source of magic for that snake, Mortas.

      And the third part of the magic was within me.

      Earlier this year, the vision showed me, when the village started to show signs of famine, Mortas realized the magic was unstable again. It was beginning to eat him alive too. He was unable to keep himself youthful and energetic. He was unable to draw on his own well of magic, or on Gawen’s. He realized that he needed to give back one portion of the magic to the forest, or else the forest itself would die.

      And that was the real reason why he’d sacrificed me to the Fair Forest.

      He’d been hoping that the birch tree would devour me, or that I would die in some other way, and that the forest’s magic would be restored, and he could continue to draw on its powers for another century or two.

      What, then? I whispered in my mind, asking the trees for the answer. What could we do?

      The answer was as clear as a summer sky—the magic was divided into three people.

      One of those people needed to give their magic back to the forest, or the forest would die.

      Mortas, Gawen, or myself… One of us had to give ourselves to the forest, or else the magic would consume all three of us.

      And Gawen’s curse? I begged for an answer to end his curse, but the forest had no answers. It was a dark magic that was turning the love of my life into an animal, and the only one who could remove this curse was Mortas.

      So the answer was clear, I thought as I surfaced, breathing in air and squeezing the excess water from my hair.

      Mortas had to be stopped.

      We had to stop him before he sacrificed me to the forest for real this time, and before Gawen’s curse was too far gone to undo.

      I emerged from the water, wringing my tunic out and shaking off like a dog, and when I rubbed the pond water from my eyes, I blinked, glancing around me.

      A sickening fear buried itself in my stomach.

      When I’d ducked my head under the pond’s surface, the forest around me had been quiet and anemic, drained of color, but unmistakably springtime.

      The forest I saw now was full of golden leaves, tumbling down from blackened branches, gray soil, thin sunlight shining through the crisp, smoky air.

      The canopy was bare, the underbrush already crunchy and scarlet red, and the chill that covered my skin was not just from the newly dropped temperatures.

      It was autumn.

      The forest had been plunged into autumn.

      Everywhere, I could hear it—roots of trees straining for breath, the forest choking, spiraling in the beginnings of its death rattle.

      “How long?” I cried out to the orange and brown world that surrounded me. “How long do we have to fix you?”

      Tomorrow at sunset, the forest replied.

      Or else I would have to sacrifice myself to keep the forest—and my Gawen—alive.
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      It doesn’t take any magic to make soup.

      It took carrots, bay leaf, potatoes, flour for dumplings, and a broth I made with the wild boar I caught, which I hadn’t been planning to hunt—

      I had been sitting in the hut, tidying, trying to make myself useful, trying not to be upset that, right now, Mortas could be prowling Rosaline as she checked the border spells—

      She could handle it herself, I assured myself multiple times. She was the protector of the forest—and in turn, it would keep her safe. It would keep her alive.

      Then a movement darted in the corner of my eye, and I spotted it, running past my window—a boar, slightly older than juvenile, its tusks digging in the soil for roots, and the beast within me snarled.

      I lunged for it the moment I was outside, and my fangs tore out its throat before I even realized I’d caught it—

      To be sure that I did not waste such a creature, I brought it back to the yard and cleaned it, saving its hide to use for brush bristles and a small sheath for a dagger, but I couldn’t assuage my guilt so easily.

      I had killed.

      I had killed almost without thinking—I’d felt my blood boil, my body taken over by the cursed Beast within me—at least now I knew that I had been right to insist on staying home while Rosaline checked the boundary wards.

      That could have been her, I thought as I prepared the boar’s meat and strained the broth. I could have lunged for her instead, ripped out her throat with my fangs—my nightmare come true.

      While I chopped the vegetables and let the soup simmer and bubble, I threw my bones, again and again, pricking my own finger to provide a decent self-sacrifice, just to further tempt the magic—but it was no use.

      The bones would tell me nothing.

      Another motion outside the window, and when I glanced up this time, I saw two things—first, I saw Rosaline, her face twisted deep in ponderous thought as she strolled back to the yard. She looked like she’d been wet and dried again, her hair in stiff waves down her shoulders, her clothing crunchy against her figure.

      And I saw the first of the fall leaves.

      I shook my head, doing a double take. No, it couldn’t be autumn—not yet, not this soon. The last of winter’s snow had just melted away from beneath the largest of the trees; the first of the rabbit and fox litters had just started scampering around the forest, chasing each other… It couldn’t possibly be time for the leaves to turn golden and begin their descent to the forest floor.

      Impossible.

      We still had a whole season to get through first—

      But autumn was here, and it was as real as Rosaline was, walking through the door of the hut, her green eyes ablaze, her mouth pursed.

      “My love.” I wrapped her in my arms, rubbing her skin to warm her—but she didn’t seem to be bothered by her chilly clothing.

      She stripped out of her wet tunic, tossing it over the fire to dry, and without skipping a beat, said, bare-breasted, her damp hair clinging to her skin like she was a water creature, “I saw it. I saw it all.”

      “You saw what?” I resisted the urge to steal a caress of her chest, despite her breasts looking so utterly tempting, and grabbed a quilt, draping it around her shoulders. “Come, sit, eat some soup.”

      “Mortas. I saw Mortas.” Rosaline met my eyes, a slight tremble of her chin. “I saw what needs to be done.”

      I managed to convince her to take a few bites of soup; between spoonfuls, she told me everything that she had learned from her vision in the pond, and I sank back in my chair.

      “So that explains the seasons changing,” I murmured, but that was the tip of the iceberg—it explained so much else. It explained why Mortas had taken me from the orphanage in the first place, why the forest’s whispers had grown more desperate in the last few months.

      It explained why I was cursed into this beastly form whenever I tried to leave the woods—Mortas had probably spelled the borders to punish me with this animalistic version of myself, just to make sure that his source of magic never left.

      It explained why he’d wanted Rosaline dead.

      My old master… but he’d been using me all along. The forest hadn’t chosen me to be its protector.

      He’d chosen me to hold the magic for him—and with my jaw clenched, I managed to choke out, “We have to find him, then. Find him and feed him to the forest—it’s the only way.”

      Rosaline let out a scoffing sound. “How?” she asked. “How are we supposed to do that? Mortas is a powerful mystic—he’s had centuries to learn how to wield his magic.”

      “And the magic is not responding to me,” I added. “Not in this form.” I glanced up at her, my chest softening. “That means you’ll have to do it. You’ll have to find Mortas and use the forest’s magic to defeat him.”

      “I’ll never be powerful enough.” Rosaline’s eyes brimmed with frustrated tears. “I only just learned that I was capable of such things a week ago—there’s no way I’ll be able to face him. I’ll never be powerful enough to beat him.”

      It killed me to see Rosaline like this—even I could feel her power wafting off her, almost like she was made of sunshine. But I understood why she was so overwhelmed.

      Mortas had been hoarding this magic for centuries now—how could anyone think that they stood a chance against him?

      No, I thought, gritting my teeth. That was backwards. Mortas was powerful, yes—but if anyone could beat him, it was Rosaline.

      “You are at a disadvantage,” I reminded her. “I had a master to teach me the basics of spell work—you only have the forest giving you commands. An excellent teacher, to be sure,” I added, just in case the woods around me took this as an insult. “But it would be good to have a human helping you. A real mystic. Someone who knows spells.”

      Rosaline scrunched up her face in a frown. “I seriously doubt that Mortas will—”

      “Not Mortas.” I pointed at myself, aware that with my current beastly form, covered in fur, the fangs, the thick, muscular build, I looked about as likely to cast a spell as one of the wolves who roamed the woods.

      But I knew how to do the spell work. I knew where to start—and so when Rosaline straightened and said, somewhat flirtatiously, “All right, teacher. Teach me,” I pushed the stub of a candle across the table, a foot away from her face.

      “All right,” I said to her. “Light the candle.”

      Rosaline studied me, as if suspecting a trick, then started to stand to get the matches.

      “No.” I held onto her forearm. “Not with matches. Just with magic.”

      Rosaline looked utterly lost. “But… how? I don’t even know where to begin.”

      “We all find our own way into the spells,” I said, reciting the same things that Mortas told me back when he was teaching the basic tenets of magic work. “You’ll have to make your own pathway.”

      Was it wrong of me to use Mortas’s lessons to teach Rosaline? Would that give Mortas some sort of key into her mind? I was conflicted—but Mortas was the one who had shown me how to do this, and it was the only way I knew how to teach.

      Rosaline stared at the candle, her eyes growing red. I counted the leaves that fell from the trees outside, patient while my darling Rosaline found her way into the spell—

      And finally, she did it

      A tiny flame, dancing on the wick of the candle.

      I was thrilled and clapped to congratulate Rosaline on her very first summoning—but the sour sneer on her face made me chuckle.

      “You look so disappointed,” I commented, clearing our dishes to scrub in the sink.

      “The world’s smallest fire,” Rosaline said of her spell. “That’ll show Mortas.”

      “You have to be patient,” I told her. “You’ve only just learned that you are even capable of such things, like you said—every relationship with magic must start somewhere. And for the record, it took me weeks before I was able to bring forth a flame.”

      Rosaline’s mouth tugged up in a reluctant smile. “Truly?”

      “Truly.” I pressed a kiss into her hair. “Now, come on, let’s get you all cleaned up. I love you dearly, but you smell like pond scum.”

      “Isn’t that how you wild men like your women?” Rosaline teased back, and my chest panged.

      Would I ever be only a man for her again? Or would I sink deeper and deeper into this curse until there was no part of me that recognized her, no part of me that delighted in her small magics?

      No part of me that remembered how much I loved her?
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      Rosaline kept practicing with the candle, producing flames that were bigger, producing them faster, making them burn hotter.

      By the time I’d cleaned up dinner, Rosaline was able to burn a candle down to wax in less than a minute.

      By the time all the leaves had fallen off the trees, leaving the branches barren and lifeless, Rosaline had exhausted herself and fell asleep on the floor in my arms.

      By the time my mind untangled itself enough for me to sleep, too, the snow had started drifting down in spirals.

      Outside the hut, Rosaline’s wards held fast—but beyond them, I could hear the wolves of the woods coming nearer than they had ever dared to before, as if coming to challenge their alpha.

      As if they knew that I would soon only be an animal like they were.
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ROSALINE

        

      

    

    
      Snow.

      Snow everywhere.

      Not just outside in the yard and the forest beyond—but inside, all over the hut. A dusting on the kitchen table. Frost in the hearth. A blanket of snow on top of the blankets that were wrapped around me. My hair was damp with snow, my eyelashes…

      There was snow stuck to every bit of Gawen’s fur, and when I shook him awake, he started, blinking, looking up at the swirling white, undoubtedly unsure of where he was.

      “I guess autumn is over,” I said playfully. “Isn’t winter the time of cuddling by the hearth?” I leaned back into the warmth of his body, then glanced up at his face—his eyes were glinting black, and a long, low snarl issued from his chest.

      Oh god.

      Not my Gawen, love of my life, keeper of the forest.

      The beast—whatever the curse had made of him.

      My heart was pounding as I moved away from him, settling into a crouch. If I had to, I could spring back, away from his reach, and buy myself enough time to cast a spell—

      If I dared to shoot magic at my love. I didn’t want to hurt him, even though he got to his feet, growling in the snow.

      He would hurt me, though, I reasoned with myself—not Gawen, but the curse within him.

      But just as he lunged towards me, fangs bared, ready to tear me into pieces, he paused, and he coughed, doubling over, and I watched his eyes shift back from the hard black of the cursed beast’s orbs to that soft, almost golden glint.

      Gawen.

      Before he could even say a word, his face crumbled with shame, and I rushed forward into his arms. He stroked my hair, muttering, “God, Rosaline, I could have—”

      “But you didn’t.” I tilted my head, making him meet my eyes—the worry that was radiating from him nearly broke my heart, but I wanted him to know that I did not blame him for this.

      I was not afraid of him.

      The snow, on the other hand…

      Gawen finally peered around us, shaking his head. “Well, that’s something. A snowstorm in spring.”

      “The seasons are all mixed up.” A row of icicles clung to the roof of the hut, jutting down like glassy fangs; beyond the hut, there was a voice on the wind.

      Faint, but it was there—

      The trees were speaking to me.

      “What do they say?” Gawen asked. His curse had made it difficult for him to hear the voices, and while the trees were still speaking in that vague, garbled language, I could make out one phrase, one name, intoned against the ice and the snow.

      One name.

      “Mortas,” I breathed. “He’s here. He’s in the forest.”

      Tension made Gawen’s entire frame tighten. He wrapped an arm around me protectively, pulling me close, and I placed my hand on his chest. “I have to go meet him,” I said.

      Gawen’s reaction was instantaneous—he inhaled sharply through his nose, unhappy with this prospect.

      “I have to,” I repeated. “This could be our only chance to see him face-to-face, and to…” I didn’t dare finish my sentence. I didn’t dare say “to fight him,” or “to defeat him at last.” It still didn’t feel real, that the person who was meant to battle with Mortas for the protection of the forest and of the man I loved was… me.

      A farmer’s daughter.

      A nobody, until I’d met Gawen.

      But Gawen looked at me with sadness in his eyes and shook his head. “I… I can’t go. I should stay here, in case the curse tries to take me again.”

      I bit my lip, thinking this over as I dressed for the cold. Only moments ago, Gawen had lunged towards me with his claws out, the beast within him hungry for my flesh.

      But I knew that I was stronger when he was near me.

      And so I firmly held his shoulders and told him, while looking directly into his perfect eyes. “No. You’re coming with me. We are going to face him together.”

      The vision under the pond had been very clear—one of the three of us would have to die in order for the other two to survive, and in order to restore the forest back to its glory and its health.

      I wasn’t going to let it be me, and I wasn’t going to let it be Gawen.

      I wanted Gawen by my side when I brought down Mortas and undid the hold that he had on the orphan he’d stolen for his own gain.

      Gawen leaned down and met my mouth with a fierce kiss, one that sent heat rippling through me, cutting through the chill of the snow. “All right, but, Rosaline, if I—if I start to turn…”

      “You won’t.” I had no evidence with which to assure him—but I knew that if I could manage to produce any spell work larger or more powerful than the one I had last night, with the candle and the flame, it would be because Gawen’s life depended on it.

      “Come on,” I said, pulling on my boots. “Let’s go before we lose him.”
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      The forest was resplendent in winter.

      Ice hung from every bleak dead tree, giving the landscape teeth and claws. The sky was white, the snow drifting down in fat flakes the size of fingernails, and I wished that this was just the magical first day of the season and that I could bound into the pristine mounds of snow without trepidation. I wished that back in the hut, a stew and some cocoa waited for us, and that a hearth would warm us up later, along with newly knitted socks and a quilt that we would share.

      I wished that it was an ordinary day and that Gawen and I were out trekking in the forest for the sheer pleasure of it.

      But there was nothing ordinary about the reasons we were heading out into the cold.

      Somewhere in the woods, there was a man waiting for us, and he wanted to harm us.

      Wanted us dead.

      One, or both of us—and even if Mortas was planning to keep Gawen alive, it would not be a mercy.

      It would be to use Gawen as he had for years, as a source of magic, a funnel with which to drain the forest’s enchantments and make himself young and powerful and alive forever—

      But I had no doubts that Mortas would try to kill me the very same second that he saw me.

      So I kept my eyes open as we crept through the skeletal trees, and every noise in the still-fallen landscape, I leaned into, trying to decipher if it was a spell coming my way.

      But as we made our way from Gawen’s hut to the edge of the forest, near the birch tree, near the now-frozen green pond that had granted me visions and voices not once but twice now, we saw nothing.

      We heard no one.

      “It’s a big forest,” Gawen pointed out when we had reached the boundary of the woods. “He could be on the other side of the perimeter—he could be anywhere.”

      Through the stark black tree line, I could see all the way to the village—

      Fairfront.

      Where I’d grown up.

      Where I’d called home for all of my life until last week.

      Winter had fallen on them, too—I could only imagine what disaster that had wrought on the crops, the gardens, and the livestock. Had they even managed to pick any of the spring vegetables and set them to pickle and in cans before the snow fell, turning the carrots and radishes and potatoes into frozen gray mush? Had they even had enough firewood chopped and dried for this early a winter?

      I suddenly heard voices.

      Men shouting, and dogs barking.

      Peering through the branches, I saw a group of village men, axes slung over their shoulders, marching towards the forest.

      Apparently they had not procured enough firewood yet—and they were coming into the Fair Forest to hack into the trees and find some.

      I was shocked, almost too shocked to move—the villagers of Fairfront had never come into the forest before, not in my lifetime. With one exception—they had marched me beyond the protection spells around the perimeter to tie me to the birch tree, but that was it.

      Fairfront farmers were forbidden from entering the forest—and yet here they came, without a hitch, almost cheerful.

      “The boundary spells,” I whispered when Gawen reached my side. “They’re broken. Look.”

      Gawen did not stand there to witness the exact faces of the people coming into the forest—faces of farmers I had known for all of my years.

      He was much more sensible than I was in this moment—he grabbed my arm and tugged me behind a fat pine trunk, hiding me from their view.

      “Which one did Mortas say was off-limits?” one of the villagers called to the other, and someone pointed to the silver birch tree.

      “That one. The one that glows. Every other tree is fair game,” he answered.

      “And every animal.” Someone lifted a bow with an arrow notched in its string, searching the ground for rabbits or other game. It didn’t take him long to find his first kill—his arrow went straight through the heart of a pheasant that was fluttering to its nest, and the bird flopped into the snow, motionless.

      I turned to make a comment to Gawen—pheasant was such a rare delicacy in Fairfront that this man would likely be the envy of the town, and his children might even be presumed to have magical powers after dining on this bird.

      But Gawen was standing away from the tree trunk, snarling, and one glance at his eyes told me all I needed to know.

      The curse.

      It had taken hold of him again. His eyes were black as cold, and he snarled loud enough to echo through the white winter woods.

      Loud enough to catch the ears of the villagers, who suddenly ducked low, their breaths coming out in huge, frightened puffs, their posture ready to fight.

      They’d heard the sound of a beast, and I knew they would shoot their arrows into him upon first sight—I couldn’t let them see him. I couldn’t let them come any further into the woods than they already had.

      Closing my eyes, I summoned the forest. I whispered to them what I needed, and within seconds the trees responded.

      I could hear their howls before they even reached the border—the wolves of the forest, drooling and snarling. They chased the villagers back from the trees, back towards Fairfront—a few arrows were loosed, but none hit their targets, and I sank back against the trunk, relieved when I saw that the coast was clear.

      But Gawen had not shifted back yet—the gold in his eyes was still gone, and now, with the wolves circling him, circling me, all these predators ready to lunge, I was an easy target.

      And no matter what I whispered to the forest, no matter how I pled for guidance, the trees were silent.

      There was nothing the trees could do for me now.
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      Kill. Rip. Devour.

      My prey, backing against the trees.

      She bumped into a cedar, turning as if she was looking for a way to scramble up its trunk to safety, and I felt a laugh roar out of me.

      As if she could get away from me.

      As if she could climb high enough, run fast enough to outwit me.

      There was nowhere for her to go.

      I had her cornered.

      All those dreams of catching her, my chase fueled by her scent—good enough to eat—and now I had her.

      Somewhere, deep inside, a battle raged within me.

      The curse, the beast, taking hold of my mind—but I, Gawen, was slippery.

      I could not do magic, not when this curse was on my head.

      The bones would not speak to me.

      The trees treated me like any other animal.

      But my mind… My mind was not the mind of a creature. Not yet.

      And I resisted as hard as I could.

      Prey.

      No, not my prey—my love.

      Food.

      Not food. She has a name. Rosaline. Rosaline. Her name is Rosaline.

      And her name is every other lovely thing that exists in the world—flowers, ribbons, a sunrise, the arch of her back when I kiss between her thighs, the smooth pink of a seashell, the first delicious bite into a freshly-baked loaf of bread, the gentleness of a whisper, the sound of someone singing.

      Rosaline is all those things and more.

      Dinner. Food. Prey. Kill.

      The wolves had chased the villagers away. But now they turned to Rosaline, prowling closer—I thought of that first moment when I saw her, back when she was tied to the birch tree.

      Wolves had surrounded her then, too—and I had saved her by speaking to the wolves, telling them to fall back, to leave her to me.

      I tried to speak to them now, and all that came out was a snarl.

      They no longer saw me as the alpha, the protector of the forest, a wild man who must be obeyed, no matter how much their little creature-brains resisted.

      They saw me as competition.

      And before they would tear into Rosaline, they would have to go through me first.

      The beast within me levelled them with my cruel black eyes, and a wicked smile tugged my lips up, baring my fangs.

      Very well.

      A fight it is.

      The first wolf jumped at me with surprising daring; I blocked it with my arm and sent it yowling back to the pack.

      Two more attacked me, snapping their jaws into my flesh—if they were shocked to bite me and find fur, like them, they did not show it. They tore into me as if I was one of their own—brother against brother, predator against predator, beast against beast.

      I ripped them off me, their teeth leaving tracks of blood on my forearm, but it felt like nothing.

      Only a scratch, nothing to be upset about, nothing to keep me from charging towards her, ready to rip, kill, eat—

      More wolves came, and I fought them all until all that was left of them were sorrowful whimpers and resentful growls. They hobbled back into the woods, giving us a respectful distance—they would be back later, ready to try their luck again after they had licked their wounds and regathered their strengths.

      But for now, the wolves had left her to me.

      This beautiful, simpering, frightened thing—oh, yes, the beast within me delighted to see her shaking, even though she was trying so hard to be brave.

      The beast within me thought it was great sport to see her straighten against the tree trunk, jutting her chin forward, her eyes begging for mercy, as if I could recognize her anymore—

      As if she was anything to me but a meal.

      “Gawen!” Rosaline did not cower, but stood tall, her eyes finding mine. “Gawen, it’s me. It’s Rosaline. Think about when we met.”

      Kill, tear, rip.

      “Think about what we’ve shared—think about last night on the rug.” My cock went stiff, but I ignored it, prowling ever closer. The cold of the snow all around would only make her more delicious to devour.

      “Think about what you mean to me—I would do anything for you,” Rosaline went on, her tone almost hysterical. “Oh, god, Gawen, please, I know you’re in there! Gawen, don’t leave me! Gawen, please!”

      My claws were stretching out to her perfect white neck; my teeth were dangerously close to her pulse. I could smell her blood, smell her meat—

      “Gawen,” she whispered once more, tears pouring from her cheeks, freezing before they hit the ground. “I won’t fight you. I won’t risk hurting you—but Gawen, please. Listen to me. You won’t hurt me, either. You won’t. I know you won’t.”

      Something shifted within me.

      Something shattering, an icy pond thawing.

      The beast retreated, back to pace its caged corner in my mind, and I, Gawen, wild man of the Fair Forest, lover of Rosaline, protector of her until the end of my days, I glanced in her eyes, murmuring her name: “Rosaline?”

      The smile that broke her face would be one that I would see in my dreams, I knew it. “Gawen?” She reached out her hand, as gingerly as one would approach a feral animal.

      Zip!

      Something hit me, right through my shoulder.

      An arrow.

      Such a small thing, compared to me—and I should have reacted as if it were a sliver, a mosquito bite.

      But the angle hit me in just the right place—or, perhaps, in just the wrong place.

      I could feel my heart speed up its beating, and then slow.

      I could feel the wetness of my blood, oozing out of the wound, dripping onto the white snow below.

      I could feel the heat drain from me, and as I slumped over I watched the branches of the trees spiral, the world white all around me, and Rosaline, tumbling upside-down and back again as I fell into the snow.

      At least I did not hurt her, I thought.

      At least I would die knowing that she was the only one who could tame me.
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      My Gawen.

      I saw him, for a brief shining moment.

      And I do mean shining—

      He was cursed, he was the beast, he was about to attack me, and I was fully prepared to die.

      I wasn’t going to risk hurting him, not when he wasn’t in his right mind—it wasn’t Gawen who was thrashing and clawing at me, after all, it was the curse.

      The horrible, evil spell that Mortas had put on him to punish him—

      And then I said his name.

      I said his name again and again, each time saying it as if it were itself magic. I whispered it, I cried it out, I called for him as if he was merely lost in the woods, and I said it plainly, as if we were already in the middle of the rest of our lives together, and I needed him to pass me the salt.

      I said his name again and again until he remembered who he was—and then I saw his eyes tilt golden.

      I saw him look at me, and know me as his love, his mate—

      And then the arrow, taking him down.

      Pytor, from the village—that was who shot the arrow that pierced through my Gawen.

      A young man, only my age—my mother always thought that I would grow up to marry Pytor, but I found him dull and intolerably weak-minded, even when I was a child.

      And now, he’d shot the love of my life.

      “No!” I cried out, my voice raw, shrill as a bat’s shriek in the night, and across the field, Pytor, who had clearly been expecting my gratitude, looked shocked.

      Guilty.

      “Get out!” I screamed at Pytor. “Go! Leave this place!”

      Pytor would not get my pity—he had wanted to look the part of a hero to the other villagers, so he’d crept back through the forest boundaries to shoot himself some game.

      No doubt he’d been practically salivating at the thought of bagging something as huge and hulking as Gawen—Pytor had probably already picked out the place above his mantle where Gawen’s beastly head would hang as a trophy.

      But now Pytor stared at me, terror in his eyes, and I realized I was shouting at him with all the fervor and madness of a monster.

      “They—they said we could come back to the forest!” he called to me. “They said it was safe. They said we could hunt for food!”

      “This is not food!” I screamed, and the forest screamed with me.

      All those farmers from Fairfront had chopped into trees, seeking firewood, and those trees now cried out in pain—how could the villagers not have heard it?

      How could they not hear it now?

      “Get out, Pytor!” I shouted again, “or I’ll set your scrawny ass on fire from here!”

      Pytor just stared at me, that same dumb look on his face that he’d had as a child, and so I narrowed my eyes, sending up a line of flames, bursting from the snow at the edge of the forest.

      He rushed off, back towards Fairfront, spilling the rest of his arrows in his haste to get away from me.

      I waved my hand and the fire was doused; my grief could burn down the entire forest if I let it.

      For the second time in as many days, I flew to the side of my only love.

      “Gawen,” I stammered, trying to roll him onto his back without disrupting the wound—the arrow was buried deep, and while his fur was stopping some of the bleeding, the snow was already crimson beneath him.

      This was beyond what I could do now.

      But I had to try.

      “Rosaline,” he groaned—his face was pale, his eyes sunken into their sockets. I could almost feel his pain, radiating from him, and I had to concentrate to keep from sobbing.

      “It’s all right,” I told him. “Stay with me. I know it hurts. I’m going to heal you.”

      Please, I whispered to the forest, everything you have, please, give it to him, keep him alive, bring him back to me—

      But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t even communicate with the trees—it was like something was blocking my voice. The forest felt completely still, silent, already in the throes of its death rattle—

      And when I glanced up to see if there was even one green leaf till clinging to any branches, one critter scurrying around the trees, Mortas was there.

      The smirk on his face made my insides twist with rage—but I concentrated on Gawen, on finding the forest magic, on making him whole again.

      Please, I begged, please, searching for those threads of magic, those whispers that would tell me what to do, how to fix this.

      Mortas took a step towards me—his robes were so dark against the blinding white of the snow, he was almost silhouetted in the landscape. “Pain,” he said, “is the best motivator for magic. I wouldn’t expect you to understand this yet—it’s more advanced, and you, unfortunately, will never progress past candle wicks and pond visions.” He thrust his chin at Gawen, whose glassy eyes were barely focusing on the traitor who was his former mentor and master. “All that rage you’re feeling? That grief? All of that is power, though you have no idea how to use it—no need, however.” Mortas yanked a dagger from his robes; its point glinted silver against the snow. “Once I drain your blood on the roots of the birch tree, all that power will be returned to the forest. I will reabsorb your magic, and the source will be stabilized—”

      I didn’t wait for him to finish.

      I slid forward, kicking upward, hitting my target, sending his dagger flying out of his hand. It landed in the snow bank some ten feet away, and immediately I scrambled after it.

      My love, Gawen, bleeding in the snow—but I had to make sure we were safe, had to make sure that Mortas could not…

      I paused, lifting the dagger’s handle just as Mortas reached my side. He was panting, strained for breath—he had aged terribly since last I saw him. A few more hours without the magic to replenish his youth, and he would surely turn to dust.

      But if he slaughtered me and drained my blood in the forest, what was stopping him from doing the same to Gawen? Perhaps Mortas believed the forest’s magic would be stable enough, or perhaps Gawen and I had meddled too much to be trusted. Perhaps Mortas would find some other hapless orphan, and start the whole process all over again—

      I needed a guarantee. A vow.

      I needed Gawen’s safety to be spoken for.

      So I held up the blade, letting its reflection shine directly in Mortas’s eyes, and stood.

      Mortas tracked my every movement and tilted his head in confusion when I turned the blade into my own palm, running it against the flesh.

      Three drops of my own blood dripped into the snow. “I am going to let you take me,” I told Mortas. “But my life will come with a price.”

      “I could kill you for free,” Mortas said again, stepping forward, and I glared at the snow right beneath his boots. Flames darted up and he jumped back, staring at the strange combination of fire and ice at his feet.

      “I will not come easily,” I said, “and by the time you finally fight me and slit my throat, the forest may be dead. Look at it now—do you really think it will last? Is it worth the risk?”

      Mortas glanced up at the trees, at the stark black branches stretching like fingers up into the white sky. He peered back down at me with despite in his eyes, but managed to choke out, “What do you have in mind?”

      My stomach hollowed out. “I want a guarantee that Gawen will live. If I let you take me, you will heal him, and you will set him free. No more curse, no more wards keeping him in the forest.” I pointed at the blood that I’d spilled in the snow. “Seal this vow with your own blood, so that the forest can keep you accountable—and I will give you your knife and let you do your deed.”

      Mortas lifted his chin, assessing me. He seemed to be determining whether or not this was a trap, but I kept my eyes open and steadfast.

      There were no traps involved—not this time. No tricks, no fancy wordplay, nothing but old-fashioned blood sacrifice.

      I would do it a thousand times more if it meant Gawen would live. He’d had his life stolen from him once already. If I could die in order to give him a second chance, I would consider it the highest honor.

      Mortas used the edge of one of his rubies embedded in his ring to break open the skin on his pinky finger; squeezing the drops onto the snow, he matched my own red dots. Three of them, all in a row.

      “Say it,” I instructed him. “Out loud, so the forest can hear you—and you know what it will do to you if you break your vow.”

      Mortas sneered at me, and I was certain that I had just guaranteed myself a very painful death—but Mortas said it out loud.

      “I swear,” he repeated, “that Gawen will live and be given his freedom.”

      “Curse-free,” I added.

      “Curse-free,” Mortas continued. “I will have nothing more to do with him. Now, give me the knife.”

      This was it.

      My stomach was prickling with nerves—I’d already faced my death multiple times this last week. First, when the villagers tied me to the birch tree, and I’d watched the glowing eyes of the wolves surrounding me, licking their chops as it grew darker and darker.

      Second, when I’d slipped in the pond, nearly drowning, then hovered in and out of consciousness as hypothermia threatened to kill me.

      Finally, just moments ago, when Gawen’s curse took over his mind and he’d almost attacked me beneath the trees—but now, as I walked myself over to Mortas and to my death, I marveled at how simple it all seemed.

      One slash to the neck, a few minutes of agony as I bled out onto the snow, and it would be over.

      I would sleep, and I would never wake up.

      “On your knees, bitch.” Mortas took his knife from my hands and shoved me forward, hard; I fell into the snow and grit my teeth, resisting the urge to throw my fist into his face. “Any last words?” he taunted as he held the blade against my neck.

      His dagger was cold, but my blood boiled hot against the surface of my throat. I refused to look at him, refused to have my last words address him at all—instead I glanced down at Gawen, my only love.

      I’d given everything to him—and now, I’d give him my very life.

      “I love you,” I whispered, a single tear rolling down my cheek, falling off my chin, landing in the snow.

      If only I could have held him one last time, kissed him, touched him—

      And then with a gigantic roar that made every last bird in the forest fly out of their trees, Gawen sprung to life and, in a swift movement, seized Mortas’s hand and yanked the knife from his old master’s grip.
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      What a strange thing, to know that you are dying.

      I could feel my blood spilling out of my wound, coating the snow, melting the ice.

      I could feel the pain—sharp at first, and then slowly fading, which was how I knew that this was the end.

      Flat on my back, the arrow jutted out from my shoulder at an odd angle, parallel to the ground—and I could see Rosaline, hovering above me, speaking my name.

      And I could also hear the birds, far off in the forest—in fact, even as Rosaline, love of my life, spoke to me, trying to comfort me, making promises to heal me… It was those birds that got my attention.

      Ever since Mortas laid his curse on me, I couldn’t hear the forest—couldn’t hear the whisper of the trees, the chatter of the critters running through the underbrush, the gossip of the birds…

      It had been silent, so silent.

      But I could hear the birds singing now, and it brought tears to my eyes.

      This forest, my home for so many years.

      And Rosaline, who I’d been waiting for—she’d finally come, and for one blissful week, my life had been complete.

      I’d been so happy… And it should have been a pleasure to have her here in my final moments—

      But then the birds started trilling.

      Danger, they rang. Danger—and then there was Mortas. Looming in his robes, looking very much like one of the stark black trees that dotted the landscape, an icy sneer on his face.

      I couldn’t do anything.

      I couldn’t stop him—and as he yanked a dagger from his belt and threatened Rosaline’s life, a surge of anger flooded my body.

      This wasn’t how it was supposed to end.

      I wasn’t supposed to die feeling an uncontrollable rage—I was supposed to drift off peacefully in the arms of my love. If I had to die as a cursed beast, I had at least hoped to do it with my head in her lap, feeling her stroke my fur, her face the last thing I saw—

      And then Rosaline, my sweet, sweet Rosaline…

      I could hear her offer herself for my own life.

      I tried to sit up, cry out, tell her that this was an insane trade and she shouldn’t trust any vow that Mortas made.

      But it was too late.

      My time had come.

      Eyes rolled back in my head, and then they closed.

      Breathing slowed, and then it stopped.

      I hovered in that moment between alive and dead, waiting—

      And above me, Rosaline tilted her head back, exposing her neck, her perfect neck—

      But as soon as Mortas’s blade touched her flesh, something roared inside of me.

      Not inside—

      Outside.

      At first, I thought it was the birds—they were crying out, chorusing so loudly, and their songs braided together in a noise that was at once afraid and triumphant.

      Then I realized the noise was coming from me.

      My chest.

      I had not died.

      I was very much alive, and in a flash, the forest spoke to me, telling me what had happened.

      When Rosaline offered to die to save my own life, I was healed. My bleeding halted, and the curse was lifted. I was no longer hovering in that space just before death—I was alive, and I was furious.

      My old master, and yet he would have watched me die.

      A village elder who had seen Rosaline grow from infant to adult, and yet he would have her sacrifice herself to keep his magic? To keep himself young and powerful forever?

      Let me keep this body just for a while longer, I pleaded to the forest as I blinked my eyes open. Let me keep my beast—just until she is safe.

      And the forest obliged.

      With a growl that echoed around the barren trees, I tugged the arrow out of my shoulder and surged to life, leaping to my feet, charging to Mortas with claws and fangs bared.

      Mortas’s eyes widened—he had been so certain I was already gone, but here I was.

      Ready to attack.

      A word escaped his mouth—a spell, or an attempt at one, and he raised his hands, firing curses at me, his face contorted in an expression of such hatred, it almost frightened me.

      But I did not need to fear hatred.

      I had love, a love so powerful, it had brought me back from death.

      I glanced at Rosaline, just enough to let her see my eyes. The rest of my body may have been fully transformed into my beastly form, but my eyes glowed golden, full of adoration for her.

      And with Rosaline’s love pulsing through me, I sprang toward Mortas, pinning him into the snow.

      “Stupid, insolent boy,” my old master spat in my face. “Orphan.”

      “Gawen, look out!” Rosaline shrieked.

      Behind me, Mortas lifted his dagger, ready to bury it into my back—but Rosaline cried out to the forest, and shooting up from the ground, roots and vines burst through the snow, restraining Mortas, knocking the blade from his hands.

      The forest, under her command—I nodded at her in gratitude, but even with his arms and legs tied down, Mortas wouldn’t stop fighting to get away. “You never amounted to anything,” he hissed. “Weakling, fool—”

      No more talking.

      It was time to finish him.

      Summoning all the adrenaline that had coursed through me as a beast, all the fury I’d felt when Mortas had lifted that dagger to Rosaline’s throat, I buried my teeth into his throat.

      Rip. Tear. Kill.

      And then it was done.

      Mortas’s blood drained out of him, and beneath the snow, I could feel it—

      The roots of the silver birch tree, stretching forward to receive his blood.

      All the magic that Mortas had stolen and hoarded for himself, returning to the land.

      I stood, wiping the blood from my mouth, and found that the backs of my hands were smooth. My fangs had disappeared, too—the fur that had covered my body was gone, and the extreme muscular frame of that beastly form had subsided, leaving me as I was when Rosaline met me.

      A wild man, beast of the Fair Forest, but human alone, and mortal.

      Not cursed, but blessed with love.

      I walked over to her, holding her hands in mine; Rosaline stared at Mortas with horror on her face, watching the roots pull him under the ground, and I reached forward, holding her chin, tilting her face toward mine.

      “My love,” I whispered, my chest warming with every breath I took in—her scent overwhelmed me, though I no longer wanted to chase her and attack.

      I wanted to…

      But before our lips met in a tender kiss, Rosaline’s eyes widened. She glanced beyond me, inhaling. “Look,” she gasped.

      Turning my head, I saw at once what she was witnessing—

      The snow.

      It was melting.

      Everywhere that was ice and white and frozen snow… The sun beamed down, and the green of a springtime forest spread across the landscape. Leaves grew on the trees, bees buzzed in the yellow blossoms of the honeysuckle. Streams trickled, the croaking of frogs intertwining their melodies with the gentle spring breeze that blew through the canopy.

      Spring was back.

      The forest, restored.

      And the only thing that remained of Mortas was his ring, gold with rubies inlaid in the band. I picked it up and hurled it into the pond, letting it sink to the mossy depths. The forest would keep it for us. The forest would keep Mortas from ever returning.

      We’d done it.

      We’d stabilized the magic.

      We’d returned Mortas’s hoarded enchantment to its source.

      We’d protected the forest, and now, as long as we were here to guard the trees from the pillaging of the villagers, as well as keep an eye on any future imbalances in the magical ecosystem, the forest would thrive.

      It should have been a happy moment, a joyous one.

      But when I turned back to kiss my Rosaline at last, she was pale, holding her head with both hands, staring down at the forest floor.

      “Rosaline?” I hunched over to meet her eyes, searching for the cause of her ailment. “What is it?”

      “I feel so dizzy,” she murmured, and took a seat in the dirt. “Everything is spinning. I think I need to lie down.”

      Even as she said it, she stretched her body out, horizontal, closing her eyes; when I bent down to pick her up, ready to carry her back to the hut so she could rest properly, in our nest of blankets and pillows, she shook her head.

      “No,” she whispered, clinging to my neck. “Not … not there. There.” She pointed, and I followed her finger to the silver birch tree.

      I didn’t understand—but the forest seemed to push me along to the tree, and so I carried her there, making a little bed of pine needles to keep her comfortable, and as soon as Rosaline was beneath the silver birch tree, she snuggled down into her makeshift bed and fell asleep.

      I kept watch over her as she slept, occasionally feeling her forehead, checking her breathing, watching for any signs that I might be able to help—

      My only love, and she had been willing to give her life to save mine.

      And I would sit by her side until she awoke from whatever ailed her, no matter how long it took.
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      My entire body ached, head to toe.

      My head spun, even with my eyes closed—as if I was being hurled around and around in circles.

      I could feel the forest around me growing, changing, shifting.

      Mortas had restored the balance—it was amazing how much of the magic he had siphoned over the years. He’d hoarded it, and the forest had suffered because of his greed.

      But his death had fixed everything—so then why did I still feel as if something was off-kilter?

      Why were my dreams full of strange images, heavy feelings, visions of a child, blond as sunshine, a crown of ivy worn in its hair as it ran through the streams of the Fair Forest, happy as a lark?

      Gawen and I were safe.

      His curse was lifted—the man who I had fallen in love with was back, and now we could be together—even as I slept, I could feel his hand stroking my hair, rubbing my arms, touching the small of my back just to assure me of his presence.

      Gawen had a piece of the forest magic imbued in him as a child, and another piece of the forest magic had grown inside me as a baby in my mother’s stomach—those pieces of magic called to each other now, drawing us together.

      We were fated to be together, Gawen and I—fated to find one another. Even if Mortas hadn’t chosen me as a virgin sacrifice to the Beast of the Fair Forest, I knew I would have found my way into the woods.

      I would have found my way to him.

      But there was something else that kept me asleep now, a magic brewing within me that I couldn’t explain—the forest restored my body as it turned from winter to spring, but there was something else happening within me.

      And when the moon was high and full above the canopy of the woods, and owls flapped in the purple night, I woke up.

      Gawen snoozed beside me, leaning up against the trunk of the birch tree, which looked even more silvery in the moonlight. I watched him for a moment, the peace in his face—it had been so difficult to see him with the curse on his body, the pain and the guilt that overcame him every time the beast tried to take hold of his mind.

      But now he was free.

      We both were.

      And the birch tree whispered to me what to do to make me whole again.

      I peeled off a piece of the bark, which broke away from the tree in a small strip, easily, as if the tree was giving it to me. Using a cup from my bag, I ground up the bark and added pond water to the mixture. Setting it in the moonlight, I let it steep, like a strange brew of tea, and when I sipped it, it was bitter, gritty on my tongue—

      But I could take a deep breath.

      I could stand up without the world spinning around me.

      I could think clearly now.

      And when Gawen awoke, walked to where I was, and took me in his arms, I could kiss him, with all of me, with all the love I had for him, and all my old desires for him, my lust, my need—it all surfaced at once.

      “Am I going to hurt you?” Gawen asked gently as I pulled him down to the forest floor.

      I shook my head. I needed it—I needed his touch, needed his body against mine—

      I needed his kiss.

      I closed the distance between us, his mouth soft on mine, almost testing my fragility with his lips—

      And I pressed into him harder, making my kiss rough, just to show him that I was fine, more than fine—I was more alive than I had ever been. Whatever the forest and the moonlight had infused into my bark tea, it had filled me with strength and given me a single-minded purpose—to join bodies with Gawen, to celebrate our union here under the trees.

      Gawen moaned as I opened his mouth with my tongue, and I ran my hands over his rounded shoulders, his taut and muscular back. God, he was so sexy, and my body wanted him—

      But before I could lean him back and undress him, Gawen lifted me up like I weighed nothing, his mouth finding the spot where my collarbone met my neck, and he kissed me there, fiercely, his teeth grazing my skin.

      I pulled off my shirt and removed Gawen’s, and my breasts were flat against his chest.

      “You make me so hard,” Gawen whispered against my skin, sending chills all over my body. “Please, Rosaline… Let me worship you in my arms.”

      A wet twist between my legs made me gasp. “Yes,” I answered him. “Yes, please.”

      Our pants were taken off, and Gawen positioned himself against the trunk of the tree. He played with my breasts for a moment, my nipples pebbling as he licked them with his tongue, and I arched my back, giving into the pleasure.

      Every day, every night… it would be just like this forever.

      When I couldn’t take it anymore, I spread my legs and lowered myself down onto his hardened cock—and heat and pleasure shot through my body.

      I wrapped my legs around his hips and grinded myself lower until he completely filled me up—

      In his beastly form, Gawen’s cock had been almost too long, making our intercourse on the edge of painful. Now, his length and girth were the perfect size to bring me to a shuddering, dripping finish.

      Gawen tugged on my hair, tilting my head so he could kiss me again. He devoured me with groans, his tongue moving in and out of my mouth, his teeth clicking against mine, a snarl in his chest.

      He kept one hand buried in my hair, holding my face steady, right beside his, and his other hand wrapped around my ass, guiding me as I moved up and down, up and down, on top of his cock.

      And then he was climaxing, roaring to a finish, an intense expression on his face. He held me so tightly, and I could feel the tension drain from his body as he finished inside of me, and the kiss that followed was sweeter and full of more passion, more emotion than I’d ever experienced.

      It was as if the magic of the forest had sealed us together, making our bond untouchable.

      “Rosaline,” Gawen murmured, and he held my face so he could look deep into my eyes. I peered back in his, those golden tones, the moonlight reflecting his adoration. “Forever I love you.”

      “Forever I love you,” I replied, and leaned my head against his shoulder.

      I lay like this for some time, my eyes fluttering, and somewhere inside, I could sense the forest, closing off the borders, sealing the places where the protective spells had worn off.

      The villagers wouldn’t be able to enter the Fair Forest now, and we wouldn’t be able to leave, not without the beastly curse falling on our heads.

      But I knew that we would never want to leave.

      This forest was our home, and for as long as we lived, we would protect its trees.

      The last thing I saw before I fell asleep in the safety of my lover’s arms was another vision.

      A flash of that child, strolling through the forest holding the hands of his parents—a father, tall and muscular, with the long hair of a wild man, and a mother, sharp emerald eyes and a look of absolute bliss on her face as she stepped through a stream.

      A vision of the future, I thought with a faint smile on my face.

      A vision of hope, a vision of love.

      A vision of a chain of future forest protectors, all of them magical, all of them ours.
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      Something was in the woods.

      I could feel it—a shift in the wind, blowing through the autumn leaves. A nearby fox darted through the golden underbrush as if hurrying. The very soil itself seemed to whisper to me—it was time, it was time.

      The day I’d waited for.

      Nine long months, and it was finally time.

      I pushed my knife into its hilt in my boot and stood to my full height. I’d been out gathering herbs, replenishing the stocks back at the hut, drying them for the upcoming winter. I’d made a new coat for myself this year, and a fur wrap for Rosaline who, bless her, was far too rotund to be able to use anything but a hide to keep her and her full belly warm.

      I’d also made a miniature-sized coat, something small enough to keep a pint-sized baby safe through the snow.

      We didn’t know what to expect—a boy or a girl— but we knew that whoever it was would be the heir to a great task.

      The task of keeping this forest alive and healthy.

      I shifted into my beast form and made my way to the center of the woods. I’d had a chance to give up the curse forever or keep it for select moments when it was more convenient for me to travel as a creature, and since I was twice as fast when I was in this animal form, I used it quite often these days.

      Rosaline had had one false alarm after another. Her body would go into contractions, and then subside after a long soak in a bath or a nap, and she’d be back to her usual tasks the next day.

      Back to preparing the laundry for our offspring, back to walking the borders, checking for gaps in our protection spells, back to waiting and watching and wondering.

      But the forest whispered to me that this was not a false alarm; it was time.

      Time to meet the little one, the evidence of my love for Rosaline.

      Time to meet the baby that our magic had created.

      I rushed through the trees, running through the calculations in my mind again.

      If the child was born today, this week, we would nestle into the hut for the winter with more than enough food and supplies. It would be sitting up and babbling by the time spring buds flowered on the trees. By this time next year, it would be able to toddle along on its own, playing in the piles of crunchy fallen leaves, and then, someday, when it was old enough, Rosaline and I would teach it the sacred rituals of magic so that it too would grow up knowing how to create spells and heal the trees.

      But when I raced into our yard, I did not find Rosaline in the throes of labor, ready to push. I found her calmly sitting on the bench outside the hut, watching a fire, a quilt wrapped around her shoulders, a tired but happy smile on her face.

      She started when she saw me, and the smile stretched to her eyes. She held out her hand, as if she was showing a wild animal that she was safe to approach, and I shifted out of my beastly form as I walked to her side.

      “My love,” she breathed. She kissed me deeply, then pulled back, her face twisting into a grimace as her entire body tensed.

      My heart leapt into my throat. I watched her through the contraction, then moved a strand of her hair away from her forehead when it ended. “What can I do? How can I … what should I do?”

      The prospect of my wife, my beloved, having a baby made me so unnerved, so excited and yet utterly frantic… I stood and ran my hands through my hair, grabbed a pitcher of water, and brought it to her without thinking.

      With a gentle chuckle, Rosaline sipped the water and put her hand on my cheek. “It’ll be all right,” she said. “Actually, it’ll get much worse than this, but I can do it. I’ve survived much worse things.”

      I growled at the thought of my Rosaline enduring such pain, but she was strong.

      The strongest creature I knew.

      “And then it will be here,” I murmured, running my hand along the belly where my child was preparing to emerge into the world.

      “She,” Rosaline whispered, and her eyes met mine, brimming with tears. “I’m sorry, I read the bones weeks ago. I just wanted to know.”

      “A girl,” I repeated. My own eyes went misty. A little girl.

      A daughter.

      I was so happy, it overflowed from me in hot tears as I kissed Rosaline’s hands. “What can I do, my love? Give me a task.”

      “You can sit here beside me and watch the sunset,” came Rosaline’s instructions, and so after I bundled the herbs in the window to dry, I sat beside my wife on the bench, and held her as the fire grew bright against the darkening sky.

      “The borders are sealed,” I assured her after we’d been chatting for a while about the state of the woods. “They will hold until spring, so we’ll be safe.” I’d meant to tell her this as an assurance, but she frowned, her palm pressing into her belly as she waited out a contraction.

      “I was thinking,” she said when she had her breath again, “that maybe someday we will let the border spells die out.”

      When I glanced at her with some surprise and alarm, she blinked, thinking.

      “As a child, I always wanted to see the Fair Forest, and now that I know how beautiful it is, I think it’s only right that we let other villagers partake of its goodness.” She gestured at the trees around us. “The forest is thriving. It will welcome the newcomers. It can stand to have a few of its trees taken for firewood. It can stand to have some of its creatures hunted for game. Someday, the village and the forest could have a bond that could protect them both—if we decide to allow it.”

      I paused, reflecting on this idea. Mortas had kept the forest closed for his own selfish gain, but Rosaline was right. The best way to keep the forest alive for centuries and centuries was to create a whole village of protectors, a world of people who learned to love the beauty of the woods and to feel like it was home to them as well.

      “But maybe,” Rosaline added, “we wait a generation or two. Just to make sure.” But she didn’t have time to finish her sentence. Another contraction surged through her, this one strong enough to require all her concentration, and I held her, kissed her hair, and awaited the arrival of my child—my daughter.

      This forest, my home, which had given me my family, and someday, we would give it to the rest of the world.

      But for now, it was just big enough to house the love I had for Rosaline, my queen of the forest, my wife.

      My wild woman.
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      Thank you for reading. We hope you enjoyed The Beast’s Captive Bride. If you’d like to learn more about books by Evie Wilde please visit our website.
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      Royce Kincaid - He’s a SWAT team member who puts the “hot” in Hot Cop. He’s overprotective of those in his circle and known for a guaranteed good time while avoiding anything long-term.

      

      Amber Wyatt - She’s an office manager who refuses to settle for just anyone, but her steamy thoughts centering on her best friend Reese’s twin brother have her bothered in more ways than one.

      

      Will the unexpected events on the night she’s ready to approach Royce keep them apart? Or will Amber find her way into the arms of the only man she’s convinced can give her everything she’s wanted and more?
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      “Amber, whatever happened to your New Year’s Eve resolution? And I quote: ‘It’s time to get real about what I want,’ end quote.” The group of women lounging by the pool that sunny afternoon were some of her closest friends, but she’d yet to share with any of them what she “wanted” in her life, or more precisely who.

      So, she did what any mature twenty-seven-year-old did in that type of situation, and stuck her tongue out, ignored her friends, and went back to scrolling through Pinterest on her tablet. Jeez, with friends like hers, who needed enemies, calling her out on a resolution she’d blurted out after a glass and a half of champagne.

      “Oh, I remember that declaration too.” Evie, another friend, soon to be ex-friend if she didn’t back her up, sat up in her lounger and grinned at Amber. “You were so adamant that night. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen you so serious before. We never did talk about it, because well, Sophie and Grant hooked up that night, then we went out drinking, and I kinda forgot about.”

      “We did not hook up that night, Evie. We only kissed. We hooked up a week later.” Sophie chuckled as she looked, “Hey, I’m bored and tired of being fat. I need a distraction from my swollen ankles. I’ve been worried about you, Amber. I was kinda thinking you were referring to a guy when you made your resolution, but you’ve hardly dated this year.”

      Amber Wyatt sipped her chilled drink and narrowed her eyes at one of her best friends, Sophie McMannis. It was Sophie’s good fortune that she was seven months pregnant; otherwise, Amber would so challenge her to a leg wrestling match. The fourth member of their group by the pool was the main reason she couldn’t talk about her declaration now, and not ever. Because Sophie was right, she had been thinking of someone when she’d vowed to get real about what she wants. It was just too bad that she happened to be the fraternal twin to another member of their group hanging out by the pool. Reese Kincaid-Connor had warned all of her single girlfriends off when her brother, Royce Kincaid, had moved back to Pineville. Not because she didn’t think her friends were good enough for him; quite the opposite.

      Royce Kincaid had a hard edge to him from years as a soldier, then a police officer for the Dallas PD before he applied for a job on the Pineville, Idaho SWAT. He’d never had a serious romantic relationship and didn’t go looking for one from what Reese had shared. Rumor was Royce preferred nameless encounters with women who didn’t mind a little dirty talk with their orgasms.

      Amber sighed and took another long drink of her iced mimosa.

      “That was a dreamy sigh if I’ve heard one.” Reese’s laugh rang out above the splashing and jeering taking place at the deep end of the pool.

      “Agreed. What or who’s on your mind, Amber? I think it’s way past time you got lucky; even if it’s a one-night thing, I guarantee it’ll improve your outlook.”

      Amber snorted. “I wasn’t aware my ‘outlook’ was so noticeable. Thanks for pointing that out.”

      Sophie raised her hand. “It has to be with the right guy though; otherwise, she could become even more frustrated. I know a few guys that might fit the bill. There’s this new bartender at O’Malley’s, and he has a drool-worthy ass, so if—”

      “Sophie, you’re a month away from pushing that baby out, and you’re checking out a guy’s ass? You go, girl!” Reese raised her wineglass in an air toast.

      Sophie giggled. “Well, these hormones have been raging. It’s crazy, and Grant has been a very happy husband. I told him not to get too used to it because after the baby comes, the bedroom fun will be taking a hiatus.”

      Evie, the only other single girl in attendance at the moment, performed a perfect spit take at her boss’ statement. “TMI. Sophie, I love you but are you sure all that…fun is good for junior?”

      “No worries my friend. I double-checked with my midwife, and junior is well cushioned. But thank you for your concern. And one day, I hope all of you experience this perk of pregnancy because the morning sickness and weight gain suck.” Sophie rubbed her stomach. “And, of course, it’s all worth it to be able to have a healthy little boy.”

      Amber took in it all in and was on board with some of it. Except the pregnancy part. She’d had a tough childhood thanks to a mother who resented her and who never hesitated to remind her how Amber had been a mistake. And that Amber should be thankful that her father had bribed her to prevent her from ending the pregnancy. If it hadn’t been for her father, Amber was sure she would have been put up for adoption or ended up in the system.

      She’d made a vow when she was all of nine that she’d never get married or have kids. Years later she hadn’t changed her mind on either one. “I appreciate all the suggestions, but I’m just fine. My outlook is fine. When I’m ready to date, I’ll find my own guy.”

      Sophie, Reese, and Evie exchanged glances.

      “She’s so not fine. Her shoulders are all hunched over. I think I see some new lines on her forehead, and when was the last time any of us noticed that after awesome sex glow?” Reese stood up and walked over to Amber’s lounge chair. “We’re gonna find you a new guy, sweetie. You need to get your groove back, my friend. No, stop shaking your head. You’re too young and gorgeous to live like a nun.”

      Reese stared her down, then threw up her hands, “Sophie, Evie? Back me up here.”

      Amber hated being the center of attention. She felt her face warm and peeked over at the group of men who were standing around the outdoor kitchen, drinking beer and loudly arguing over what else, baseball. The one member of the group who’d held her interest, but was off-limits, had yet to look her way since he arrived.

      She’d be mortified if he’d heard his sister’s declaration.

      And because he was the one she wanted to get her groove on with.

      Amber wasn’t purposely living like a nun. She just wanted one man in her bed, and since he’d returned to Pineville, her interest in anyone else had disappeared. Nope, she hadn’t lost her groove; she just couldn’t confess to her girlfriends why she hadn’t gone out with a guy in over a year.

      Royce Kincaid fueled her fantasies, but her relationship with Reese was too important to sacrifice for a shot with her brother.

      Amber had had a few short-term relationships. The men she dated tended to be of the same mind. But for some reason, her sex life never lived up to the promise her handful of relationships had started on; men seemed to treat her as if she would break because of her petite height.
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      Royce had it bad. The effort it was taking to keep his eyes off the group of women by the pool had him keyed up. His thoughts kept reverting back to a curvy dark brown-eyed female who’d been haunting his dreams since the day he’d been introduced to her at his sister’s restaurant.

      The object of his current desire was connected to his sister’s friends’ group, and that meant he needed to be careful. He’d held off pursuing her the few times they were at one of the Outlaws games or a dinner party. His patience was being tested as was his sudden streak of abstinence. He didn’t connect it to his desire for Amber, but he found himself comparing any woman he thought about hooking up with to her.

      “Royce, you up for another?” Connor Holt, his childhood best friend and current home run leader for the Idaho Outlaws baseball team, held up a bottle of Royce’s favorite pale ale.

      “Sure, I’m off duty for another day. Beer me.” He caught the no-look pass from Connor and put all his attention on opening the brew and taking a long pull of the light amber liquid. He needed to extinguish the fire Amber always created inside of him when they were in the same space.

      They’d caravanned over to Grant and Sophie’s place after the last home game of the regular season. He let his gaze roam over the crowd, carefully avoiding the pool area, and noted the players and their families in attendance. He’d been quickly accepted into the tight circle of friends who played together on the baseball diamond and a handful of those who supported them.

      He hadn’t missed the fact that most of the players and two of the owners hadn’t ventured far from the group of friends when looking for love. Hell, most of them were now married with a kid or two and a couple yet to be born. He’d just learned that Connor and his sister were expecting, but they were going to wait until after Grant and Sophie’s kid arrived next month before making the announcement.

      Royce was happy for them. Although in the beginning, he was pissed at Connor thinking he was just playing around with Reese to get her into his bed, but now that they were married, he couldn’t see them without each other. Better them than him.

      Laughter broke into his musings, and without thinking he zeroed in on the sound of Amber’s husky laugh. It had been a surprise to him the first time he’d heard it coming from her cute but short self. Just one more thing to set off his dick whenever he was around her.

      Time stopped. His gaze lasered in on Amber’s. Her eyes were hidden behind dark lensed sunglasses, but he knew she’d discovered him watching her. The quick turn of her head gave her away. But it hadn’t been quick enough. Her double-take had tipped him off. And he watched as her mouth had opened and formed a pouty “oh.” An unconscious signal on her part, on his it was a challenge he almost took and walked over to find out what had been so funny to set off the women throwing back their heads and covering their mouths in merriment.

      The first time he met Amber slammed into him. The memory from almost seven months ago of their handshake and her blue and interested eyes had him cursing his sister for introducing them. How messed up was it that the most beautiful and hottest woman he’d met in forever had to be a friend of his sisters? When their flesh had pressed together in that one handshake, a sharp, lightning-fast zap of energy slammed into him. He suppressed a groan at the inequity of it and swallowed a curse he wanted to shout at Reese.

      He thought he’d hid his reaction well, but they had that weird twin connection and her eyes flashed “untouchable” toward Amber. He’d almost wiped his chin to make sure he hadn’t drooled. He pulled his hand back slow, relishing the contact, a single touch of the lovely Amber before he schooled his features and put on his cop face. No sense projecting his desire when it could never be fulfilled.

      Besides, he preferred women who only wanted a hard tap on the ass and a night to brag about to their girlfriends. Royce was a guaranteed good time. One night only. He wasn’t interested in long-term; hell, he wasn’t even looking for anything with benefits. Too messy and emotions had a funny way of sneaking up on you. After what he went through the first year he lived in Dallas when a woman he’d spent just two nights in his bed began planning their wedding, he made sure anyone he hooked up with knew their time together was a one-time deal.

      And if he was talked about behind his back as a womanizer, he’d take that over a lifetime tied to the wrong person.

      “Kincaid! Yo, come over here and back up your man. He claims you almost beat the crap out of him last year. That true?” Maverick Jansen, star pitcher for the Outlaws, waved him over to the grill where he and Connor were critiquing Grant’s grilling strategy with the mouth-watering steaks. The smell of perfectly grilled meat reached him, and he willingly pulled himself from mooning over a woman he couldn’t have, not even for his usual one night only.

      “Holt, you talking smack again. I didn’t even come close to touching you. Why do you have to keep telling that story now that you’re married to my sister cracks me up.” Royce reluctantly turned his back to the view he had of Amber. Her low-cut dress and high heels provided fed a fantasy of them together, alone, and him removing everything but the heels as they went at each other under a late summer evening. Outside sex was definitely something he’d like to introduce her to; in an alternate universe where she wasn’t Reese’s friend.

      ‘Hey, man. Where’d you go?” Connor asked.

      Maverick and Connor exchanged a knowing look. Royce finished off his beer and tossed it in the trashcan next to the grill. “Just thinking.”

      “Yea, thinking about his next hook-up. Have I told you that Royce here might need to leave the state soon in order to find a woman he hasn’t—"

      “Con, I’m sure Maverick could care less about my personal life. But, if memory serves, before Kelsey made an honest man out of you, you had your fair share of the single female population back in Boston.” As Royce finished speaking, he caught a movement to his left and turned to see who had joined them.

      A mere two steps away, Amber paused at the food table, grabbed a handful of napkins, and disappeared into the house. Her face had been flushed. He willed her to look up, and when she did, the look they exchanged was full of longing and regret. Before he could act on either emotion, she disappeared into the house.

      Dammit. He took a quick look toward the pool. What had happened? Evie, Sophie, Reese were now all standing and speaking with a few more of the player’s wives who had joined the group. The party had grown since he’d arrived. He’d been so focused on not getting caught staring at Amber that he’d let his guard down. Even off duty he was always aware of his surroundings and who came and went. Years of training in the military and now as a SWAT member ensured his senses were perpetually on high alert no matter his surroundings.

      However, when Amber Wyatt was around, it appeared his radar locked only onto her. And that had to change. To make sure that happened, he needed to leave—now.

      “You’ve got it bad. I know that look. Con, isn’t she a friend of Reese’s. Maybe, you should—”

      Connor waved off Maverick’s matchmaking attempt. “Not a good idea. Reese and Royce have an understanding. He doesn’t try to hook-up with her friends, and she lets him live.”

      Royce listened with half an ear as the two men had a good laugh at his expense. Con wasn’t wrong. Reese came first no matter how much he wanted Amber. Question was, how long could he hold out now that he’d be seeing her every time this group of friends got together?
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      O’Malley’s Pub was packed. It didn’t hurt that the co-owners were two of the local Idaho Outlaws star players, Maverick Jansen and Luke Garibaldi. The team was on the road, and tonight they’d just won game two of the western division playoff series. Two more wins, and they’d be headed to their first league championship series.

      Royce had just finished an uneventful shift and was ready to find a willing bed partner and spend the evening erasing Amber from his thoughts.

      She was becoming an unobtainable obsession, and tonight he vowed to end the wanting and replace it with a couple rounds of his favorite exercise.

      And he found the perfect woman. Someone whose features and coloring were the exact opposite of Amber’s. It was a Friday, after nine p.m., and he was ready to make his move when a commotion occurred at the front door. A group of women entered. A loud group, to be more exact. He glanced over his shoulder on his way to the bar. What he saw stopped him cold in his tracks. Amber and a group of friends weaved their way to the back of the room and thanks to a reserved sign, took ownership of a six top.

      He watched in disbelief as the woman he was here to erase from his thoughts had just cock blocked him. What. The. Hell? It had been a week since he last laid eyes on Amber and spent every day since thinking about her and her shapely legs in high heeled shoes wrapped around his waist.

      Squeals of laughter rang out as he debated his next move. The blonde at the bar wouldn’t be alone much longer. He’d already scouted out the competition, and a couple of other guys had been sending her drinks, and one had made his way over and struck up a conversation with the blonde and her equally attractive friend. But he’d set his sights on the blonde for one reason. He wasn’t looking for a substitute, just a quick lay. It would be easier if the woman didn’t share similar features.

      “Royce!”

      A high-pitched female voice shouted his name. He closed his eyes briefly and held back a groan. There’d be no escaping the rowdy group of women. He changed course and plastered on a smile and coached himself to keep his eyes off of Amber as he approached the back table.

      When he arrived, he found the new bartender that Maverick had hired holding court. Sure he was tall, fit, and had good teeth. If you were into that kind of guy. And he was maybe five years younger than Royce. He was prime meat for the women at the table. Would Amber find him attractive?

      Evie had been the one to call his name. She bounced out of her chair and came to his side. “Hey, I thought that was you. How come you’re not out serving and protecting?” She giggled and hiccupped and swayed a bit.

      “Hold up there. How much have you already had?” Royce took note of her dilated pupils and held out his hands on either side of her, just in case.

      “Oh, just two glasses at Sophie’s. We had a baby shower for her since she couldn’t travel to Charlotte for the playoffs. Don’t worry, Officer Kincaid, we took a rideshare here.” Evie flung out her arm to indicate the rest of the women.

      “Ladies, looks who’s here.” Evie was looking right at Amber as she made her announcement.

      Royce, for the first time in maybe forever, felt his face warm as five pairs of female eyes landed on him. The new bartender, what’s-him-name, looked as well, but his gaze narrowed as he folded his body-builder arms. He didn’t look happy to have the attention of a table full of women taken from him. Royce shrugged at the bartender. Too bad. He laughed, on the inside, as the guy walked back to the bar.

      He dismissed his non-competition, placed his hands on his hips, and widened his stance. Tonight’s chances of getting laid dimmed, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t have a bit of fun. “Ladies. How is everyone?”

      A chorus of answers hit him, but he really only cared about one. And the woman who held his attention with her long black hair and button-down sweater that was doing its job and hugging the breasts he itched to caress. Hell, just being this close to her was affecting the fit of his jeans. Any hint of her previous wariness with him gone. In fact, her gaze held nothing but interest, and if he wasn’t mistaken, her gaze was greedily eating him alive.

      Evie guided him over to the open chair next to Amber. “Here, take my seat. I see someone I haven’t talked to in ages.”

      Amber’s eyes briefly flashed panic, but her gaze shifted as their drinks arrived, and she took a healthy drink, sighed, and leaned back in her chair. Royce sat and watched her features relax into an alcohol aided grin.

      “Yum. I love Pina Coladas.” She listed toward him before catching herself. “I bet you’re strictly a beer guy, right?”

      Royce nodded. She’d just said more words to him in those two sentences than in all of the six months they’d known each other. Even with the slight slur from the alcohol, her voice was sexy as hell. Usually, at this point, if he was interested in a woman, he’d offer her water, soft drink, or maybe an appetizer. He wasn’t interested in taking advantage of women under the influence. He preferred a willing and sober partner. But, hell if Amber wasn’t a cute drunk.

      “How many of those have you had tonight?” He nodded toward her frilly drink with the pineapple slice and umbrella.

      “Oh, this is my first one here. But at Sophie’s shower, I had two, no…wait; it was three glasses of punch. It was spiked with something, but I’m not sure what. It was good too, but not as good as this.” She lifted the drink and stuck her tongue out searching for the straw.

      Royce didn’t try to hold back his groan as he watched her duel with the long piece of plastic until finally she captured it and sucked. With great concentration, she finished the drink, and for the first time ever he was jealous of an inanimate object.

      Sweat broke out across his forehead, and he rethought sitting down. He was playing with fire, and if word reached Reese that he was seen drooling over Amber while she was obviously under the influence he’d never hear the end of it.

      He reached for his own drink and took a long pull on the now room temperature liquid. No help there. He’d need a bucket of ice to put out the flames Amber had unknowingly ignited. “So, how was the baby shower?” He cleared his throat and tried not to notice how Amber’s sweater perfectly hugged her breasts. He found himself wondering what her skin would taste like.

      “Wow.” Amber frowned down at her glass. “Oh, well.” She giggled, then took the straw out and tipped it up to her lips, and the remaining contents slide out onto her tongue. “Mm. So good.” She tossed the straw on the table and turned to Royce.

      Trouble arrived with a neon-bright fucking T.

      The smile she gifted him with dazzled him. But he didn’t let it distract him from her glassy-eyed stare. “Did you have anything to eat at the party? How about I order us something?” His jaw dropped as Amber reached up over her head with both arms and stretched. His mouth went dry. If someone handed him a million dollars to stand up from the table at that moment, there was no way in hell he’d be able to do it without showing everyone in the pub just how turned on he was by this petite beauty.

      “Royce, you’re frowning. What’s wrong?” Amber blinked several times and placed a hand over his on the table.

      Warm, slender fingers rubbed over his knuckles before she tucked her fingers under his. Warning bells erupted inside his skull. Danger ahead.

      “You know what would make you feel better?” She licked her lips and kept blinking.

      The noise level in the bar had reached the point where he needed to lean in and asked her to repeat herself. Please let her have said something else. “I’m sorry, could you say that again?”

      Amber leaned in too and lifted her face, her lips full and glossy. He needed to get out of there before he did something stupid like…kiss her.

      “I can make you feel better, Royce.” Her lips inches from his, she opened her mouth about to say something when the scent of her fruity drink hit him. It should have been overwhelming; instead, it made him want to dive in and drink deep. On the edge of jumping in, the cutest hiccup he’d ever heard escaped.

      She covered her lips with her fingertips and giggled. “Pardon me.”

      He wiped a hand down his face and looked around the table. The other women he didn’t recognize. They were in an intense discussion with two guys who’d pulled up chairs to their table. He wouldn’t find rescue from any of them.

      “Royce?”

      Amber’s tone held a hint of confusion mixed with longing. He knew what she wanted. He wanted the same. Just a taste. Only one; then he’d know and could put it out of his mind and move on. Yea, right, Kincaid convince someone else.

      He held her gaze, and as if a time had decided to stand still, Amber wound a hand around his neck and into his hair. She pulled his head down and captured his lips in a kiss he swore he’d never take, but now gladly accepted. Amber took his lower lip and sucked it lightly before she angled her head and covered both of his lips and fucking rocked his world with her wicked tongue as she expertly twirled and dueled with his.

      She let out a small moan as she opened further and surrendered to him.

      He was the last guy to proclaim he knew how to romance a woman. He was good at pleasure, giving and receiving, but this kiss was one of the hottest moments he’d ever experienced. Each consumed, and when neither could breathe, he reluctantly pulled back and nipped her lower lip with his teeth as she let out a long sigh.

      She sat back in her chair. Her hair loose around her face, and he lost himself in her blue eyes. Eyes that had darkened a shade. She again blinked several times, this time a bit more slowly. Another hiccup escaped, her lashes fell and stayed down for a few seconds before they went back up, and the process repeated itself.

      He wasn’t’ sure if he should be offended or flattered that she was comfortable enough with him that she’d let herself relax enough to fall asleep. He’d been around enough people who’d over-indulged both on the job and off. He knew when someone had passed out from too much to drink and someone who’d simply succumb to sleep. And Amber was definitely in the latter category.

      Either way, it didn’t matter. He wasn’t about to leave her like this; he needed to get her home.

      The question was, would he have enough strength to see her to her door and safely inside—alone?
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      Amber woke curled around her pillow. She cracked her right eye open and slammed it shut as bright light zapper her eyeball. The shock of light matched the thudding at the base of her skull. “Oh, no.” What had Evie put in the punch at the baby shower?

      She rolled onto her back and regretted the move immediately. Shades of white flashed in behind her eyelids. She flung an arm out and smacked the side table until her fingertips bumped into the water bottle she kept handy. She couldn’t quite grab it. Desperate to wash the taste out of her mouth, she sat up. A string of words her long-passed grandmother would charge her fifty-cents each for left her mouth before she gingerly took a sip.

      “A lady uses vulgar language only in extreme circumstances, Amber Rose. This is not one of them.”

      Her grandmother’s powdery cheeks would lift, and a sparkle in her eyes assured her she was still loved but had to pay up. She didn’t think she had enough cash in her wallet to cover her bill. She took a second and a third sip as the memory of her grandma filtered through her fuzzy mind. Gosh, she missed Grandma Wyatt.

      As she looked down at the hand holding the water bottle, her gaze caught a flash of pink. The pink was from her favorite pearl button sweater, which she was still wearing. And her cute white capris. The outfit she wore to Sophie’s baby shower. Last night. Why was she still wearing her clothes?

      A moment of panic took hold. She glanced around the room and located her pumps with the tiny florets on the heel lined up together on the floor next to the wall. She always put her shoes away in her closet. Always. She bit her lip to keep from running up her swear word tab and flung herself backward—poor choice.

      She grabbed a pillow and put it over her face, blocking out the annoying sun, and started running over last night’s events. Everything after the first couple of hours of the party began to run together. How many cups of punch had she had? She needed to call Evie. And that meant sitting back up again. She sighed and, in slow motion, reached for her phone.

      It wasn’t on the side table. She always put it there before she went to bed. A cold dread filled her. First her clothes, then the shoes, now her phone wasn’t where she always left them. The sense that she’d had company last night filled her knotted gut as she swung her legs to the side of the bed. She found her purse hanging from the doorknob in her room. She dug out her phone.

      After dialing her friend's number, a picture of them in the rideshare popped into her mind. The driver was an older woman, maybe late sixties. She teased, then lectured the group of women she picked up about hooking up with a guy at O’Malley’s. Plus, to make sure if they didn’t have protection, their partner needs to. Then she said she kept a supply in her glove compartment if anyone wanted one. Giggles filled the van as they piled out and thanked her for the ride.

      Her call went to voicemail. “Evie, call me. Now, please. I, uh…can't remember much. I’m not sure though. Could you call me?  Please? Bye.” Amber flopped back down again after disconnecting. Damn. She needed to stop doing that. Wait, what if she’d brought someone home? Her gaze traveled over to the door leading into the master bath; it was open. No sounds filtered out. She heard what was probably a leaf blower coming from outside, but her condo was silent.

      Okay. Think, Amber. What happened after they got to the pub? She remembered the new hot bartender make a beeline for their table. Then Evie shouted to someone she knew and left. Their drinks arrived. Hers had an umbrella. Probably a Pina Colada. She always switched to those when she’d already had a bit too much to drink because by then, she didn’t’ care about the extra calories. Another quick flash hit; she was being helped into a toasty warm car, or maybe it was a truck? People whispering then nothing. Except for a sexy dream kiss with Royce.

      Huh? Did she have that dream more than once?

      Okay, so she had more to drink on top of an unknown number of cups of punch with an unknown amount of alcohol. And what the heck happened after that? She wasn’t going to remember anything without caffeine and an aspirin or two.

      But she was also pretty sure she hadn’t done anything that required the protection their driver had offered. She couldn’t imagine putting her capri’s back on while under the influence, and after a quick peek, her pink lace panties were still on too.

      She made it to the kitchen, her head protesting loudly at every step, but she was able to boil water, add coffee grounds to her beloved French press, and brew a blessed cup of her favorite dark roast without creamer today. She sat at her counter on the barstools she’s scored from an estate sale last month and sipped and tried to play last night’s events over again.

      After a second cup and a toasted bagel with butter, she wasn’t going to tempt fate with her usual preference of strawberry cream cheese. The only new thing she remembered was a dream she’d had about Royce Kincaid. But she had those pretty much every night lately. This one was different in that it was pretty tame. They hadn’t ripped each other’s clothes off in desperation. But they did share one hell of a hot kiss before the dream faded. The memory caused her body to perk up a bit. A warm rush settled in her abdomen as the vividness of the dream kiss looped in her brain.

      If only her made up kiss could become a reality. But as long as she and Reese were good friends, and there wouldn’t be any reason for them not to be, then Royce was off limits. He’d be forever regulated to her fantasies; because sisters before misters. Or something silly like that. She really did need to either find a boyfriend or pick a new guy to have dream sex with.

      Evie never returned her call. Amber spent the rest of her Sunday doing chores and napping in between loads of laundry. Tomorrow was the start of the USBL’s championship series, and she’d been invited by her boss, Caris, and Reese to hang out with the player’s wives and girlfriends.

      Thoughts of the too real dream she had about Royce kissing her and why Evie hadn’t returned her call kept her up. She tossed for a bit before she decided to use her lavender pillow spray to calm her racing mind. So, she had too much to drink, lost a chunk of the previous night and someone, hopefully Evie, had put her to bed with her clothes still on. On the verge of falling asleep, she finally convinced herself that she’d done nothing to be embarrassed about.
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      “What do you mean she doesn’t remember.” Royce had answered the unknown call thinking it might be a work call, but it was Evie.

      “I just got a voicemail from her, and she does not remember. So, you need to take this as a blessing and hope someone else doesn’t tell Reese you and Amber locked lips last night. Because I’m not saying a word to Amber or Reese.”

      Evie’s tone held just enough desperation that Royce knew any chance he had of finally going after Amber Wyatt was a bad idea. Now he just had to convince his constant hard-on whenever he was around her that there’d be no fun time with the curvy brunette.

      “Tomorrow’s the first game of the championship. Where are you sitting?” Evie’s words rushed out.

      “In the box with T.S. and Grant for sure. I don’t know who else they invited. Shit. Are you and Amber going to be there too?”

      “Not this time. We’re joining all the wives and girlfriends in the section right under the owner’s box. So there’s no worry about you two running into each other.”

      Yeah, except he’ll have a bird's eye view of the woman who kissed the hell out of him last night—twice.

      “I’m sure there wasn’t anyone else at O’Malley’s that both of you know. So we may be in the clear. The other women with us last night were friends of Sophie’s we just met at the baby shower plus Caris, but she went home to put the kids to bed instead of hanging with the single ladies.”

      “Yeah.” What else was there to say. As much as Pineville had grown since he was a kid, it still held onto its small-town roots. People knew friends of friends of friends. Chances were someone had seen him with Amber last night. The only thing left to do was wait and hope that Reese was so wrapped up in the postseason with Connor that anything said in passing wouldn’t rise to her notice.

      “Thanks for the call, Evie. I mean it, but it’s out of our hands. As long as Amber doesn’t suddenly remember that has to be good enough. I’ll see you at the game tomorrow.” Royce ended the call and walked around his apartment. His mom had helped him out with the furniture and necessary household stuff when he moved back, but it didn’t feel like home. Not yet. He still thought of his parent's place as home, where his mom still lived almost two decades since dad had passed.

      He was living in a glorified hotel room minus room and maid service. Right now it suited his needs. His years on the police force and recently with SWAT had left him little time to establish roots. He wasn’t sure he’d ever find anyone who’d put up with his moods anyway. Mindless hook-ups filled the hole when his sex drive ramped up, at least temporarily. Hell, if he could find a woman who matched his needs in the bedroom and could also cook and was fulfilled with something outside of a relationship, he may just marry her.

      His wishful thinking wouldn’t conjure a dream woman. Shaking his head at the turn his thoughts had taken, he showered and changed into his uniform. Another day protecting and serving was ahead of him, and he needed to banish personal wants for now. The problem was his mind kept wandering back to a curvy brunette with dark chocolate eyes whose face he imagined whenever his thoughts turned to his dream woman. And now he knew how her lips felt, tasted.

      And damn if no other woman would do now. Not until he worked Amber out of his system. As he drove his truck toward the Pineville Police Station, he realized he only had two options—either leave town or make a play for Amber and somehow keep his sister from finding out.

      He wondered if Connor would be willing to take Reese on an extended vacation after the championship series was over?
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      For the past two weeks Royce spent his time in two modes; focused on his job or strung tight as a new violin anticipating an angry text from his sister. He wasn’t good at keeping secrets, but he was an expert at avoiding his sister.

      He hated the feeling of limbo he was in. But today, if the predictions were true, the Outlaws would win the fourth game of the USBL championship, and it would be the last time he’d need to endure watching Amber from feet away. The level of anticipation for game seven was electric throughout the Crystal Palace, the nickname the locals gave to Outlaw Stadium.

      Each time he saw her, his waking fantasies increasingly became more vivid. Her long hair tied back in a long pony-tail tonight had him imagining how it would feel in his hand wound around his wrist as he entered her from behind, all the while her soft moans of pleasure urged him faster.

      “Hey, Kincaid. Stop ogling the poor girl and go sit next to her. I’m sure she doesn’t bite.” Grant Conrad, the part-owner of the Idaho Outlaws, handed Royce a beer.

      Royce held back a sigh. “That’s only part of the problem.”

      The crowd and those in the owner’s box erupted in cheers as the home team took the field to begin game seven.

      “Wait…what?” Grant finished cheering and turned to Royce.

      “Nothing. Forget it. She’s off limits. Reese and I have an understanding about her friends. I stay away, and I get to continue to breathe.” He looked over to his sister, who was three seats down from him.

      “Huh. Well, if that’s the case, what does she do to you when she catches you, uh eye-you-know-whatting one of her friends?”

      Royce busted out laughing. Everyone in the box turned around, including Amber.

      “What’s so funny?” Reese leaned forward but didn’t take her gaze off her husband in the outfield.

      “Nothing. Royce and I were, it’s just…,” Grant’s word faded as he sent Royce an imploring look.

      “Don’t look at me, man. You’re the one who PG-13 a perfectly good word most eight year old’s know the meaning of.” Royce’s gaze remained on Amber even after she turned her attention back to the field.

      “Well, shit.” Grant rubbed the back of his neck and mumbled a reason for Royce’s laughter; something lame about the opposing team’s mascot.

      “Smooth, Conrad.  You have skills. That how you got Sophie to let you touch her?”

      Uh. Oh. Royce had poked the bear. A big bear of a man who, in spite of no longer being a professional athlete, Grant Conrad could still outrun most members of the Outlaw’s roster. So, yeah, not a good comeback to trash talk a guys wife.

      “You just remember who has a woman in his bed every night and who doesn’t.” Grant punched Royce’s arm and finished off his drink.

      He took a few seconds to contemplate whether he should continue on the wrong turn he’d taken. Grant wasn’t someone you wanted to make an enemy. He was a great guy but didn’t suffer fools—ever.

      “I’m sorry.” Royce knew when to cut his losses. Something he wished he could do while on duty. The hours and the increasing decline in civility in the country had definitely begun to rear its ugly head in their area. Plus, he’d heard that Grant and TS were looking to upgrade their security protocol for not just the stadium but for the players when they were on road trips.

      If that were the case, they’d need experienced personnel who could be counted on in tense situations. He’d been thinking about making a change shortly after he arrived in Pineville. He’d returned home thinking the change in location, in a less crime-ridden area would reignite his dissatisfaction with police work. He’d been wrong. It hadn’t been Dallas; it was the job. He was burned out and needed a change and a new challenge.

      Royce cleared his throat, took a sip of his beer, and with his focus on the visiting team’s batter, asked Grant what had been on his mind. “Are the rumors true? During the offseason you and TS plan on revamping the stadium’s security set-up?”

      Grant remained silent as the fourth hitter in the line-up sent a pop fly to right field. That made three outs and had the Outlaw players hustling off the field.

      “So, you like baseball, Royce? Because you know this is the final game in the championship series, and your attention seems to be everywhere except where twenty-three thousand fans are.”

      “Sure. I like the people who play baseball. But it’s too slow of a game for me. I find myself watching the fans watching the game much more interesting.”

      Grant chuckled. “Fans or maybe just one in particular?”

      To answer that question would expand the circle of people who knew he had it bad for Amber and get back to Sophie, who may or may not become inclined to play matchmaker.

      “My radar for trouble is on twenty-four seven. I’ve tried, believe me, tried to turn it off, or at least mute it. Guess I’m just one of those unlucky guys who’s always connected to his surroundings, you know?”

      Grant had locked his gaze onto him and continued, his stare unreadable. “Royce, you’re a rare man. I’m sure plenty of first responders carry some level of heightened awareness for trouble when their off-duty, but I’ve noticed that you take it to a whole other level. It has to be mentally draining. Maybe you need a hobby? Besides chasing women, that is.”

      Royce shifted in his seat. He looked from Grant’s grinning face to Connor, who had stepped up to the plate. His eyes flicked to the scoreboard. Tied at three, the Outlaw’s celebrated hitter raised a hand before taking a practice swing. The crowd roared, catcalls rang out, and his best friend settled into his stance. The crack of the bat rang out, followed by seconds of silence as thousands collectively watched the ball fly high into the lights.

      Connor tossed his bat and headed for first. As the ball descended, a dull roar grew as the reality of the moment began to sink. Fans in the cheap seats located along the right-field foul line raised their hands, some bare, some with treasured gloves. It remained fair, and as if written in a movie script, a young man wearing Connor’s jersey grabbed the homerun ball and clutched it to his chest as those around him piled on him in celebration.

      The stadium went wild. His friends and sister cheered and cried. On their feet, Grant slapped him on the back before bolting over his seat and hunted down the other owner, TS, and lifted him in a bear hug. The Outlaws had done what no one thought possible, win a USBL championship less than three years after joining the league.

      “Royce, he did it; they all did!” Reese launched herself into his arms. He swung his sister around; her joy and love radiated from her tear-stained face. He hugged her tight. His gaze landed on her friends, the women who had married other members of the team. Kelsey has saved Maverick the pitcher; Lara had caught Luke, the catcher, and Noel, who’d been chased by the team’s owner, ended up taming him as well.

      Off to the side was Caris, who’d married the team’s manager, Blake, adopted the adorable Valeria who was currently bouncing on her mama’s hip and clapping her chubby hands. The woman who’d he been attempting to ignore moved closer to Caris, who was her boss and held out her arms for the toddler. The little girl’s face erupted into a wide smile and turned into Amber’s arms as she giggled and grabbed a handful of Amber’s long curly hair. Caris, now free to hug the rest of the group, took her friend and the little girl into a quick embrace. The crowd continued to roar, and the players were sprawled on the field as they celebrated.

      His gaze refused to leave Amber as she and Valeria bumped noses, which he thought were called butterfly kisses. The look on her face as she interacted with the child created a pull in his gut. Unfamiliar with the sensation, he then rubbed his chest. Damn.

      “I’m working on a party at The Club. You’re invited. As a guest. You’re not to work the door, got it?”

      He looked into his sister's face; a mixture of excitement with a touch of bossiness met his gaze. He nodded and placed a kiss on her forehead. “Text me with the details. I’ll make sure I’m off duty.”

      He needed to get out of there. The feelings Amber was creating had to be extinguished. He’d spent enough time around the domestic bliss outbreak this year. He’d attend the Outlaw’s celebration, and then he’d go back to his usual routine.

      Amber Wyatt was a temptation he didn’t think he could avoid much longer.
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      “Hey, Royce. My man. What are you doing back in Pineville? It’s good to see you.”

      Royce looked over his shoulder at the sound of his name, all the while remaining on alert to his surroundings. Tonight, he was on unofficial bouncer duty at his sister’s nightclub, whether she liked it or not. His superiors weren’t thrilled with his off-duty moonlighting, but he wasn’t breaking any rules, and if ever there was a night his twin sister needed him—it was tonight.

      The last thing he needed or wanted was a trip down memory lane.

      He shifted his gaze back to the bar and swore. Much to his irritation, his gaze had been glued to a pair of legs attached to the untouchable Amber. He’d been battling the urge all evening to warn away every guy who dared to approach the one woman he himself wanted yet forced himself to stay away from.

      Untouchable. By his own decree. It was driving him nuts to see men, not unlike him, drawn to her with similar, if not the exact intent as him.

      The Club and attached restaurant was the most popular nightspot in Pineville, and Reese had outdone herself by organizing the private party for the Idaho Outlaws celebration. She’d managed to have printed invitations sent out within twenty-fours of the game, and no one got in without one.

      The guy who’d shouted his name walked unsteadily over to him with the distinct gait of someone already deep into the bottle. Hell, he knew the face but couldn’t remember the name. Shit. The guy had bad news flashing in neon over his head. What was the guy’s name; Ted, Tanner, something with a T?

      Unfortunately, he didn’t have a choice to ignore anyone tonight. However, everyone at the closed-door event had to have some type of connection to the Outlaw organization, that didn’t guarantee zero problems. How had this guy been invited?

      Royce always anticipated the unexpected. It was in his job description. He’d make sure no one would ruin the evening for the Outlaws’ baseball team or his sister.

      “Hey, back.” Royce nodded but continued to scan the growing crowd. Reese had already scolded him once for staring down another partygoer till the guy almost tripped. Well, too bad. He never turned off his inner radar for trouble. Unless he was horizontal, or hell more likely holding a woman up against a wall while they both reached a happy ending. And even then, it was less than an hour in off-line mode.

      Ten years on the force between Dallas and Pineville had ingrained habits in him that were hard to break, even off duty.

      “You been hitting the gym, man, you’re ripped.”

      Drunk-guy was now slurring his words. Awesome. Royce controlled the urge to roll his eyes. Most of the people in his circle growing up weren’t in his circle now, and he liked it that way.

      Plus, the last thing he wanted was to reminisce about the stupid crap he and his friends had done back in the day. What he wanted was sitting by herself at the bar in a dress that ignited a constant itch to caress every curve the thin material hugged.

      He’d already had to count to twenty—twice whenever he caught a glimpse of Amber’s legs. She was maybe a few inches shorter than his own six-one, and he loved a tall woman with curves. Damn, if she didn’t have legs for days. Legs he wanted wrapped around his waist as he pounded into her.

      The last few months had been the longest he’d gone without taking a woman to bed since his early twenties, but he couldn’t deny that she was the only one who managed to get him hard lately simply by being in the same room. And that was why he’d promised himself he was taking a break from this friend group. He no longer trusted himself when it came to her.

      And if Reese found out he was thinking about bedding Amber, she’d start lecturing him again about his tomcat ways. Or, her favorite lecture, “Isn’t it time you picked one woman and worked on a real relationship?”

      Yeah, his sister was undoubtedly aware of his love-em-and-leave-em history, but she didn’t know everything. Thankfully, they didn’t have any weird twin connection where they could read each other’s thoughts or whatever.  Because Royce’s needs weren’t for every woman. However, he was happy to accommodate the ones who were as hungry as he for intense sex without any strings. And he was more than happy to play out their cop fantasy for a night. But that’s as long as he stuck around.

      Amber didn’t give off that vibe, but it didn’t stop him from thinking how he could separate her from her clothes whenever he saw her. But tonight, she was a damn distraction he didn’t need. Yet that didn’t keep him from looking—looking never hurt.

      Thinking of her again had him gazing in her direction. Dammit, he was setting himself up for disappointment and a shitload of frustration. Nothing would happen between them, as long as he stayed away. Just as he was going to turn back to Tyson, who hadn’t stopped his yammering, Royce caught Amber gaze in his direction. Not just in his direction but at him point-blank. Pent up sexual desire punched him square in the chest.

      Her gaze was full of all the things he’d wanted to do to her, and he almost forgot to breathe. She didn’t turn away. She held his gaze. Her directness threw him off. He’d pegged her for a “good girl” but never expected she’d be the pursuer.

      Why was he hesitating? He always went after what and who he wanted. Always had. But this time felt—different. Could it be that he’d been thinking of her as off-limits for so long that he’d never considered she might want the same?

      Damn if she wasn’t sending him an invitation. She looked down at her drink, then back up at him and smiled again before she turned away. That was an unmistakable signal from a woman; she wanted him, and he was letting her connection to his sister play with his head. Well, screw that.

      Sure, they’d only had a few short interactions, and he’d always behaved since his sister was typically around. But she wasn’t now. What was the harm in a little verbal foreplay? It would tell him once and for all if he should shut down his thoughts about her or offer her a night. A night they’d both walk away from satisfied; his curiosity and need for her put to rest. Then maybe he could get back to his normal routine.

      His gaze still on her, Amber looked over her shoulder and locked eyes with him as if daring him. Well now, he never backed down from a dare.

      Unaware he’d taken a step toward her, the man he’d quickly forgotten about blocked him.

      “Royce? Hey man, there are a ton of sweet things here for the taking. You pick one out yet?”

      Reason number one he hadn’t looked up old friends stood next to him. Tyson. Yes, thank god, that was it, Tyson Brown. That was drunk-guy’s name. Memories flooded him, and he remembered exactly who the d-bag was. In high school, Tyson often took before given permission by girls who’d had too much to drink. Royce may have walked that line once, but he’d wised up. A willing woman was much more satisfying.

      Unimpressed, Royce watched as Tyson puffed out his puny chest and scanned the crowd.

      “So, what’s your gig now? You seem a bit more, what’s the word am I looking for? You’re not as… I don’t know, relaxed or whatever. You were always looking for a good time when we ruled the streets. Man, what happened to you?”

      He looked back in Amber’s direction and noticed several of the rookie players had walked over to her. A shot of something he didn’t recognize landed in his gut. He didn’t like it, nor what the feeling likely represented.

      He wasn’t a jealous guy, so he took the unfamiliar anger of seeing other guys hit on Amber and turned and dumped it all over Tyson. Royce felt just mean enough to yank the jerk’s chain with a healthy dose of truth.

      “I left Pineville and grew up for starters. I’m past the sweet young thing phase, and you should be too. Hell, you plan on partying forever? And as far as my “gig,” I joined the police force in Dallas, worked my way up, and landed in SWAT here in Pineville. So, keep it in your pants and go easy on the whiskey. That used to be your thing, right?” Royce flexed his fingers and took in a breath. He didn’t want a fight; just needed to let out a little steam.

      “Damn. You used to always be up for a party, and any girl you could separate from her panties. You changed, man.” Tyson drained his glass and wiped his face with the back of his hand.

      Yeah, his high school friends were full of class. He hoped Tyson behaved. The last thing he wanted to do was haul his ass in.

      “Well, you have fun bouncing or whatever it is your sister’s paying you to do. I’m headed for some prime tail. See ya.”

      Royce slammed his arm up and pressed it into Tyson’s chest. He locked eyes with the drunk, “Like I said, keep it in your pants, and we’ll be good. You got it?”

      Tyson’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, and a sheen of sweat appeared on his hawkish face. Royce kept him locked in place. Training kicked in, it always did, and he softened his voice even though he wanted to growl. “You keep it nice and polite. This is not the night and definitely not the place to cause trouble. You understand?”

      Licking his lips, Tyson scanned the crowd behind Royce’s back.

      “No backup, Tyson?” Royce asked.

      Tyson visibly shook. “Yah…uh, I mean no. The guy who got in me in already left with a girl. I’m by myself. Look, I was just teasing, ya know. Don’t worry, man. I’m good.”

      Royce let a good thirty seconds pass before he dropped his arm. He caught the distinction between Tyson saying, ‘I’m good’ and ‘I’ll be good.’

      Shit. It was going to be a long night.
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      “Hi, Amber. So glad you could make it.” Reese joined her at the bar.

      Amber set her drink down and hugged the woman who’d she’d become closer to over the last year. She cherished their friendship but secretly wished Reese’s brother had an overbite and was a straight up jerk. It would make her decision to be at the party tonight, dressed up for one reason only—to catch Royce’s eye among other body parts.

      She took a small sip of her favorite drink, “Hi, yourself and thanks. Caris made sure I knew I was invited. Actually, I think she has ulterior motives. She’s been bugging me to go out since I dumped the last guy I dated.”

      Amber had a habit of talking too much when she was nervous. She looked around to see if Royce was still looking at her. Disappointment hit her when she couldn’t find him.

      “Aw, Caris means well. And I get it. Happy friends always want everyone else to experience the happiness they have. And it seems you’re it now that all of us have a special guy. Don’t worry; I’ll do my best to wave off any men who don’t live up to our standards, K?” Reese scanned the crowd, then lifted her hand and waved.

      “Hey, speaking of men, my man is signaling me. If you see someone you want an intro to you, find me. I know everyone.”

      Amber watched Reese rush over to her boyfriend, Connor, wrap her arms around his neck. Their kiss was hot and long, and he grabbed her ass for everyone to see. Amber wanted that. She wanted hot and hard and everything she never got from her last ex or anyone she’d dated.

      And for that, she wanted Royce Kincaid. Hot cop and decorated member of the local SWAT, he was the only one she wanted to give her the hot and hard part. He had a reputation for his prowess in bed. He also had the reputation of one night and done, or so it was rumored. But she didn’t want the rumor—she wanted the man.

      She wanted a man who could handle her need for edgier sex, the kind where her partner wouldn’t stop until she exploded-half-a-dozen-times-sex. Yup, she wanted what the rumors about Royce proclaimed.

      Except she had one tiny little problem. Amber had never shared that need with any of her previous boyfriends. Men always treated her like she was a good girl, like she might break at the slightest amount of pressure. It was her own fault. She hadn’t spoken up before and asked for what she wanted, what she craved in bed or out. But that was going to end.

      Tonight.

      She hoped.

      With Royce. The man she should stay away from, but who she wanted to bring alive her deepest desires. And she was still working on the courage part. She signaled the bartender for another drink. He nodded and took down a clean glass and began to mix her favorite, a pina colada, when she felt someone take the seat Reese had vacated.

      She knew it wasn’t going to be who she wanted and mentally prepped a polite turndown.

      “Come here often?”

      The words were followed by a vapor cloud of Jameson and a sweaty hand in her face.

      “Tyson Brown. Ty to my friends. Wanna be my friend?”

      Amber cringed at the awful line and the accompanying leer. Ugh, why did she always attract the creeps?

      “Um, I’m waiting for someone. But uh, it was nice to meet you.” She turned to face toward the crush of people celebrating on the dance floor.

      “Someone, huh? Yeah, right. Look, I’ve been watching. You’ve turned down like what, three other guys. You got a problem or something?”

      Ty’s voice had risen, and it was laced with barely controlled anger. She spotted Reese and Connor dancing, but the noise level was too loud to try and catch their attention; her voice would be swallowed up by the crowd.

      “Look, I’m serious. Why else would I turn down those other guys if I wasn’t waiting for someone?” She offered the best smile could muster.

      “Nice story. You tell that to the other losers too?” Tyson rubbed his face.

      He let out a weird laugh. “Sorry. Man, I just really wanted to meet you. You’re the hottest girl in here, and you know it’s kinda strange you’re sitting here all alone, unless… well, you know.”

      “No, I don’t.” Afraid to give him an opening to hear his reasoning, she nodded to no one in particular. Please take the hint. Please take it, please.

      He leaned in close. Her prayer went unanswered. He was way too close for comfort. She automatically leaned back as another whiff of whiskey made her gag.

      “Hey, I’m not gonna bite.” He growled. “Unless you want me to.”

      Nope. She didn’t. She was saving that for someone else. Someone, not him. “I think you have me confused with someone else.” Amber stood up, intent on finding anyone she knew and maybe someone she didn’t.

      Tyson jumped off his chair and leaned into her, and grabbed her arm.

      “Ow! What are you doing, asshole? That hurts. Let me go.” She tried to shake his hold, but he didn’t budge.

      “You think you’re too good for me? I’d have you begging for more after the first round. And then I’d—”

      “Hey, Amber, I heard you were here. The gang’s looking for you. They’re over in the VIP section.”

      Maverick Jansen, the star pitcher of the Outlaws, stood behind Tyson. She offered him a smile of gratitude and nodded. Then she looked down at his hand wrapped around her arm and back up into Tyson’s face.

      What she found made her break out in a cold sweat. For a split second, she saw evil, then he blinked, and the cruelty was gone.

      “This guy bothering you?” Maverick stepped from behind the much shorter man and stood by her side.

      She let out the breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding as Tyson let go of her arm and offered it to Maverick. “Hey, man. Great game. Congratulations on the championship.”

      Maverick didn’t acknowledge Tyson other than to cross his arms and glare at the now sweating man. “Amber, you okay?”

      “Y-yes. He was just leaving. He thought I was someone else, isn’t that right?”

      Still too close for her peace of mind, Amber shifted away from Tyson but not before his whispered words reached her.

      “Saved by the bell. Catch you next time. Amber,” Tyson whispered and walked away.

      Amber and Maverick watched the king of creeps disappear into the crowd. She turned to Maverick, “Thank you. He wasn’t taking no for an answer.”

      “You sure you’re okay?” Maverick was looking at her arm.

      She glanced down at the slowly darkening skin and rubbed. “Yeah, he was drunk. I’ve never seen him before, and he was convinced I was blowing him off. And I was, but...”

      “No, buts. Some guys can’t handle no, even when it’s a polite no. Next time be more of a bitch. Dump your drink in his lap. Hell, anything to cause a scene, okay?”

      Amber nodded, then looked behind Maverick and discovered Royce intently watching her. He stood behind the railing between the dance floor and the front entry. Her gaze traveled down his muscular arms and rested on his hands gripping the metal, his knuckles white.

      She swore she could feel his anger across the room. He gave her a slight nod and pushed off the railing, and went in the direction of the now-vanished Tyson.

      She let out a sigh as she watched his backside disappear into the crowd. That man exuded power and protection. What she wouldn’t give for a chance to wrap herself around all that muscle and hard angles.

      She heard Maverick speaking, but what he was saying didn’t register. Still shook up from her encounter, she wanted what? She wasn’t sure now about approaching Royce tonight. Maybe she should leave and treat herself to half a pint of salted caramel ice cream and stream a movie and rethink how to hook up with Royce.

      She looked back to where she last saw him and noticed he was now speaking to one of the security guards Reese had on staff. Amber took the opportunity to observe him unnoticed and took another moment to admire his strong jawline, broad shoulders, and toned body. She sighed and turned back to Maverick.

      “Amber? You with me, hon?” Maverick turned around to where she was looking, then chuckled, “Now, that’s someone you need to stay away from. He’s a nice guy, but definitely not in your league.” He motioned to where the rest of his friends and his wife, Kelsey had gathered. “Why don’t you come hang with us? And we’ll see what we can do about finding someone in between creepy guy and commitment-phobia guy. What do you say?”

      Boy, had she’d been that obvious? I guess staring at a man across the room wasn’t exactly subtle behavior, but still—ouch. “And what exactly does that mean? You think after what just happened, I’m not capable of choosing the right guy?”

      “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. It’s just he’s not known for anything long term. A bit like me, I guess, before I found Kelsey, but he’s not your type, Amber. You need someone like—”

      Oh no, he just didn’t. “Like who? The calm, boring type that a good girl like me deserves? Well, the hell with that. I’ve had my fill of those men, and no thank you.” Wow, Amber. Where’d that come from?

      “Okay, let me rephrase. Royce is a great guy, but he’s got a broken heart list longer than mine ever was. You deserve someone, well you just deserve a guy who’ll last, ya know? So, what do you say? Come join us. I know Kelsey and the rest of the ladies want you too.”

      Amber felt about two inches tall. She didn’t have a temper, but obviously, Maverick had hit a nerve. And she wanted nothing more than to catch up with everyone as she hadn’t seen them since Noel and TS’ baby shower for their son, Carson.

      “I say, thank you, Mav. And for the record, I wouldn’t have shot you. I know you’re only looking out for me. Besides, I don’t want Kelsey hunting me down to the ends of the earth for payback.” Amber grinned then let out a laugh.

      She followed Maverick to the VIP area, but not before she looked back for another peek. Yeah, he probably wasn’t someone she should pursue, but damn he made her want things she’d only fantasized about. But as much as she wanted him, she also wanted more than just one night. She wasn’t built for one-night stands.

      She tried to put her feelings and her body’s desire for Royce on the back burner, but she had a distinct feeling she’d be a failure at both.
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      Royce downed a bottle of water. It did little to cool him down as he watched Amber escape the close call with Tyson. He’d thought about going over himself. Thankfully Maverick stepped in quick because he knew he’d end up burying his fist in the jerk’s face. His sister didn’t need that kind of publicity. Neither did he.

      So, for the next hour, he made sure Tyson didn’t circle around and try for another shot at Amber. She stayed in the VIP section and was surrounded by Reese, Connor, and her boss, Caris, and her husband Blake Anderson, the Outlaw’s Manager. The group also included the rest of their tight circle of friends, their wives, and girlfriends.

      He relaxed, knowing none of the players would let anything or anyone bother her again tonight. He roamed the outer perimeter of the dance floor and tried to put Amber’s face and her body out of his head. He wanted her, but it was laced with something different; something new. He’d desired other women sure, but with her, it was… maddening.

      When he looked at her, he saw more than someone to hook up with.

      Hell, he hadn’t even spoken to her more than polite greetings, and small talk, so why was he contemplating some kind of future where they could make it work beyond a quick slap and tickle?

      “Royce, you look stressed. What’s up?” His sister offered him a soft drink. “Anything I need to know about?”

      He could tell her the cliff note version, but knowing Reese, she might pick up on his personal interest in Amber. He’d barely admitted to himself, let alone his sister, that what he was feeling for the curvy office manager went beyond pure lust.

      Maybe his interest in Amber was simply because she seemed to always be around. In his real life, not the after dark quest for a hard and fast release where the women understood he was a one-time deal?

      For whatever reason, when he looked at Amber, he sensed there was potential. And that was more dangerous than any perp with a knife in one hand and a revolver in the other during a twelve-hour standoff.

      Royce remained silent and looked over to where Amber had been sitting earlier. The group had pretty much dispersed, but Connor, Maverick, and Luke, the team’s catcher, were kicked back sharing one last drink. Who could blame them for wanting to keep the celebration going? They’d earned it.

      “Hey, c’mon, what’s bugging you? You forget, I know how to read you. And it has nothing to do with missing a stupid workout. Is it a woman? No, don’t tell me. It’s probably two women. Decisions, decisions, right?”

      “No, everything’s good. And yes, I skipped my usual trip to the gym this morning. You know how I get cranky if I can’t punch something.”

      “Hmm… so no, ‘stay out of my business, sis?’ What’s really going on?” Reese laid her head on his shoulder. “You know I’m a great listener.”

      Royce was almost ready to spill a part of his dilemma, and he’d keep Amber’s name out of it, but as he opened his mouth, a kid in his early twenties burst through the main entrance. He gasped for a breath and held up his arm, pointing behind him, “Hey, some guy has a girl… he’s got a gun… outside…somebody call 911.”

      Royce strode over to the kid. “Where?”

      “Down the street, next to the empty lot, the...the one they turned into a mini-park… he dragged her towards the alley. And man, is she screaming.”

      Reese laid a hand on Royce’s arm, “I’ve got dispatch on the line now. They said they already received another call.”

      “Keep everyone inside, lock the door behind me.” Royce ran toward the entrance and turned back to his sister. “No one, Reese. No one leaves until the PD calls all clear.”

      “Wait! You’re not armed.”

      “You sure about that, sis?” Royce lifted his pant leg and retrieved his Glock-27 from his ankle holster. He pushed through the door, sprinted across the street, and kept to the inside of the sidewalk. He ran down Main all the way to the corner. Muffled screaming reached him. Then the sound of a man yelling out in pain.

      Sirens roared in the distance. Too far, he calculated; he needed to act—now. He made his way from the building next to the park and hooked a right into the open space. Empty. A lone streetlight illuminated the area. It didn’t quite do its job. He crept along the building, his Glock at the ready. When he reached the end of the wall as it met the alleyway, he stopped and listened.

      “You just couldn’t listen, could you bitch? You had to scream.”

      A muffled response. Royce couldn’t make out the words but knew it was a woman.

      “All I wanted was some fun. But nope, you didn’t want to play. Well, now we’re both in trouble. Stop it! Ow!”

      The kidnapper’s voice sounded familiar... Shit, he knew that whiny tone.

      Fuck, it was Tyson.

      Royce edged around the corner, gun steady, and took a look. Tyson was holding the woman against the building, maybe twenty feet away. Tyson’s left hand covered her mouth; his right held a gun under her chin. And he was shaking his left leg.

      Looked like he’d been kicked.

      Good for her, she fought back. The move may have saved her life.

      Royce returned to his position and turned the safety off.  When he stepped out fully into the alley, Tyson continued to spit curse words at his captive. But the woman must have caught his movement. She turned her head toward him. Eyes wide in fear, she blinked rapidly then slammed them shut when Tyson pressed his nose into her cheek.

      Amber.

      Shit! Goddammit. His heart stopped for a beat, then started back up, pounding the crap out of his chest. He’d never once been in a situation on the job where he knew the victim.

      Seeing Amber shoved up against the fucking wall with a gun in her face fueled his anger. He wished he could tear the scumbag apart with his bare hands. Instead, he took a deep breath and centered himself and remembered protocol, then dismissed protocol. Screw it.

      Time was his second enemy, and as much as he’d relish beating Tyson to a pulp, he’d settle for shooting him in the leg. A headshot clearly wasn’t an option with how he was currently holding onto Amber.

      Amber’s eyes flashed open again. Royce held her frightened gaze and willed her to calm. She gave a slight nod.

      Tyson followed Amber’s gaze. “Fuck!” He whirled Amber in front of him and used her as a shield.

      Gravel sprayed into the air, and Amber stumbled and let out a whimper.

      Her cry wrapped around Royce’s heart and refused to let go. “Pretty pathetic using a woman to protect yourself. Let her go, Tyson, and you won’t get hurt. That’s the only and last promise I’m making you.”

      Tyson let out another string of curses and pulled Amber closer into his body. “Back off, Royce. You’re not on duty, man, and your SWAT buddies are nowhere in sight.”

      As if on cue, the sounds of sirens increased. The air filled with the screeching of tires and shouts of officers.

      “You were saying, dickhead?” Royce aimed his gun low and to the left of Amber’s body. “I’m sure the local PD will back me up. So, do yourself a favor and let her go. The longer you drag this out, the more trouble you’ll be in.”

      “Bullshit. We both know I’m going down. I’ve already got a felony on my belt, man. So, maybe I should have a little fun first, huh? Cause I don’t think you’re going to shoot an old friend. You don’t have it in you. Not Royce Kincaid, the pillar of Pineville.”

      That’s right keep talking dickhead. The more Tyson rattled on, the better Amber’s chances of coming out unhurt became. “What in the Hell are you talking about? I’m not the pillar of anything. Just doing my job, asshole.”

      “Screw you! You think because you’re the law now that people don’t remember? Everyone knows how you messed up plenty in high school.” Tyson stepped backward, dragging Amber with him.

      “I think you’re confusing me with yourself. And you’re running out of time, old friend.” Royce matched each step Tyson took. He held out a hand when the first responding office rounded the corner. “I got this.” And he did. No one was taking Tyson down but him.

      Another screech of tires erupted as two squad cars blocked the exit to the alleyway behind Tyson. He wasn’t going anywhere. But, would he go down injuring himself or worse, Amber?

      Tyson’s eyes were darting between Royce and the officer behind him. Royce was almost out of time. He needed to act. Sweat was pouring off Tyson’s brow, and the hand holding the gun to Amber’s chin had begun to shake. Shit, he was probably on something besides the whiskey he’d been downing all night.

      “Let her go, Ty. You’re hurting her.” Royce kept his tone even as he crept closer. When he was within ten feet, he stopped. He let his gaze roam over Amber and checked to see if she was bleeding.

      Tyson moved his arm up and wrapped it around her throat.

      Royce grimaced as he watched Amber struggle to push Tyson off. He almost lost it when she began to gasp for breath.

      “Hurting her? Christ, she’s fine. So fine.” Tyson shouted. He bent down and whispered something in Amber’s ear. She cringed and kicked out. Her leg missed, but it gave Royce the opportunity he needed. Tyson moved his lower body out of the way, opening himself up as the perfect target.

      Royce nodded as Amber’s gaze met his again and mouthed the words, “lean to the left—you’ll be okay.” He couldn’t wait to see if she understood; he aimed his gun and fired.

      The bullet found its home in Tyson’s upper right thigh. He screamed, let go of Amber, and dropped the gun as he reached down to cover his wound.

      She fell to the side and scrambled backward, slamming her back into the brick wall. Royce ran toward her, the officer behind him descended on Tyson as several officers raced from the end of the alley.

      It was over.

      He crouched down in front of Amber and pulled her into his arms. “You okay, sweetheart? It’s over. He won’t ever hurt you again.”

      She nodded, closed her eyes, and wept. Royce cradled her to his chest. Her body shook as she sobbed and buried her head into the crook of his neck. They stayed that way for a long time. He didn’t let go until someone tapped his shoulder. EMS wanted to check her out, and then they needed her to go to headquarters. They needed him as well, but not together.

      “Let me know if you need anything, okay? Reese has my number.”

      Amber lifted her chin and wiped away a single tear. She opened her mouth, but no words came out. She slammed her body into his and held on tight. A muffled, ‘thank you’ vibrated against his chest. Another minute passed before she let go and allowed the emergency tech to walk her to the waiting ambulance.

      His heart continued to pound; in fact, it hadn’t stopped pounding since he realized she was the one in danger. Someone he cared for had been victimized, and he’d never be the same again. The fact that just tonight he realized he had feelings for her was not lost in the moment. Dammit, why hadn’t he done more earlier? He should have made sure Tyson had been given a ride home. He wasn’t sure he’d ever forget the horror-filled desperation in Amber’s eyes.

      Royce knew it would take a long time before he could breathe easily again. The rage he experienced as he watched Tyson put his hands upon Amber, ... Fuuuck. Lord, he wasn’t sure he’d ever get over the helplessness he felt as he silently promised Amber everything would be okay before he pulled the trigger.

      But now it would be someone else’s job to comfort her. Royce had done what he’d been trained to do. And now he needed to put away the unexpected feelings he never thought he’d experience for a woman. And next, he needed to make sure Tyson wouldn’t being seeing daylight anytime soon. He’d have to wait to satisfy his need to further comfort Amber and took solace in knowing she had a close-knit group of friends to be there for her.

      But that didn’t keep him from wishing he’d be the one she could turn to when she returned home.
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      Amber puttered around her kitchen. She stopped in front of the sink, placed her hands on the edge, and looked out the window filled with mini ceramic pots filled with succulents. It was the second morning after she’d been narrowly kidnapped. The first morning she woke with her eyes puffy and red and spent with Caris. Bless her employer. She couldn’t have wished for a better therapist, but thank god she was so much more, including her friend.

      She’d needed Caris’s calm strength and ability to listen without interruption. Amber knew she was also strong enough to get over the attack, but she was having trouble with the what-ifs. What if she hadn’t gone to the party? What if she had left earlier? What if Royce hadn’t been there to save her?

      A loud knock interrupted her thoughts. She looked down at her robe. Dang it, she hadn’t showered yet. The pounding increased. Then a loud voice sounded, “Amber, it’s Sophie and Reese. Sweetie, we have chocolate.”

      She tightened her belt and walked with a slight hop in her step. Yeah, chocolate sounded just about right. “Is it dark chocolate or—” A slightly befuddled teenage boy stood awkwardly between the two women, a large bouquet of flowers in his arms.

      “Um, are you, Ms. Amber Wyatt.” A slight flush appearing upon his face as his gaze traveled to her legs. “Here, you go.” He mumbled after thrusting the flowers into her arms and made a quick escape.

      She took the vase with overflowing blooms, a mix of white and blush Peonies, Ranunculus, and greenery. She chuckled at the teenager's reaction to her short robe. “Hi. Come on in.” She placed the gorgeous arrangement onto her dining table and turned around and was engulfed by love.

      “How are you? What do you need?” Sophie asked.

      “I hope that bag of crap never sees the light of day. Because if he does, I’ll track him down, and no one will be able to find his body.” Reese added.

      Tears threatened to fall, but Amber shook her head, and laughter won out. “Good to know. And I’ve spoken to the prosecuting attorney already; gave him my statement yesterday. That loser is now a three-time loser. He assured me he’s going away for a long time.”

      “Thank the Lord. Everyone is so upset for you, Amber. Let’s sit. What can we do for you?” Sophie put an arm over her shoulder and guided her to the sofa.

      Amber sat and looked from one friend to another. “This is perfect. You both, here, with chocolate. Gimmie.”

      They broke into laughter and maybe a few tears. “I can make coffee, or—”

      “Dammit, I was going to pick up some lattes on my way over. I’ll make it up to you. I’ll have your favorite dinner delivered tonight. I was in such a hurry to see you; I forgot.” Reese sat on the other side of Amber. “Are you sleeping? Did that creep hurt you? We heard from Royce that the paramedics took you to the hospital, but Caris said she brought you home an hour later.”

      “Yes, no, and yes. I have Caris down as my emergency contact, and she was so great. She stayed with me all night and made me soup and…” Amber noticed concern on her friends’ faces. And worry. “Hey, I’m fine. I’m going to be fine, really. I had my very own hero. And he rescued me before…before anything bad happened.”

      Sophie and Reese exchanged a look Amber couldn’t read. But she had a sinking feeling it had something to do with Royce. “What’s going on? You both look guilty.”

      “Hey, let’s see you sent you those awesome flowers.” Reese jumped up and ran over to the table and took the white envelope off the plastic holder thingy, and brought it back to Amber.

      The writing was obviously not the sender’s, so she had no clue who’d sent them. She pulled out the small white card and read, “To the bravest woman I know. You’ll get through this. If you need to talk or text, here’s my number.” It was signed Royce. The lettering looked masculine. Had he gone to the florists and picked everything out and wrote the card out in his own hand?

      A tiny thrill went through her, and a low pulse somersaulted in her abdomen. He’d sent her flowers. Her favorite flowers. How had he known?

      “Wow, I mean, yeah he’s my brother, and I love him, but he’s not the flower sending kind of guy. Um, that was really sweet.” Reese stared at the flowers, then the card, confusion, and something else Amber couldn’t read appeared on her friend's face.

      “That is really nice. I didn’t think you two were friends, not that he needs to be a friend to send you flowers or anything. It’s just, you know, like Reese said, really sweet.”

      They all sat in silence for a moment. Amber didn’t want to attach too much meaning to Royce Kincaid sending her a bouquet of her favorite flowers. He was a nice guy. A nice, hot guy who she didn’t want to see her as a victim. Her shoulders fell, and she leaned back into the sofa cushions and sighed.

      It was probably for the best anyway. They needed to be firmly in the friend zone. He didn’t need his sister’s wrath coming down on him, and Amber couldn’t think of a way to approach Royce and suggest well what she really wanted from him and then be able to keep it a secret. She wasn’t that good of an actress. But maybe…she’d have to think about it. Because after what had happened the other night had woken her up. Life was fragile, and anytime it could be taken away.

      The rest of the morning was spent with Sophie and Reese. After a quick shower, they took her out to her favorite place for eggs benedict and a huge side of crispy hash browns. They talked about normal things and argued over who in their tight circle would get pregnant. A baby boom was in the making, and amber had to wonder at Reese’s odd moments of weepiness. It was not like her. She didn’t say her thoughts out loud but would put good money on another bundle making an appearance soon.

      “Okay, it’s settled. We’ll get everyone together one last time before the weather turns colder. I think we can talk Lara into hosting. I’ll bribe her with catering the event from my restaurant.”

      “Yeah, well you’re going to have to bribe her with a year’s supply of the lobster mac and cheese because she told me Luke wanted out of the “hosting” duties. He claims he’s tired of his friends using their guest bedroom as a place to hook up.”

      Reese’s face turned beet red. “No comment.”

      “You? Did you and Connor…um, have a little encounter at Luke’s place?”

      Reese didn’t answer. She grabbed the check and made a beeline for the cashier.

      Sophie laughed. “I heard it was one of the rookies, but it makes sense if it was her and Connor. Their chemistry was through the roof as I recall. Well, it still is. Anyway, I’ll call you after I talk to Lara, okay?” She looked back at Reese still at the front of the café. “Between you and me, and you have to swear I never said a word, but Connor is going to propose to Reese.”

      Amber bit her tongue to keep from shouting. “It’s about damn time.”

      “Right? But from what Grant got out of him, he had some issues about his parents' failed marriage to resolve. I’m just happy he’s ready. I know Reese has put on a brave face, but she’s been wanting this for a while. And I know she wants to start a family.”

      So many changes. She was happy for Reese. Connor was the perfect man for her, and he was beyond lucky to have Reese. It just seemed like she was the only one, well and Evie, having a hard time finding someone who was the exact right fit. But, perhaps before she got serious about finding the right one, she’d go after the one was right for her now.
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      Royce drove to The Club to meet up with Grant and TS. He was just about done with his captain. The man was solid, but he was also not open to trying new tactics. And he didn’t take suggestions. As far as the guy was concerned, north Idaho wasn’t experiencing enough “big city crime” to justify the added expense of the enhanced training Royce believed SWAT needed.

      So he would put out feelers. And the first one had been to the owners of the Outlaws. A lot of the time it was who you knew when looking for a new job or change in career. Shift change had been at seven. He’d gone home, taken a shower, and slept like a dead man for three and a half hours. He’d functioned on less.

      “Thanks for meeting me. I hadn’t expected such a quick response, so that tells me two things.” He sat back and waited. TS and Grant may be his friends, but right now was all about business.

      TS spoke first. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s the first?”

      Royce grinned. “That’s easy. You two don’t spend forever in the boardroom debating what’s good for the organization. You’re always moving forward. No rest for the wicked.”

      Grant returned Royce’s grin. “That’s fair. And the second?”

      “You’ve already started your search for a new head of security. Now, I’m not looking to fill that role, but I’d like to find out what your plans are and see if the experience I have is a good fit.”

      TS didn’t so much as blink. He sent Grant a quick glance before returning his attention to Royce. “I knew you were more than just a pretty face. You nailed it on both counts. And we would be fools not to consider you for a position within the Outlaw organization. We’ve been searching for someone who has both management and tech skills to become Head of Security, but that doesn’t mean whoever this person turns out to be won’t take our recommendation on personnel.”

      Grant’s nod was a bigger relief than Royce had anticipated. He knew he was taking a big chance stepping away from what he thought would be a life-long career. But people changed, priorities changed, and he wanted a new challenge. Amber’s face popped into his mind unexpectedly. Yeah, she would be a challenge as well. He also knew that she’d come to mean too much to him to treat her as one of his many conquests. Maybe if he started taking his future more seriously, he could become the type of guy who could give more than just a night to someone like her.

      “What do you think, Royce?”

      The moment came back into focus, and Royce looked at Grant and TS watching him, waiting for a response. Man, he had it bad.

      “Look, we know you were probably looking for a definitive yes today, but we’re pretty sure the candidate we just met with, his name is Zak London, is our guy. Once we make the final decision, we’ll bring you in and go from there. How’s that sound?”

      Royce was one lucky son of a gun because he’d totally been out it daydreaming about Amber. He took a deep breath, lifted his water glass and offered the men a salute, “Sounds good. Thank you for the chance. I want to earn a position on merit and not as a favor. I look forward to meeting with whoever it is you hire.”

      “Don’t thank us yet because you’re right. We don’t hand out jobs to people we like or share a beer with. You’ll earn it on your expertise. Now, we want to hear about that asshole you took down and saved Amber.”

      Royce laughed and ran a hand through his hair. “How about we have a couple beers, and then I’ll—"

      “Well now, what’s going on here? Looks like high-level stuff.”

      “Hey, Reese. Would you like to join us for a beer as your brother tells us how it feels being a hero?” TS stood and pulled out the fourth chair.

      “I’d love to, but I’ll have to wait until later. We’re short a server today. But I’ll be happy to bring you three beers on the house.” Reese then leaned closer and whispered into Royce’s ear, “How about you see me after your done and then explain what the hell is going on between you and Amber?”

      His sister patted him on the shoulder without giving away to TS and Grant how pissed off with Royce she was and walked toward the bar. He knew this day would come. He should have planned better.

      The bartender delivered their drinks, and Royce relayed the events of Amber’s attempted abduction. What he didn’t share were the flowers he’d sent or the half dozen text messages they’d exchanged. He was being a friend, a shoulder to lean on—from a distance. But that last text she’d sent had him thinking she may see him as more than her rescuer.

      After TS and Grant left, he sat at the table and contemplated if he should bail and deal with his sister later, much later. The server returned with his credit card and receipt and a note from his sister.

      Don’t even think about leaving.

      He looked over his shoulder to see her standing in the doorway to her office. Royce let out a long sigh and thanked the young woman. “Hi, my name’s Clancy.” She licked her lower lip and looked expectantly at him.

      Had it been six months ago, he’d ask for her number. He’d call a day or two later and set a meetup. He’d make sure they both had a good time and on to the next. But he wasn’t that man anymore and now, he guessed he’d see what his sister had to say first.
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      “So, I’ll just dive in. I know you sent Amber flowers. Her favorite flowers. I had no idea you even knew what a florist is.”

      Royce straddled the chair across from his sister’s desk. “If you think your snarky attitude is going to get you answers, try again, sis.”

      “Fine. We’re no longer kids. Amber’s a gorgeous woman. I get it. And to be honest, she’s kinda out of your league, and she’s a friend. A friend to a lot of the same people you hang out with. Seems you might need a reminder of a promise you made me.”

      “Reese, don’t you think if I wanted to make a move on Amber I would have done it long before now?”

      He watched as his sister raised her left eyebrow. He hated it when she’d give him that look when they were kids, then teenagers. The one that said “you’re full of shit” because out of everyone, she’d always known him best. “Caught me.”

      “That wasn’t my intention, Royce. But I do want to know what you’re do—”

      “I’ll save you the inquisition. Because I’m not sure I know what the hell it is I’m doing. At first, yeah I thought about making a move on her, get her out of my system. I thought that would work, but then I kept thinking about that damn promise, and the longer time went on, the more I saw her, the more I saw her, you know?” He tipped his head back and had no clue what he wanted to say next.

      “It’s not that hard to see, Royce. She’s a beautiful, smart, funny, caring person. And she deserves someone who wants more than one night, no matter, um, how great a time you might show her. Is that what you’re thinking here?”

      Okay, this was turning into a conversation he so did not want. “Nothing has happened between Amber and me.”

      “Huh? Because I see the way you look at her and how she tries not to look at you. And I know you two shared one hell of a lip lock at O’Malley’s.” Reese crossed her arms.

      Shit. “How long have you known?”

      “Oh, I guess within an hour after it happened.” She relaxed and leaned forward and rested her chin in her hand and smiled at him. “And before you ask, one of my part-time line cooks is dating a server at the pub. She saw you two, told him, and here we are.”

      “Small town gossip. Perfect.” One of the things he’d liked about living in Dallas was anonymity; running into people you knew rarely happened. “Okay, so what do you want me to say, to do because—”

      “I want to know when you’re going to figure out that using your job, the dangers of your job as an excuse from getting close to a woman. You deserve happiness, just like the rest of us. When you find someone you want to come home to every night, you need to take a leap, Royce.”

      When had his sister become so wise? “Are you saying I should do that with Amber?”

      “I’m saying what’s taking you so long?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      “Congratulations!” The words were yelled by the dozen or so friends and family that had gathered to celebrate Reese and Connor’s engagement. Stand up heaters, and a couple of firepits blazed to ward off the late October chill.

      The Outlaw’s catcher and his wife had, according to all their friends, had the best backyard for BBQs and parties. So, they often hosted the group’s special events. And now that everyone was adding to the next generation, they had playsets everywhere for the recent baby explosion.

      Royce stood in the background and observed the festivities as he finished his drink. He’d already offered the happy couple his congratulations earlier.

      He walked back into the house, planning on sneaking out early. He’d hoped to see Amber and get a moment alone with her, but her friends were sticking to her like glue.

      As if conjured by his thoughts, he nearly ran her over as he turned a corner in the unfamiliar house.

      “Hi,” Amber spoke first.

      He cleared his throat. “Hey. How are you?” His voice sounded rough even to his own ears.

      “I’m good. Thanks.”

      Polite conversation, dammit, he needed to do better, let her know she could lean on him.

      “Um, thank you for the flowers. They’re beautiful. And for all the texts. It was very sweet of you to check up on me.”

      He hadn’t known what to do, so he’d sent flowers. He’d felt lame doing so, but it wasn’t like he could just show up at her house. He wasn’t that kind of guy. And he hadn’t trusted himself in being alone with Amber. Even now, as she stood before him, all he could think about was getting her naked.

      “You’re welcome. I hope you haven’t been having any nightmares or...” Or what? Shit, he didn’t have much experience comforting a victim of a crime. And Amber was more to him than a victim. He wanted to help her in more direct ways, with his hands and certain other parts of his body. But, he’d held back during their text exchanges from outright telling her he wanted to bury himself inside her. That he wanted to give her pleasure instead of the pain and horror she’d experienced, but instead he’d done some light flirting hoping she’d see him as someone other than the man who saved her from a monster.

      Damn, maybe he should have consulted with Caris, her boss was one of the best psychiatrists in the region, and she would know best how to approach Amber. He wanted to be someone Amber could go to if she needed someone to talk to. He needed to talk to her, really talk to her to make sure she was okay.

      Hell, every night he woke up after a nightmare where he hadn’t been able to save her, and it was tearing him apart. Desperate to figure out how to get Amber to see him as more than the hero the newspaper made him out to be or the cop just doing his job, he’d stayed away.

      He wanted her to see him as a man, a man who wanted to slowly peel off her clothes and lick every inch of her curves. He wanted to chase away any and all demons she had because of that scumbag. So, Royce decided to start where most men did, what he rarely did with any woman. He’d asked her out on a date.

      “I, ah, I would have liked to do more. Maybe we could have dinner?” Dinner, come on, Kincaid, you can do better. Be honest with what you really want.

      “I, uh, I’d liked that. But I was hoping we could talk. Is now a good time? In private?” Amber licked her lips.

      In private? Her lips were wet. He couldn’t take his eyes off of them. And was she leaning in closer to him? Maybe his flirting had worked. Hell, yes, he’d speak with her in private and anything else she had in mind. “Sure. Wherever you’re comfortable.”
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      Amber wanted to do more than talk. She wanted him to know how thankful she was for rescuing her, but she also wanted him. Naked. She knew she’d be seeing him today, and she’d played out in her head exactly how she wanted to show him just how much she wanted him.

      He’d texted her a couple times to make sure she was okay, and his tone had changed into what she thought was flirtatious, but each time she struggled with something witty or flirty to say in return. But not today. Today she was ready to go after what she’d imagined for weeks, what they’d tiptoed around. She wanted Royce Kincaid.

      If there was anything good to come from being assaulted, it had made her realize if she wanted something or someone, you had to go after it and live in the moment. She was done wishing and fantasizing. She was going after exactly what she wanted.

      “There are so many people here, and I know just the room where we could go and … be alone and—talk.”

      She watched as awareness dawned on his face. Her gaze wandered down his body, her eyes widening, her belly heating as his erection strained against the fly of his jeans. Amber had never wanted a man as much as she did Royce. And she was grabbing the brass ring and ready for the ride of her life.

      “Sure. Talk. I’d like that.” Royce cleared his throat.

      She heard a promise in his husky response. Thrilled that she’d created the effect she’d been hoping for, she led him up a staircase at the back of the house.

      “This is their guestroom. It’s private and has quite the reputation. Have you heard about it?” Lord, she hoped he had. She was ready to have sex with him. Hot, sweaty, soul-shattering sex. Her body needed the release, and she needed it with him. Yet, she wasn’t sure she could explain the history of the room being used for hook-ups by other Outlaw players, specifically Connor and his sister.

      “I’m aware, but I hope you’re not bringing me up here to thank me for rescuing you because that’s not how I want this to happen.”

      Neither did she.

      “Amber, before we ‘talk,’ it’s important to me that you see me as Royce, not the guy that rescued you the other night. I don’t want this to be anything other than two people connecting.”

      She was sure. Now she’d prove it to him. She moved another step closer to him. She could feel the heat emanating from his body; she was close enough to breathe in his unique scent. She licked her lips again and took one last step toward him.

      “Royce, would it surprise you to find out that I’ve wanted you since the first moment I saw you. That all I could think about was having you touch me, and that every time since I’ve been trying to get up the courage to ask you to fuck me?”

      He didn’t respond right away. Instead, he ran his gaze over her achy body. He took his time when he reached her breasts. Her breathing became heavy, and her nipples hardened at the attention he was paying them.

      His eyes darkened, and his gaze at half-mast, filled with a growing desire.  She shuddered at the need she was witnessing, just for her. This is what she had been missing. This is what she craved, and she wanted more, so much more.

      Her skin tightened in response as Royce lifted his hand and brushed a thumb back and forth over her rigid nipple. He held her gaze as she fought to stay still, not wanting the bone-melting sensation to end. She let out a whimper and sucked in a breath as warmth traveled from her belly to the top of her thighs.

      “Surprised? No. Turned on beyond belief? Yes. God, Amber. I’ve wanted the same thing.” He stepped into her, lowered his head to her ear, and growled, “Tell me what you want.”

      His breath against her ear, the vibration of his voice sent a sharp zap of electricity straight to her clit. A shiver ran through her as she let out a moan. She was done holding back her wants, her needs.

      “I don’t want you to hold anything back. I’m not going to break. I want crazy. I want you to make me scream until I lose my voice. I want you to fuck me here in the hallway, up against the wall. On the floor. It doesn’t matter; I want you inside me. Now.”

      He growled a “Fuck, yes,” captured her lips, and kissed her dizzy.

      When they both ran out of air, he gathered her hair up in his hands and placed his forehead on hers. “You drive me fucking crazy, Amber. I’m not sure what I did to deserve you, but, dammit, you’re just what I need.”

      He pressed his length into her and began to grind his cock against her. “I’m going to fuck you anyway you want, baby. That’s a promise.”

      Amber felt high from the power he handed her. She was going to be greedy and very naughty. “Take off your clothes, Royce.”

      Her demand was met with quick action as he whipped off his shirt. Her hands itched to explore all the sharp angles of his muscled chest.

      “Not yet. You touch me, baby, and I’m going to go off. First, let’s take care of you. I’m not ashamed to admit I’ve spent hours wondering what you taste like.”

      She closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall. “Yes, I want that too.”

      “Say it, Amber. Say the words, baby, and I’ll do it.” Royce dropped to his knees and looked up at her.

      She felt alive for... for the first time ever. This moment, this man was beyond perfect.

      She smiled down at Royce’s handsome face. His eyelids were heavy with desire for her. “I need you, want you to lick me.” She pulled up her dress, revealing she wore no panties, spread her thighs, and placed her fingers on either side of her clit. “Lick me till I come.”

      She watched, fascinated as he grabbed her ass and pulled her towards his mouth. He closed his eyes and tongued her. She jumped at the first and the second stroke. The anticipation of this moment almost had her coming. He lifted his head and caught her gaze. Oh my god, he was so perfect.

      “Good girl, keep watching.” He leaned back in and increased his pressure on her now swollen flesh. She let out a cry as he went faster. He pressed a thumb on her clit, and she saw stars. Her orgasm crested as he continued.

      Spasms rocked her. Royce’s right hand journeyed up her hip and along the curve of her waist. He covered her breast and pinched her nipple, and massaged her heated flesh prolonging the orgasm.

      “Yes, on my god, yes.” Her plea was low and deep, her voice raspier than she’d ever heard, and she reveled in the newness of it.

      She was dimly aware of her body banging into the wall as the thrill of someone discovering them heightened her pleasure. When she felt the crest of a second wave, she grasped Royce’s head and screamed his name.

      The pulsing of her core continued as he placed his thumb on her tight bud—was this heaven? If so, she never wanted to leave. It dawned on her that she must have said the words out loud as she heard a soft chuckle erupt from Royce as he placed a feather-soft kiss on her mound that sent another rush of liquid flowing through her as she came down off the highest of highs.

      She let out what felt like her hundredth moan as he stood then cupped her face and brushed a kiss against her lips, “God, you’re so beautiful.” Royce lifted her up and carried her into the guest room.

      He tossed her on the bed and grinned, “don’t move.”

      He went back out into the hall and retrieved his shirt, shut the door, and locked it. “I don’t want any interruptions.”

      He took a condom out of his jean pocket, rolled it on, and stalked back toward her. She was still breathing hard from the best orgasms ever and didn’t protest when he lightly grasped her ankles and pulled her down the bed until her ass hit the edge.

      “I want you too damn bad to go slow. I promise next time we’ll take hours. Right now, I need to be inside of you.”

      She got hung up on the phrase “next time” and let out a squeak when he pulled her up, turned her around, reached under her body and caressed her breasts, then flicked her nipples. “Yes,” she cried out. She pushed her bottom into his cock and rotated her hips.

      “Lay down on the bed, Amber. You can put your feet on the floor and hold that pretty ass up in the air for me or get on your hands and knees. Either way, I’m going to fuck you from behind, then I’m going to flip you over and watch you ride me till you come again.”

      Yes, that. She wanted that. She looked back at him and licked her lips. “Promises, promises.”

      “It’s more than a promise, baby. Now, move.” He growled the words.

      She almost came again from his demand. 

      She got on her hands and knees. He grabbed her hips and pulled her into him. But instead of entering her, he reached around and touched her clit. He rubbed the sensitized bud until she screamed his name and came again. 

      “Inside me. Now.” 

      “I like it when you order me around.” He entered her slowly and teased her with his length. In and out until she thought she’d go mad. She began rocking back and forth, trying to get him to go faster.

      He matched her rhythm, then took over, grasped her hips, and pounded into her until she again felt the tingling of another orgasm. It was too much. It wasn’t enough. His shout of completion sent her over the edge, and she tightened her inner walls and squeezed him. 

      He stayed inside her as they both took in gulps of air and drifted into the soul-shattering place where good sex and crazy connection met.

      “That was…” She paused. She couldn’t think; all she could do was feel. And she felt fantastic. And scared. No, she didn’t want to think about it now. She’d walked into this knowing he only did hook-ups. But dammit, she wanted more. More of this and of him. The man who rescued her, yes. But she wanted to get to know Royce the man.

      What if this was enough for him? Could she leave this bed, get dressed, and offer a simple, “thanks for the ride,” and walk away?

      “Thank you, Royce.” The words sounded a bit lame, but she meant them.

      “You’re welcome. And I agree that was… beyond fantastic. But you don’t have to thank me. It makes it sound like you’re ready to bolt when I have plans for you. For us.”

      She looked at him, tried to read his thoughts. What did he mean?

      “No, it’s just that… it, well you, this—us, was better than I could have ever imagined. And I knew the rules going in. And I’m okay with it, I am.”

      Royce rolled to his side and lifted his head on his hand. He looked at her for a long time without saying anything. He brushed away a few strands of hair off her face as she soaked in his features. He had a small scar above his right eye, and his hair was a mess from her hands. She committed it all to memory.

      The silence between them was easy and comforting, and she told herself she’d get up in a minute. She wanted to enjoy the last bit of time she had with him. Still, on her stomach, too relaxed to move, she closed her eyes.

      “Hey, sleepyhead. You need to wake up.” 

      She heard Royce’s voice and felt his warm hand rubbing small circles on the small of her back. She didn’t remember dozing off. She was now on her side, snuggled up tight against Royce. She stretched and smiled as muscles not used in a long while protested. Her thigh brushed his and another body part that seemed to have also awoken when she did.

      “Hmm, you looking for round two?”

      Royce lightly slapped her bottom, “unfortunately not right now. We need to get dressed. I hear cars starting up in the driveway. Party’s over.”

      “Oh, right. Right, right. Okay, where’d you put the clothes.” She jumped out of bed and raced around, looking for her bra and panties. Right, no panties. She quickly located the rest of her clothes and was buttoning up her blouse when Royce placed a hand over hers.

      “Eager to leave me?”

      What did she say? “Um, no, it’s just you said everyone’s leaving, and I thought that, well, we don’t want anyone to know about…” She looked over at the bed then back at him. “You know.”

      “Yeah, about that. I thought it might not be such a weird thing if we did— that—again.” He pulled on his boxer-briefs and turned to find the rest of his clothes.

      Amber didn’t know how what to say. She’d been all prepared to keep her real feelings hidden, act as if their time together wasn’t a big deal. Yet, he made it sound like he might want more. Maybe, she hadn’t heard him right.

      “I thought we could have dinner tomorrow or if that doesn’t work another night. When you’re free, and I’m not on duty.”

      Fully clothed, he looked like she felt. A bit rumpled and thoroughly satisfied, and ‘Hell yes,’ she wanted to see him again. First, however, she needed to make sure he was saying what she thought he was saying—that he wanted more than one time with her.

      “But what about, ah, is that what you were referring to earlier?”

      “Well, I’ve heard you don’t usually that you’re kind of a one and done type of guy.” She couldn’t believe she was having this conversation.

      “Maybe. Yeah, I was. But people change. I’ve changed. And you, Ms. Wyatt, are worth changing for.” Royce took her hand and pulled her up against him.

      He bent down and feathered his lips over hers back and forth before he captured her lips in a long, deep kiss.

      Dizzy. He made her dizzy with his kisses. She smiled against his lips. “So, do I have to wait until dinner tomorrow to have sex with you again, or will you come home with me tonight?” Go big or go home, right?

      “Baby, I have a feeling we’ll be missing a lot of dinners from now on if you keep looking at me that way.” Royce grinned and caressed her face.

      “So, we’re really doing this? We’re going to date or whatever and have incredible sex, and maybe once in a while, we’ll remember to have dinner?”

      “Amber, would it surprise you to know that I haven’t been with anyone else in weeks, not since I first laid eyes on you.”

      “What are you saying, Royce?”

      He picked her up in his arms and let her slide down his body, slowly until she let out a moan.

      Yeah, they were definitely not having dinner later.

      “Whether you realize it or not, you rescued me, Amber. Rescued me from empty encounters with women whose names I forget before I even walk out the door. Because you came along, and each time I saw you, I wanted you more, and then I only wanted you. So, when you seduced me, you also rescued me. I’m the one who should be thanking you.”

      Wow. Just holy moly, wow. She laughed, then she moaned again as he rubbed himself against her.

      “You, Mr. Kincaid, are very welcome. I want more too.”
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      TWO MONTHS LATER

      Amber set the last box on the kitchen counter. She looked through the window over the sink to see a group of babies and toddlers laughing and squealing as their parents played an impromptu game of hide and seek. The winner received a kiss and a tickle that sent everyone involved into a new round of laughter.

      The move had gone quick since everyone showed up to help and celebrate the latest couple to officially cohabitate. Amber grinned at the memory of Reese’s toast before they all took the kids outside to play. She’d offered one bit of advice, which apparently Royce had given to Connor when they’d moved in together. “Never go to bed angry, but if you do, use it for angry sex. It’s the best.”

      Except Reese didn’t follow it up with Royce’s statement of, ‘And now I’m going to go get drunk to forget I suggested you have any kind of sex with my sister.’

      Well, they hadn’t had a chance to have angry sex yet. But she was looking forward to it. Hmm, maybe she should make up a fake reason to argue? She let out a giggle and reached into the box and took out her favorite coffee mug. The movement lifted her shirt and exposed her waist. She jumped when a set of cold but a familiar set of hands circled around to her front and cupped the underside of her breasts.

      “Royce, there are kids out back.”

      “Shh…most of them can’t talk or walk yet, so no worries. I need a moment with my new roomie. I haven’t been able to touch you for hours.”

      Amber leaned into him and sighed. She arched her back and put her hands over his. And oh, did she love the way he desired her. But she wasn’t sure about the ‘roomie’ comment. She saw them as more than that, but she’d circle back around to that discussion—later.

      When his hands fell to her waist, she let out a disappointed, “oh.”

      Royce buried his face into her neck, where he placed an open-mouthed kiss, so she was momentarily mollified.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this.” Her protest sounded weak to her own ears, and thankfully, he ignored her.

      “Everyone’s staying outside for a while. Let me take the edge off for you, babe. You seem a little stressed.”

      Amber wasn’t feeling any stress, but she’d keep that to herself. She wasn’t about to complain about having his hands on her, but there were over a dozen people outside. Any of them could walk in. “Maybe, but first how about I make a snack for—”

      Royce dipped his hand into her waistband and slipped his fingers under her panties and stroked her. She jumped at the contact, the pleasure and the wickedness of the act. Lord, she loved how he worshipped her body.

      “I was thinking more of a quick big-O for you and a promise of one for me later. Spread your legs for me, Amber. That’s it, now close your eyes and be still. I’ll do all the work.”

      His whispered command created an instant liquid heat to pool in her core.

      How did she get so lucky to find a man who was her match in every way? They may have started off their relationship with lust-filled nights, but it soon became apparent they shared so much more. They both loved to read thrillers, had similar political views, and binge-watched shows when he was off duty. And she was hoping the combo led to, well to forever. They had time to figure it all out.

      Royce nipped her earlobe and drove two fingers inside her at the same time. She didn’t listen to him; she moved. She rocked her hips and rode his fingers. She couldn’t wait, she wanted her release, and he obliged her by pressing his thumb against her swollen clit. She broke apart and bit her lip to keep from crying out. The intensity of her orgasm bloomed within her and warmed every inch of her flesh.

      She sagged against the man she loved and reveled in his ability to satisfy her. It did bring her a moment of guilt. “Oh, Royce. I want you to feel this good, let me—”

      “Amber, your pleasure is mine too. You have to remember we’re going to have years to give each other what you’re feeling now.”

      Years? Did Royce just say years? Her heart skipped a beat. At a loss for words, she turned around, tears gathering in her eyes, and lifted her arms around his neck. She pressed herself into him and was met with hard evidence of his promised years.

      She almost missed his wicked grin as she pulled his head down for a kiss. When he pulled back before she could place her lips on his, she noticed he’d placed a hand between them; a small object was resting between his forefinger and thumb.

      Her breath hitched as she let out a snort-laugh. Tears fell down her cheeks.

      “Will you? You know I’m not a man of many words, but I love you, Amber Wyatt. I love your mind, your body, and your kindness. I want you by my side for as long as we both live.”

      She lifted a hand to brush away the tears and covered her mouth as she looked deep into Royce’s eyes. Unshed tears filled his own.

      He leaned his forehead into hers. “Baby, breathe. Don’t make me wait.”

      She took a deep breath inhaling his scent, his love, and let him out of his misery.

      “Oh, Royce. I love you so much. Yes!”

      Then she got her kiss. Royce’s tongue dived deep, and she moaned and wound herself around him. “Wait, Oh my, lord. “We’re going to have to come up with a fake engagement story to tell our kids. There’s no way I’m telling them or anyone how it really happened.”

      Royce lifted her up and swung her around, and kissed her again. Clapping erupted from the patio door as six sets of couples and a pack of kiddoes crowded into their kitchen.

      “Hey, I think they beat the record. Who had two months in the engagement pool?” Connor’s voice boomed over the group of friends who were more like family.

      “Me!” Caris’ laughter rang out. “And I call dibs on Matron of Honor.”

      Oh my god, if their friends had shown up just a few minutes earlier, they would have given their G rated audience an NC-17 show. Amber felt her face flush. “How long have they been there?” she whispered into Royce’s neck.

      Throwing his head back, Royce let out a deep laugh, set her down, and placed the ring on Amber’s finger. She loved it and him. She gave him another kiss and placed her palms on either side of his face, “Thank you for rescuing me, Royce.”

      “Right back at you, sweetheart.” He captured her lips and bent her backward.

      Their audience approved.
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      The last thing I needed was a cop on a power trip trying to make a name for himself. I knew I was an easy target. No one in town liked me. But did he have to give me a ticket?

      And worse, did he have to buy me a drink? Yeah, because that was going to make it all better.

      I shouldn’t have had the drink. I shouldn’t have talked to him. Or let him kiss me. Or let him walk me home. I knew I was playing with fire because he was gorgeous and snarky and the first person in far too long who acted like I mattered.

      It was a mistake to let him in, to open myself up to him. But by the time I learned just how big of a mistake, it was far too late to keep myself from wanting something I’d never get from him. From wanting more.
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      “No. No, no, no, no, no. You can’t do this!” I shouted as I raced to my car.

      The cop turned and looked at me, then slid the ticket under my wiper. The bastard.

      “I was only in there for a minute. Seriously. It was barely long enough for you to give me a ticket. Can’t you just tear that up or something?”

      He shook his head, and I tried not to notice how his hair flopped over his forehead in that adorable puppy way. Maybe I should get a dog since I no longer had any friends.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t tear it up. And we both know you weren’t in there for a minute.” He raised an eyebrow and dared me to argue.

      Fine, I wasn’t, but I wasn’t about to admit that to him. I was good at making enemies, and if he wanted to be one, I’d happily take another. It seemed the only way anyone talked to me anymore was to tell me what a disappointment I was.

      I glared at him for a long moment, and finally sighed and rolled my eyes. I didn’t have time for it. I was busy, too busy for a newbie cop who thought he could do anything in my town.

      Yeah, I knew who he was, and I wasn’t impressed.

      He turned on his heel and started to walk away, then stopped. “You should really watch where you park.”

      I flipped him off and snatched the ticket from under my wiper. I looked at it and rolled my eyes again. He cited me for blocking a delivery zone. It didn’t matter that deliveries didn’t happen at that time. Like everything else in my life, I was wrong just for existing.

      I got in my car and set my coffee in the cup holder. I would have rather not spent my morning getting coffee from one of my sister’s new best friends and getting a ticket from the cop from hell, but I was in a hurry and didn’t have time to take care of everything myself. I had an important meeting to get to. And I could not be late.

      I sipped the coffee as I pulled out of the parking space I’d made for myself. As soon as I was gone, the delivery truck pulled in to make the daily delivery to Cracked, the best restaurant in town. I hadn’t been to Cracked in a long time because of my sister, but I broke down and decided to give myself a little extra luck for today. It was going to be a good day.

      Stupid ticket and all.

      The drive south was peaceful and quiet. A few cars were on the road, but living in a small town in an area of all small towns meant that there were never many people on the road. I followed the windy path as the sun lifted into the sky and reassured me it was going to be a great day. The kind of day that was made for a fresh start. A new beginning. A new job and a new place to live where no one knew me as Melody’s backstabbing little sister.

      I could just be Willow Ferguson, a girl from MacKellar Cove who needed a change. No one needed to know anything else.

      I finished my coffee and turned up the radio so I could sing along with the music. The sunshine glittered off the St. Lawrence River to my right. If it weren’t freezing outside, I’d definitely have the windows down, but January in upstate New York meant heavy winter coats and defrost blasting the windshield so I could see.

      Once I made it to the building where my interview was, I smoothed a hand down my pants and over my brown hair and gave myself another pep talk. After a year of getting berated for everything I did, I needed a pep talk, even if it was only from myself.

      “You are awesome,” I whispered into my scarf. “You are strong and smart and you can do anything. No one can tell you what you can’t do.”

      I felt better by the time I reached the door and smiled brightly as I walked inside the studio. It was quiet and peaceful, the tans and grays making the small space feel calming. I’d always wanted to teach yoga, but I never let myself dream about it as a career. Too many times I let what others thought get in the way of that, but that was one good thing about not speaking to my sister or caring what she or anyone else thought of me. I was free to do the things I always wanted to do.

      “Welcome to Islands Wellness,” a woman at the desk said. “Are you here for our next class? It starts in about twenty minutes.”

      I shook my head and smiled at her. She was cute in a way I’d never been. She was the kind of woman who looked like a yoga instructor. Petite and thin. I started yoga with the hope it would make me look like her, but all it had done was tone my muscles and accentuate my generous curves.

      “Actually, I’m here for an interview. Is Kathy available?”

      The woman grinned broadly even as her gaze flickered down my curvy figure. “I’m so sorry, of course. She told me you would be coming in, but I didn’t think...Let me call her.”

      “Thank you,” I said, taking a step back to look around while the woman made her call. There was a studio visible through the glass to the right, and another one to the left. Behind the desk appeared to be offices and a third studio that was smaller and had blinds on the windows.

      The entire space made me feel like I was meant to be there, like it was made for me. Just over an hour from home, getting a job there would mean moving, and moving would mean getting that fresh start I’d been looking for.

      I was staring into the first studio, imagining a class in progress, when a voice behind me made every hair on my body stand up.

      “Willow Ferguson. I wondered if that was really you. I never in a million years thought you would be coming to me for something.”

      I turned and nearly ran out the door. Kathy Rogers was standing in front of me looking perfect in her pink tank top and black leggings. She had a perfect figure and perfect hair and perfect everything, right down to a massive perfect ring on her left hand.

      “Kathy Rogers? I didn’t realize you were…I thought I was supposed to meet a Kathy Davis.”

      She walked right over to me and hugged me, her perfect fake smile in place the entire time. “I got married right out of college. My husband is crazy rich and bought me this studio a few years ago. He knew I wanted to help people learn to be healthy.” Her gaze slid down my oversized body. Her perfect smile faltered at my not-perfect chubby waist and thick thighs.

      I was toned, but I wasn’t thin. My mom always said I was big-boned, which I took to mean I was fat. Maybe that wasn’t fair, but standing next to the woman who made high school a living hell for me, I felt like I was the failed joke of a star on one of those weight loss shows on TV.

      “Anyway, when I saw your name on the resume, I just had to have you come down so we could catch up,” Kathy said.

      I forced a smile and saw my dreams of working there vanish before my eyes. I wanted nothing more than to tell her to go to hell and walk out the door, but I was trying to be a better person.

      It sucked.

      I followed Kathy to her office and took a seat opposite her glass desk. The placard on the edge read Kathy Davis, owner. Her walls were a soft green color with serene pictures artfully displayed. Everything in her office screamed money and class, two words I never would have used to describe her when we were growing up.

      “So, your resume says you don’t have any experience teaching yoga. Is that the case?”

      All of my perfectly reasonable explanations went out the window. All my rehearsed answers sounded flat and dumb sitting there. The only thing I wanted to do was cry because I had so many dreams that hinged on me getting this job. But I knew it wasn’t going to happen. There was no way.

      I went through the interview and tried to make myself sound like I was worth a gamble, but every question out of Kathy’s mouth said she just brought me there for a laugh. She never had any intention of giving me a shot.

      And why would she? I had no training or experience. I had no plans for how I would do it. I was winging it, like I’d done everything else in my life, something my mother reminded me of constantly.

      I was no Melody. I wasn’t the one with the husband and the kid and the organized life. I was the screw up. The one who’d almost ruined my sister’s life because I wanted what she had.

      I walked out of the interview numb. When Kathy said she’d let me know soon, I couldn’t handle anymore. I turned on her and said, “You know what, don’t bother. We both know you aren’t going to hire me. You only brought me down here to show me how much better your life is than mine. You win. I give up. I’m not interested in the job anymore. I don’t want it.”

      She scoffed and crossed her arms. A smirk curled her lips. “You aren’t qualified. You have no training. You’ve never taught a class. Why would I hire you, even if I wanted to? You’re the same person you were in high school. You think you can do whatever you want, but we’re adults. I have responsibilities to my clients. They’re not going to come here to take yoga from…” Her scornful gaze slid down my body and I felt like I weighed a thousand pounds. “…you. They want to be healthy and fit. This isn’t a joke for them, or for me. But thanks for coming in.”

      I sucked back the emotion in my throat and swallowed roughly. I didn’t bother to say anything else. I wanted to cry, to tell her how horrible she was, to get revenge on her. But she was right. No one would want to take yoga from me. No one would want to hire me. I was working the same job I had in high school. I was still the same person. I hadn’t changed a bit.

      And I had no one to blame but myself.
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      I was still sulking the next day when I got off work. My shift at Kerri’s Boutique was a long one, and I was tired. I needed a drink, and even though I was sure I would regret it, when my coworkers invited me out with them, I said yes.

      “Seriously?” Brittany asked me. She and I had been casual friends for years. We had gone out more than a few times to pick up guys and get crazy, but since my fallout with Melody, I hadn’t gone out at all.

      I shrugged. “I need to stop hiding. Especially since it appears as though I’m going to die in this town.”

      “You didn’t get the job?” she asked.

      I shook my head. Brittany was the only person who knew I had an interview. I didn’t tell her when it was, but she knew it was soon.

      “We need drinks. Lots of them. Because I’m happy you’re staying, and you should be, too. There are plenty of hot men here, and there’s no reason to be upset when we live in a beautiful place.”

      I laughed with Brittany and tried to feel some of her excitement. I loved my hometown, but I hadn’t felt like it was really home since Melody and I stopped talking. Maybe getting back to the things I did before would help. Especially since I wasn’t going anywhere. The job with Kathy was the only potential one I had, and that wasn’t happening.

      Brittany got us drinks while I found a table at O’Kelley’s, the local hang out. I looked around the bar while I walked, checking to make sure none of Melody or Ramsey’s friends were there. I wasn’t interested in running into anyone who would report back to my sister or brother-in-law that I was there or what I was doing.

      “There is a hottie at the bar,” Brittany said as she delivered our drinks. “I’m going to see if he wants to dance. Have you spotted anyone yet?”

      I shook my head and picked up my drink. Brittany went in search of her hottie and left me at the table. I sipped my drink and tried not to feel out of place. Had everyone gotten younger since I was there last? Jeez, I felt old even though I was only thirty-one. The people who looked older than me were in pairs and groups. The only single people there looked far younger. When had that happened?

      Brittany didn’t come back to the table and after dirty looks from groups who couldn’t find a table of their own, I decided it was about time to call it a night.

      I found an unoccupied bar stool and waited for a bartender to come over so I could settle our tab. If Brittany was still there, she could open a new one, but I didn’t want to risk running out on our drinks.

      I groaned when I finally got the attention of the owner, Hudson Grant. He was one of Ramsey’s closest friends, which meant he was not a fan of mine at all. I’d hoped one of the other bartenders would help me, but of course my luck was shit.

      Hudson walked over and set a fresh drink in front of me. I sipped the nearly empty one I had and narrowed my eyes at him. He wasn’t my friend, so there had to be a catch. “What’s this for?”

      “A peace offering,” Hudson said.

      “From you?” I raised one eyebrow in question.

      Hudson snorted. “No. From him.” He nodded toward the end of the bar.

      I followed his nod and froze. “No. I don’t want it. Not from him.”

      Hudson shrugged. “Then don’t drink it. I don’t care.”

      Hudson walked away and left me staring at the offending drink. I glared at the cop who wrote me a ticket the day before. Did he really think a drink would make up for it?

      I shook my head and pushed the drink away. I was not going to drink it.

      “Did I guess wrong?” a voice next to me asked. He sat on the stool to my right and acted like he belonged there.

      “What do you want?”

      He shrugged. “Just trying to be nice. You looked like you could use a drink. Another one.”

      “Not from you,” I said firmly.

      “Well, I guess I thought wrong. Have a good night.”

      He walked away, disappearing into the crowd. I stared at the drink again, debating. I didn’t want it from him, but I definitely wanted it.

      I glanced around, but he was nowhere to be seen. I brought the drink closer. He didn’t have to know. I lifted it and smelled the glass. Vodka. I smiled. Another glance around, then I tipped the glass up and drained it. The liquid burned my throat as it slid down. I closed my eyes and relished the feel. It was good. So damn good.

      I sucked in a breath and set the glass back down. Then I looked up and saw him across the bar, watching me. He grinned, the ass, and lifted his glass.

      Dammit.
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      I loved the pissed off look on her face. Maybe it was cruel, but it turned me on in ways I shouldn’t enjoy so much. Most of the women in the tiny town I’d chosen to hide in were happy to throw themselves at a police officer, but that one…she would have thrown just about anything else at me instead.

      But that drink was the key. She was a sucker for vodka, and she couldn’t resist it.

      The second she walked in, I asked Hudson about her. He was happy enough to warn me off of her, but I wasn’t very good at following directions. Especially directions that meant nothing. I was definitely playing with fire with her, but it would be worth it.

      She glared at me and slammed the glass down on the bar. I tried not to smirk, but that feistiness was what had been missing from my life for months. I needed it.

      I turned my drink up and drained the last of it. When I set it on the bar, I glanced over at her again, but dammit, she was gone. I scanned the bar, but there were too many people for me to see where she was. I stalked through the whole place and finally admitted she left.

      Slippery. I shook my head and laughed. She lived up to the reputation Hudson told me about.

      I got another drink and nursed it at the bar. A part of me wanted to take one of the many women who flirted with me up on their offer, but I wasn’t all that interested in the rest of them. The one I wanted was already gone.

      I walked outside to get a minute of fresh air and debated heading home for the night. I was almost ready to when the door opened and she walked out.

      She didn’t see me at first. She paused on the sidewalk and dug through her purse. I wanted to know what she was looking for. I wanted to know a lot of things about her. In that moment, I wanted to know what she tasted like.

      “Leaving already?” I asked, finally letting her know I was there.

      She jumped and spun toward me, dropping her purse to the ground. The contents dribbled out onto the snow covered sidewalk and she groaned.

      “Just my fucking luck.”

      “Why don’t I help you?” I offered.

      “Why don’t you go to hell?”

      I chuckled and crouched down to retrieve her things. Lipgloss, a crumpled sticky note, and a tampon were closest to me. I held them in my hand for her to take them.

      She glared at me and shoved them back into her bag before standing and throwing the bag over her shoulder. “What the hell are you doing out here? Stalking innocent women?”

      “We both know there is nothing innocent about you.”

      She sucked in a breath and lifted her gaze to meet mine. That spark was back, daring me. Demanding I push her just a little farther.

      I took a step toward her, and she didn’t retreat. She tilted her head back to maintain eye contact with me. And when I got right in her personal space, she raised her hands to my shoulders.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered.

      “I’m going to kiss you,” I said. I didn’t give her a chance to argue or tell me she didn’t want me to. I knew she did. I could see it in her eyes, and when my lips touched hers, I could feel it in the way she responded to me.

      She tried to pull back a second later, but I wasn’t letting her go yet. I held her close, and another second later she was melting into me. Her hands slid up my shoulders and around my neck. She tilted her head to the side and teased my lips with her tongue.

      I groaned and spun her, walking forward until her back hit the wall of O’Kelley’s. She whimpered but didn’t stop. Her nails bit into my neck and she sucked hard on my tongue.

      My cock liked that.

      Someone else walked out of O’Kelley’s, letting the noise of the crowd break us apart. The guy looked at us and nodded, then kept walking.

      I glared after him then turned back to Willow. She was already closed off. Her gaze was cast down, and she was biting her lip. “That never happened,” she said.

      “It can keep happening.”

      She shook her head and pushed at my shoulders. I backed off, reluctantly. “No. It’s…no. You gave me a ticket, and you’re friends with...”

      I raised an eyebrow in question, waiting for her to tell me who I wasn’t supposed to be friends with even though I was sure I knew.

      She shook her head. “This isn’t a good idea.”

      “Then how about you let me walk you home? Make sure you get home okay?”

      She snorted. “Nice try. Nothing exciting happens in MacKellar Cove. I’m not worried.”

      “But—”

      “See you around,” she called as she hurried away, leaving me to watch her go with nothing I could do about it.
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      I had almost made it to my desk the next morning when my name rang out across the bullpen. I knew better than to think I would get away with talking to her, or kissing her, but I didn’t expect it to become public so quickly.

      I turned to face Rucker, the officer assigned to show me around when I arrived in town. I couldn’t say he was my partner because that was just…but I rode with him when I first started in MacKellar Cove. A part of me wondered if we were becoming friends, but I wasn’t sure about that one either. “Yeah?” I asked him.

      “What’s up with you and the evil seed?”

      Rucker didn’t pull any punches. He had a tendency to be blunt to the point of pissing people off far too often. And when it came to her, he didn’t care.

      “Nothing,” I said, and kept walking.

      “Why’d you buy her a drink?”

      “Damn small town,” I muttered.

      “You knew I’d find out. Hudson is like a schoolgirl with a secret. He can’t keep anything to himself. And after what she pulled last year, we’re all on high alert with her.”

      I shrugged and lied my ass off. “I just bought her a drink.”

      “Yeah, but why?”

      “Because she looked like she needed it.”

      His brows went up. He crossed his arms over his chest. He leaned back and appraised me.

      I didn’t like being evaluated. I’d been found wanting far too often in my life, and it wasn’t a fun situation to be in.

      “Do you know her?”

      I shook my head. Another lie. I knew better.

      “It’s probably best if you stay away from her. She’s bad news.”

      I nodded once. “Understood. Although last I checked, I make my own decisions.”

      Rucker snorted. “Trust me. This is a decision you want to agree with me on. She almost ruined Ramsey’s marriage. She tried to break them up by manipulating his wife. All because she had some misguided crush on him. She couldn’t see that she was the only one who was feeling something. She thought if she broke up their marriage that she could have Ramsey for herself. Fifteen years of twisting things and trying to end their marriage. You don’t want to be involved with someone like that.”

      I rubbed my jaw and thought about it. Hudson didn’t share that much the night before. She definitely sounded a little insane, but how much of it was true. I’d been on the receiving end of one too many lies a time or two, and it wasn’t easy to come back from something like that. And that was living in a city when no one really gave a shit.

      “Good to know. Thanks,” I told Rucker. I continued to my seat and got my day started. It had been a while since I had to run my actions past another person. I wasn’t about to start that again.

      Not after the way it ended last time.

      Life in a small town was different than what I thought it would be. For some reason, I thought I’d be able to be anonymous. I was definitely wrong about that. People I’d never met before knew my name and asked me how my day was. Going to a call was an exercise in patience instead of an opportunity to do my job. And the worst part of all of it was not letting the people get to me. I had no interest in getting attached because I wasn’t going to be there much longer. Not that anyone else knew.

      I was about to head out on patrol when the captain called me into his office. When he told me to close the door, every fiber of my being said to run, but I took a seat instead.

      “I need a favor,” Captain Reynolds said. “The local high school needs someone to come down and do a presentation. It’s something we do every year for the entire student body. We want them to know they can come to us, but also be afraid of getting in trouble. It takes a little bit of delicate work to strike the right balance.”

      “And you think I’m the right guy for this?” Captain Reynolds was the only person at the precinct who knew all the details about why I was there. He agreed to the temporary transfer. My former captain was a good friend of his and the two of them said this was for the best for me. I wasn’t entirely sure they were right, but I also wasn’t given a choice. It was either this or leave the force.

      “I do. A lot of our officers have been there over the years. These kids need to see someone new, someone they don’t know. Roberts has a kid in the high school. Munez has two. Rucker, Allen, and Dewey were there in the last three years.”

      “So, I’m the only option?”

      Captain Reynolds shook his head. “No, but I think this will be good for you. We also use this as a recruiting opportunity. These kids are all too young to join the force, but it opens up a line of communication to us for the ones who might be interested one day.”

      “You get a lot?”

      Captain Reynolds shook his head. “No, but about every other year we get one or two. The high school is small, and with less than a hundred kids graduating each year, getting one or two in a couple years isn’t bad.”

      “I’m not sure I’m the right one for this.”

      Captain Reynolds shrugged. “I disagree. I think you’re exactly right for this. And you’re going to do it.”

      I wanted to argue, but I followed orders when they mattered. I didn’t push back against authority. I knew if rules weren’t followed, bad things happened. I’d seen it happen with my own eyes. Ignoring the advice of friends was one thing. Ignoring the order of my boss was another entirely.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Captain Reynolds nodded once. “The program is Friday. You have a meeting today at one with the principal of the school to go over everything. All the details are in your inbox.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said again.

      He held my gaze a minute longer then nodded for me to leave.

      I went back to my desk and read through the information sent to me. It sounded reasonable enough, but I still didn’t like the idea.

      I worked on figuring out how I could get out of the assignment right up until the time I walked into the high school. It was a tiny building, only one floor with a center hall and two wings. The guard at the door took my name and had me wait until someone came to get me before he let me through the security door.

      “Thank you so much for coming today,” the woman said when she shook my hand. “Captain Reynolds said you would be perfect for this. We always appreciate having someone come talk to our students.”

      “Of course,” I said, not really feeling the warm fuzzy that she was. “Can I ask who you are?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I forget you don’t know me. I’m Robin Thomas. I’m the principal here. I’ve been in this job for eight years now. I grew up in MacKellar Cove and taught here for sixteen years, then I decided to move up the ranks when the principal I taught under put in for retirement. There aren’t a lot of opportunities in a school like this, but I didn’t mind because I love teaching. There’s a part of me that still misses working with the kids every day, you know?”

      I smiled and nodded because I had no idea what she was talking about or why she was telling me so much. It was the curse of a small town. Everyone knew everyone else’s business and they expected it, so if you didn’t know something, they shared. Way too much.

      “How about you? Why did you become a police officer?” she asked as we pushed into the auditorium.

      “I never liked art,” I said.

      Mrs. Thomas laughed like she thought it was a joke but her laughter died when she saw my face. “Oh, um, that makes sense?”

      I didn’t elaborate like she obviously wanted me to. She didn’t really want to hear about my past. She just wanted something she could share with others. Everyone wanted gossip, and they were all looking for whatever gossip they could find on me.

      She forced a smile after a minute and turned to the small auditorium. “Okay, well, this is where we’ll have you on Friday. We bring in the students by grade level, so it’ll be four presentations. We have a projector for you if you have a slideshow. We also have a mic and will have teachers here to help you get everything set up.”

      “Sounds good,” I said, unsure why I was really there if she was just telling me about the auditorium.

      “The topic for this year is Spotting Spirals, so, of course, your talk will have to be about that. How to recognize when a friend or relative is going in a bad direction, what to do about it, and getting help if something is bigger than you can handle. We also have a psychologist coming in to talk, but usually the police officers are better able to connect with the kids.”

      It all made sense. Captain Reynolds set me up. He knew exactly what he was asking me to do, and he set me up.

      My entire body broke out in a cold sweat as I pictured Sanders’ face.

      “We have a pretty good student body, but because they’ve all known each other forever, it’s hard to stand up to each other sometimes. Even the kids who don’t run in the same circles grew up together and know each other. They need some reminders that it’s okay to ask for help. That it isn’t a betrayal to go to a teacher or a counselor if they think someone is in over their head. As adults, we know this, but these kids aren’t always willing to reach out.”

      “I got it,” I snapped at her.

      She narrowed her eyes and tilted her head to the side. Her short gray-blonde hair shifted with the move as her hazel eyes appraised me. “Is there something I need to know, Officer?”

      “No,” I said sharply. “I understand the assignment.”

      “And it’s one you’re capable of handling? Because these students need to know you’re someone they can speak to. We tell them if they can’t go to a parent or a teacher, to find someone else they trust. A coach, an officer, or someone else they feel comfortable talking to. If you aren’t able to show these students that they can speak to you, this isn’t going to be a good thing.”

      “I got it,” I said again. My patience was slipping, but that was the least of my concern. Patience was one thing, but my ability to keep my lunch down was another. My body felt like every nerve was exposed, like even the brush of the heat forced into the room from the high up vents was scalding me. I needed to get the hell out of there.

      “Officer Masterson—”

      “I need to go, Mrs. Thomas. Thank you for showing me around. I will be here Friday.”

      I turned and walked to the auditorium door, not waiting for her to follow me or escort me from the building. I couldn’t be in there another minute. I needed fresh air and clarity. Clarity that would only come with putting my fist through something.

      Instead of going back to the precinct, I went straight home. The punching bag in my spare bedroom was calling to me.

      I stripped my shirt off as I walked inside. I locked up my gun, then went to the spare room. The first hit stung my hand since I didn’t bother with gloves. The second pissed me off. The third brought a flash of pain with it. The fourth made me feel sick. After that, I pushed everything out and beat on the bag until my knuckles were raw. I screamed out the last of my pain and kicked the bag.

      I had no idea how I was going to talk to a bunch of teenagers about recognizing when someone was in a bad spot. It sounded easy enough on the outside, but I was supposed to be there as an authority, as someone who had advice and knew what to say. But it was all lies. I had no idea what to tell them. And if I said anything, it wouldn’t fix anything and it wouldn’t change anything.

      Because at the end of the day, I still failed to see the signs. I still failed to recognize the issue. And I still failed to report it in time.

      At the end of the day, my partner was in a spiral that I never saw coming, and he killed himself because he couldn’t see any other way out.

      And every day I had to live with the guilt of knowing I could have saved him and I didn’t.
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      “Ooh, he’s yummy,” Brittany said with a salacious grin. “That’s a definite yes.”

      We were at work and folding shirts. At least, I was folding shirts. She was staring at her phone. “What are you doing?”

      “Setting up a hookup for tonight. Give me your phone. I’ll get you someone.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The dating app. Book Boyfriends Wanted. Everyone around here uses it. Don’t tell me you aren’t on it.”

      I shook my head and kept working. Online dating was not for me. I’d heard too many horror stories. Besides, that app was designed by Melody’s friend, Karissa, so that was a big hell, no.

      “I’ll create an account for you. No wonder you’re so miserable. You need to knock out the cobwebs in there and have a little fun.”

      “I don’t have cobwebs in there,” I argued.

      “When’s the last time you had sex?”

      I opened my mouth and realized I had no idea. Before I could recover, Brittany snatched my phone out of my apron pocket. “Hey!”

      “It’s for your own good,” she said, turning away from me as a customer walked up.

      “Do you have these in purple?” the woman asked, holding up a pair of heels.

      I forced a smile in her direction while I tried to see if Brittany was indeed creating an account for me. The grin on her face said she was. Last time I tell her my passcode.

      “We do. I’ll show you.”

      I answered a few questions for the customer and showed her a necklace that would work well with the shoes. I’d been waiting to buy both for months, so I had an idea of how to make them look even better. The only problem for me was where in the world I would wear them. Heels didn’t do well in an old town with uneven sidewalks. And impressing a guy was impossible when he’d pulled your pigtails in elementary school or dated your friends in high school.

      I needed a new town. Then I could wear the shoes and the necklace and do whatever the hell I wanted.

      “All set,” Brittany said when I rejoined her. She handed my phone back to me. “You are meeting JustVisiting for drinks at eight tonight at O’Kelley’s. You’re welcome.”

      “Tell me you’re joking,” I said.

      Brittany shook her head and grinned. “Nope. He’s sarcastic and grumpy, like you. The two of you will be a perfect match.”

      I rolled my eyes and shoved my phone back in my pocket with the mental note to change my code.

      “You have to wear something red. You look amazing in red, and I told him to look for you in jeans, since you always wear jeans, and a red top.”

      “So, if I don’t want to meet this guy, I can wear something else?”

      “Nope, because I have his screen name and can message him, too.”

      “You’re not my friend.”

      She raised a dark eyebrow. “I’m your only friend.”

      The truth hit me hard. She was right. Brittany was the only person who didn’t turn away from me when Melody and I stopped speaking. Not that I had a ton of people I was close to, but everyone took her side. Except Brittany.

      “You’re right. Thank you.”

      The rest of our shift went by quickly and before I knew it, I was in my red top and jeans walking into O’Kelley’s for the second time in less than a week. And going there to meet a guy. What the hell was I thinking?

      Brittany got us drinks again, and I found a table. It was quieter than it had been Tuesday, and not as many people were hovering around tables. When Brittany came back, she sipped her drink and looked around.

      “I don’t think either of our matches are here yet, but there are plenty of good looking guys around.”

      I looked with her and found myself unable to get excited about any of them. A year ago, I could go out with Melody and not think twice about going home with someone, but now…I was pretty sure she broke me.

      “Did your guy message you?” Brittany asked.

      I pulled out my phone and opened the app. I still couldn’t believe she created an account for me. “How do I use this?”

      “Go to the envelope for messages. Your matches are under the heart. Profile stuff is at the gear. It’s pretty simple, which is totally genius.”

      I clicked on the envelope and saw messages from a few different people. “There’s a ton in here.”

      Brittany grabbed my phone. “Those are all your matches who’ve reached out. Nice.”

      “Seriously?” I asked. It was nice to feel like someone wanted me, even if they didn’t really know who I was.

      “Yep. Ooh, my guy just got here. I’m going to go find him. Have fun tonight!”

      I waved as Brittany walked off. I sipped my beer and tried to pretend I wasn’t wishing I had a vodka tonic at home.

      “Here you go,” Piper, one of the servers, said. She set two drinks down on the table.

      “What are these for?”

      “I was told to say your match is here and he’s going to join you in a minute,” Piper said with a grin.

      “Seriously? He’s here? Oh, God, I’m going to be sick.”

      “Why?” Piper asked, her grin sliding off her face.

      “Is he cute? Do you know him? You know everyone. Am I going to be disappointed?”

      Piper shook her head and grinned again. “You’re not going to be disappointed. He’s totally cute, and yes, I know him. You have nothing to worry about.”

      I sucked in a deep breath and nodded. “Thank you. Sorry. I know you’re not supposed to talk to me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m Melody’s sister and you’re all friends or whatever.”

      Piper chuckled. “I like Melody, but I’m not going to choose sides on something between sisters. That wouldn’t be fair.”

      I eyed her closely and saw nothing but kindness. That was definitely a shock, and something that calmed me more than I cared to admit. “Thank you, Piper.”

      Piper nodded and put her hand on mine. “Of course. Have fun, Willow.”

      I nodded and picked up the drink in front of me. I brought it to my lips and was surprised when it was a vodka tonic. How did he know? Brittany had to have put something in my profile.

      I closed my eyes and enjoyed the subtle burn and the fizz as the drink worked its way into my system. I was vaguely aware of someone joining me but kept my eyes closed to take him in for just a moment longer.

      He smelled amazing, like he’d just showered with something that was designed to make men into sex gods. His presence comforted me in a weird way, like I could feel him and felt safe with him around. His knee brushed mine under the table, and the warmth of him sent a spark through all of me.

      Then he opened his mouth. “I didn’t see this coming.”

      I groaned. “Seriously?” I asked as I lifted my lids, disappointment forcing the desire and hope to the edges of my body. It was still there, tingling in my fingertips and telling me to ignore anything that kept us apart, but I couldn’t ignore it.

      “I shouldn’t be surprised, but you don’t seem like the type to join an online dating thing,” Rowan said with a smirk.

      “Apparently you are, so why shouldn’t I be?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know anyone here. You know everyone. I figured it was easier to meet someone when you know everyone.”

      “Not even a little. I could tell you a story about just about everyone here. I know details of their lives that I wouldn’t know if we hadn’t grown up in the same town. It sucks.”

      “Is that why you agreed to meet me? Because you didn’t think we knew each other?”

      “No. I didn’t really agree to this at all. My friend set up my account. She did all this today while I was working.”

      “Ah, I see,” Rowan said. He leaned back in his seat and picked up the glass in front of him. He stretched out his legs and brushed his calves against mine.

      I couldn’t deny that there was a spark there. As much as I didn’t want to find him attractive, he was. His dark hair that slid over his forehead at times, those eyes that seemed to be able to peer into my soul, and those hands…the thought of them on my body again made every cell vibrate in anticipation.

      But I couldn’t sleep with him. I couldn’t do anything with him. Kissing him was bad enough, anything else would be a disaster. Not only was he a new friend of Ramsey’s, he was the asshole who wrote me a ticket. I’d never gotten a ticket for parking illegally before he came to town.

      “Is that your way of saying you aren’t interested?” Rowan asked.

      It took me a second to remember what we were talking about. He was giving me an out. A way to turn him down. But in reality, it was a way for him to get out of this without looking like the asshole. He could say he didn’t know it was me, and that nothing happened.

      I glanced around the bar and saw Hudson watching us. He did not look happy about it. I was the town pariah, and the newbie was talking to me, trapped. It didn’t matter that I didn’t know who he was, if I didn’t let him off the hook, things would only get worse for me.

      “Yeah, I’m not interested,” I forced out. I lifted my drink and took another sip to keep anything else inside.

      “That’s not the way it seemed the other day. When you kissed me back.”

      “I told you that was a mistake. That can’t happen again. And neither can this. Whatever this is.”

      Rowan held my gaze for another long moment then nodded and grabbed his drink. He got up from the chair and walked to the bar.

      Hudson was in front of him the moment he sat down, and I forced myself to look away. There was no reason to wonder. I didn’t like him anyway.

      Piper came back a few minutes later and asked what happened. Another spy. Another person looking for something to tell my sister so she could hate me even more. I told Piper we weren’t a good match and went to the bathroom.

      I had every intention of leaving when I got back to the table, but Brittany was sitting there looking annoyed. “What’s wrong?” I asked her.

      “My guy was a total dick. He wasn’t even worth sleeping with. Where’s your guy?”

      “Didn’t work out,” I told her.

      “Why not? I thought he was good.”

      I shrugged. “No worries.”

      “Then we need to dance. We need to find guys tonight who are live and in person and have some fun. Come on.”

      I let Brittany pull me toward the dance floor. I told myself she was right, and I let the music pull me in. Dancing felt good. It released all the tension I’d been carrying around, and it let me move my body. She was right. I definitely needed it.

      A guy came up behind Brittany and danced with her. She turned toward him and wrapped her arms around his neck. Another guy danced with me, running his hands up and down my sides.

      I tried to enjoy it, but I found myself wishing I was anywhere but there.

      The song changed and the guy behind me went to find someone else to dance with. Brittany was making out with her guy in the corner. I danced alone for a few minutes, trying to convince myself I was having fun, but I was just ready to get out of there.

      I caught Brittany’s attention and told her I was going to leave. She waved me off and went right back to the guy she was with. I almost missed feeling like that. Being able to let my guard down and not worry about who the guy was or what he thought of me.

      Or what I thought of myself.

      I headed back toward our table so I could grab my jacket. People moved all around me, forcing me to walk around the group of people dancing instead of going straight through toward our table.

      I made it into the open and nearly came face-to-face with Melody and Ramsey. I froze for half a second then turned quickly before they spotted me and disappeared back into the crowd.

      What were they doing there? They never went out during the week. And they never had anyone to stay with Amber. A lot had changed in the last year. I had to admit I didn’t know what was going on in their lives.

      All night, I tried to convince myself that I belonged there, that staying in MacKellar Cove was a good idea, but one glance at my sister and I knew I was wrong. MacKellar Cove was no longer my home, and pretending it was was a mistake.

      I worked through the dancing crowd again, fighting my way to the table. Instead of grabbing my coat and getting the hell out of there, I sat down and stared at them. I couldn’t move. It hurt too much to see them and be on the outside.

      Growing up, I could say anything to my sister. I shared every part of myself with her. We were best friends, and she never once turned her back on me. I didn’t turn on her either. I worshipped her. She amazed me every day. She made everything seem effortless, especially falling in love.

      Ramsey was the first boy who paid me any attention. It didn’t matter that he was there to see Melody, he always said hi to me and asked how I was doing. He made me feel special, even though I was barely a teenager.

      It hurt to think about them. To know a year ago, I was spending time with Melody and my niece, Amber. I was in their lives. And with one admission, all that changed. My sister forgave Ramsey and took him back like nothing had happened, but I was the outcast. The one no one in town wanted anything to do with. I was on the outside looking in.

      Piper was at the table next to me and I waved her over when she was done with them. “Can I get you something else?” she asked with a smile.

      “Another vodka tonic, please.”

      “Got it. I’ll be right back.”

      I thanked her and spun the straw in the watered down drink on the table. I should have just left, but I was a glutton for punishment apparently.

      Piper returned with my drink and I thanked her again. I was trying to be nice. I didn’t think it would do any good, but I was trying.

      I glanced over to where Melody and Ramsey sat, holding hands and looking like they couldn’t get enough of each other. I didn’t want to look. I wasn’t a part of their world anymore. But I couldn’t help but wish I was. 

      “Someone you know?” Rowan asked, sitting down opposite me. 

      I shook my head. “Used to.” I still hadn’t figured him out. I pushed him away, but he kept coming back. No matter how many times I told him we weren’t a good idea, he was there. He clearly had options since half the town seemed to flirt with him, but he kept coming back to me. A part of me liked that I wasn’t alone, but another part wondered why he was bothering with me. 

      “Him or her?” 

      I drew a breath and turned my focus to Rowan instead of my sister and brother-in-law. It was no longer my concern who was watching my niece or if they were happy. It was time to find my own happiness. Even if it was temporary. 

      “Want to get out of here?” 

      He raised a dark eyebrow and held my gaze for a long moment. I was sure he’d say no, but he drained his fresh drink and nodded. Just once, like he was sure. 

      Glad one of us was.
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      The sharp bite of cold against my face was a welcome relief after the warmth of the bar. Having Rowan walk me home…the jury was still out on that one.

      “Are you okay?” Rowan asked as we turned north.

      I nodded and buried my chin in my scarf. “Great.”

      He snorted like he knew the single word was sarcasm. Maybe he did. “You were on your own tonight?”

      I shook my head. “No. My friend was there. She set up a date with someone from the app, too.”

      “The friend who completed your profile?”

      “Yeah. She said I need to get out there more.”

      “Bad breakup?” he asked.

      I breathed a mirthless laugh. “Something like that.”

      “What’s the worst excuse you’ve ever heard for ending a relationship?” He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked at me expectantly. He raised one dark eyebrow and speared me with those dark eyes again. I couldn’t understand how he could see right into me, but I felt it.

      Or maybe he just knew more about me than he was letting on. Plenty of people in town were likely more than happy to tell him I wasn’t worth the trouble.

      “Worst excuse?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yep. I heard a guy tell his girlfriend they couldn’t keep seeing each other because he hated the color of her hair.”

      “What? Did she dye it?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. He just woke up one day and decided he didn’t like it. Ended things.”

      “Was that guy you?”

      He barked a laugh and shook his head. “No. An old friend.”

      “That’s cryptic.”

      He didn’t say anything else, just kept walking.

      “Okay, fine, the worst excuse I ever heard was that she thought he would be different. And this was after almost six months of dating.”

      “Thought he would be different. What does that even mean?”

      “It means she expected him to be better in bed.”

      “Really?”

      I shrugged. “Definitely.”

      “Was that you?” he asked with a laugh.

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      “He sucked in bed?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      Rowan chuckled. “No one should have to suffer through mediocre sex. Why even bother if it doesn’t blow your mind?”

      “That’s what I keep saying. It’s why I haven’t…Anyway, I agree.”

      “Why you haven’t what?” he pressed.

      “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

      He pulled me to a stop in the middle of the sidewalk and turned me to face him. His eyes were deadly serious. His shoulders were pulled up to his ears, his feet tapping on the sidewalk. “Why you haven’t what?”

      I took a deep breath and found myself unable to lie to him. I did not like that feeling. “Had sex in a while.”

      “You? I guess you have good locks on your door.”

      “Huh?”

      “You had to be fighting them off.”

      I snorted. “Hardly. Most of the guys in town grew up with either me or my sister or are friends with my brother-in-law. I’m not new to anyone.”

      “You’re new to me,” he said firmly.

      My breath hitched. I glanced up at him. He was staring right back, the heat in his eyes chasing away the cold night air.

      He stepped closer to me and I forgot how to breathe entirely. His cold hand cupped my jaw and tilted my head up. His eyes held mine, and I leaned toward him. He drew me in slowly, our bodies growing closer together until our lips touched.

      We both froze for an instant, like the kiss was a surprise. Then he took a step closer and slid his hand to my throat. He pressed his thumb under my jaw and tilted my head back farther, then licked his way into my mouth.

      I moaned softly as his tongue brushed against mine. His other hand reached behind me and brought our bodies closer together. My hands went to his chest, trapped between us but needing to touch him. The thickness of our coats dulled any sensations beyond the kiss, but I didn’t care.

      His tongue swept through my mouth and learned every inch. He tangled with my tongue, teasing me before pressing thickly inside. I groaned, wanting more, and he pulled back.

      Before I could protest, he grabbed my hand and dragged me down the darkened street. I didn’t ask how he knew which house was mine or how he knew I rented a room above the garage. I just accepted it and unlocked the door.

      Inside, he pulled me back in, his hands and mouth learning everything there was to know about me. I nipped at his lip and earned a growl. He pressed my back to the front door and ensured I didn’t move with a thick thigh between my legs.

      “What do you want, Willow?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “What do you want? From me. Right now. Do you want me to go or stay? Do you want me to kiss you or more? What do you want?”

      “I want you to take off your clothes.” I’d never been shy during sex. Or really, any other time. I knew I had to take what I wanted from life or I’d never get anything. My parents weren’t warm and fuzzy people, and they never spoiled us, so I learned early I had to grab what I wanted and claim it as my own.

      A lot of people said I was a bitch for that, but they were just jealous that they didn’t have the same attitude. I never understood waiting around for something to happen. I made things happen.

      And with Rowan, I was going to make this happen. I didn’t plan it. Hell, until he kissed me, I wasn’t even sure I wanted it. But I was going to get it.

      He stepped back and dropped his leather jacket to the floor. He toed off his boots as he unbuttoned his jeans. He reached back and tugged his shirt off with one hand. Then his hands went to his jeans and his eyes lifted to mine.

      “Am I the only one taking off my clothes?”

      I raised an eyebrow at him and grinned. He watched me strip to my bra and panties, both boring teal cotton.

      “Don’t stop there.”

      “Bedroom,” I told him, nodding toward the only door in the tiny apartment.

      Rowan reached for me and brought our bodies together. He brushed the hair from my neck and licked his way from my collarbone up to my ear. He nibbled on my earlobe and across my jaw. When our lips met, he didn’t waste any time thrusting his tongue between my lips.

      The entire time, his hands roamed my body, lighting me up. He guided me backward until we made it into my room. He pulled back long enough to see where the bed was. His large hands cupped my ass and lifted me effortlessly.

      “You’re going to hurt yourself,” I argued, trying to squirm out of his grasp.

      “Not if you stop moving. Damn, woman.”

      I stopped fighting him and tried not to worry about him dropping me. A size twenty ass was not usually carried around. I never had been before, and I definitely didn’t expect it from him.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said, nipping the exposed skin of my breast. “Stunning.”

      I drew in a breath and tried to believe his words, but I knew they were just to butter me up. He didn’t realize I was going to sleep with him whether he complimented me or not. I wasn’t doing it for the ego boost. It was all about sex for me.

      He lowered me to the mattress gently and scanned my face and body with his eyes. I wanted to cover up, or kick him out, but I didn’t do either. If he found me wanting, or if this was all a big joke to him, I wasn’t going to back down. I was stronger than him.

      Then he licked his lips and pressed his cock against my core. The barrier of my panties and his jeans stopped his progress, but there was no mistaking that he wanted me as much as I wanted him.

      “Condom,” he breathed. He reached into his pocket and grabbed one, holding it in his teeth while he shoved his jeans and boxer briefs to the floor. He kicked out of them and tore the foil wrapper while I removed my panties and admired his body.

      He was blanketed with muscles. His arms bulged and his abs danced. His cock was thick and surrounded by a neat nest of trimmed dark hair. His thighs were strong, and those hands…they pressed my thighs wide and teased my entrance. One finger slid into me. He groaned with me as he withdrew, coating my skin as he teased his way to my clit.

      He held my gaze with his as his fingers manipulated me. I bit my lip and tried to hold back, wanting the orgasm to last. I was on the edge, ready to fall over, but I wasn’t ready. I needed more.

      I’d missed the connection sex brought with another person. I missed knowing that we were in it together. For years, sex was just fun, but somewhere along the line, sex became more. Even with strangers, sex was about making sure someone else was happy.

      Everyone in my life thought I was selfish, but not during sex. During sex, I wanted to see the man I was with lose his mind. I wanted to watch him go crazy and know I gave him that.

      Rowan’s eyes fell to half-mast and he swallowed roughly. His fingers stroked over my clit, pinching and pulling at the throbbing nub until I was unable to hold back.

      “Oh,” I moaned. “Yes.”

      At the first sign that I was going over, Rowan thrust hard into me and shattered that last little bit holding me back. I broke, my body clenching around him as he pumped in and out of me. I shouted his name, unable to keep it in while my orgasm took control, demanding more from him.

      He delivered, leaning over me and letting the base of his cock rub my clit with each stroke while he took what he needed from me.

      His grunts and moans were the only sounds he made as he held my gaze from less than a foot away. Closer, I could see the stress in his jaw from holding back. He was waiting for me, wanting to see me lose control again.

      And he was getting his wish.

      My sensitive skin was raw and ready. It didn’t take long before my body was claiming what it needed and racing to the finish. I dragged my nails down his chest as I came, spurring him on.

      He leaned back again and grabbed my hips. He pulled me to him with every rough thrust inside me. He fucked me hard, demanding my body take what he was offering.

      I stared at him, his mouth twisted up as if he was in pain. Every muscle was corded tight. His hands bit into my fleshy sides. He was lost, complete gone to the pleasure I was able to give to him. He couldn’t stop the train racing toward him, the desire that had been building all night between us. He needed me, and I needed him.

      It wouldn’t last beyond tonight, but for a few minutes, we were one.

      He thrust hard into me one final time and stilled. His thick cock swelled inside, then burst, the feeling muted by the condom separating us. He jerked with the release, lost in everything that happened.

      I watched him the entire time, memorizing his face and the way he looked. By the time he collapsed onto me, I knew he would pretend it hadn’t happened if we saw each other again. I almost wanted to cry, but I couldn’t let myself when he was still there.

      I laid still, waiting for him to regain his strength. When he finally pushed off me, he went straight to the bathroom. He didn’t look at me or say anything before he closed the door.

      The air felt cool on my skin. I picked up my panties and slid them back on, then grabbed a robe from my closet. Before he left the bathroom, I went into the kitchen and got a glass of water.

      I watched for him to return, not wanting to turn my back and hope he would do something sweet like wrap his arms around me from behind. I knew what this was. I wasn’t going to romanticize it anymore than I already had.

      His jeans were on and buttoned when he walked out of my room. He looked past me to where he left the rest of his clothes. He didn’t say anything as he got dressed.

      I set my glass in the sink and went to the door. “Thanks,” I said as I unlocked it.

      “Thanks?” His brows went up.

      I shrugged. “What else do you want me to say?”

      “You sound like you’re going to slip me some cash on the way out the door.”

      “We both know this was a one time thing. We’re adults, and this doesn’t need to be awkward.”

      “Then why are you making it awkward?”

      I shook my head. “Good night, Rowan.”

      He moved closer to me and stopped right in front of me. “Thanks.” He hesitated, like he was going to do something like kiss me again, then opened the door. “Good night, Willow.”

      I forced a smile and waited until he was outside. I closed the door and leaned against it, dropping my head against the solid steel.

      “Well, at least I got the cobwebs out,” I told myself. I pushed away from the door and refused to get upset. It was a great night with amazing sex, for both of us. Too bad I’d never see him again.
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      I made it to Friday. I wasn’t sure I’d make it through Friday, but I made it to Friday. I skipped O’Kelley’s the night before because I was preparing for my presentation to the high schoolers. That’s what I told everyone. The truth was, I wasn’t looking for a fight about spending time with Willow. The town rumor mill was in full swing and I knew I would be expected to defend my actions.

      My actions didn’t need a defense. I did whatever the hell I wanted whenever the hell I wanted with whomever the hell I wanted. Whoever the fuck had a problem with that wasn’t my damn problem.

      But I knew they’d make it into a big deal, so I skipped out. And when Captain Reynolds told me to take the morning off and go straight to the school instead of coming in to the precinct, I didn’t hesitate to take him up on the offer.

      Which meant the first time I spoke that day was to the guard at the high school. My throat was raw from a lack of sleep and talking myself in circles while I practiced for the speech. I was not prepared.

      I waited for Principal Thomas to arrive and lead me through the school to the auditorium. I could easily find my way, but with the safety protocols in place, I wasn’t pushing anything. I was in favor of anything intended to keep kids safe.

      “Hello, Officer Masterson. Thanks for being here,” Mrs. Thomas said with a wide grin and an extended hand.

      I shook her hand and nodded, feeling less confident by the minute. I had the barebones of a talk to give and hoped the rest would come out when I opened my mouth. I still had no idea why Captain Reynolds thought I was a good fit for this talk, but I couldn’t argue now. Not when I was being shown into the auditorium and introduced to a nerdy looking guy.

      “Mr. Eckart will get you connected to a mic and make sure everything sounds good. I’ll leave you two here, and be back in thirty minutes with the first group of students.”

      I nodded at her retreating back then turned my focus to Mr. Eckart.

      “Thanks for doing this,” he said. He held up a lapel mic. “Clip this to your collar and the battery pack can be on your belt. I’m the technology teacher.”

      I nodded as he handed over the device for me to attach it. When it was in place, he asked me to say something.

      “Like what?” My voice echoed through the auditorium.

      “That was good. I need to tune it for how you speak. Why don’t you go up on stage and start your speech? It’ll give me a chance to balance everything out so when the kids are here, we don’t have to worry.”

      I nodded and did as he asked. When he told me it was good, I stopped talking and paced back and forth across the stage.

      “Hey, is there a place I can get a bottle of water?”

      “I’ll grab you one,” Mr. Eckart said. “We have some in the lounge. I’ll get a few since you’ll be talking a lot today.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mr Eckart left me alone in the auditorium. I mumbled to myself, trying to get the words right for the speech.

      Students slammed through the auditorium doors before Mr. Eckart returned. My palms dampened and my throat seized. My heart raced and sweat beaded on my entire body. Fucking hell.

      I watched as the kids filed in, shouting to their friends and shoving each other while they found seats. Teachers tried to direct them, but they were old enough that they only half listened.

      Maybe that should have brought me comfort, but it made me more anxious. If they only listened to half of what I said, maybe they heard the wrong half and missed things. Maybe more people would die. Maybe—

      “Here’s your water, Officer Masterson,” Mr. Eckart said.

      I turned and looked at him, nodding my thanks and taking the bottle.

      “I put a few more on the table back here in case you need them. Anything else, just ask. I’ll be at the board for all your talks today. And Mrs. Thomas should be here in a minute to introduce you. Thanks again for doing this.”

      I nodded and hoped my throat started working before I had to begin my speech.

      I sucked down the first bottle of water and grabbed a second one. I opened it but didn’t drink any. It was just in case.

      “Are you ready?” Mrs. Thomas asked, appearing from out of the crowd.

      I nodded. “As ready as I’m gonna be.”

      She leaned into a microphone at the podium off to the side and said, “Good morning, students.”

      “Good morning, Mrs. Thomas,” they said back.

      “We have Officer Masterson with us today. He has volunteered to talk to everyone about spotting spirals. I ask that you give him your full attention and please listen to what he has to say. Thank you, Officer Masterson, for being here.”

      I nodded and stepped closer to the edge of the stage while Mrs. Thomas clapped her hands and walked off the stage. Some of the students clapped with her, but most just stared at me. Great fucking start.

      “How is everyone today?” I asked them.

      A few kids murmured something I construed as a positive response.

      “Is anyone willing to admit they’re having a crappy day?”

      Someone in the middle raised his hand. I pointed at him.

      “You are? Why is your day crappy?”

      “Because I had a test in social studies.”

      The other students chuckled and murmured agreement.

      “Okay. A test can definitely ruin your day. But if you study for it, and you’re prepared, it’s not that bad, right?”

      The kid shrugged.

      “Anyone else having a bad day?”

      A few more hands went up. The kids told me anything from they forgot their lunch at home to they got in a fight with a friend to one twisted her ankle and couldn’t play in the volleyball tournament that weekend.

      “All of those things ruin your day, right? All of those things take us from here,” I held my hand chest high, “to here.” I lowered my hand to my waist. “They’re not the worst things in the world, but they definitely make life more of a pain in the a— butt.”

      The students chuckled at my near-miss.

      “What about things that take you lower? Things that ruin more than a day? Like the tournament. When did you hurt your ankle?” I asked the girl who’d offered the information earlier.

      “Tuesday.”

      “Have you been practicing all week?”

      She shook her head.

      “And you’re out of the tournament this weekend. When will you be able to practice and play again?”

      She shrugged. “Hopefully next week.”

      “Okay, so this is something that ruins more than a day. By tomorrow, the test will be forgotten, you will have more food and the missed lunch won’t be a big deal, but she’s going to be dealing with this for a little more than a week. Things like that can start some people into a spiral. What if you forgot homework? It’s something that would normally affect one day, right? But maybe it’s the third time this month you didn’t do it and you’re now failing your class. Failing the class means you might not graduate on time. It means you might not be able to play the sport you want to play. It means you might get grounded or have your phone taken away. Do you see where I’m going with this? One thing, that seems little, can quickly become much bigger, especially when there’s more going on.”

      The students nodded even though none of them said anything.

      “Okay, so now that you understand how a spiral can happen, you need to know how to stop it. For the person inside, it’s like a tornado. They don’t know which way is out or up. They can feel the pull, and it can feel easy to give up and let it take you away. But that’s not the answer. The hard thing is someone outside the spiral needs to reach for them, show them where to go, and it will all go away.”

      “Have you ever been in a spiral?” one student asked.

      I nodded. “I have. And I’ve seen what happens when someone doesn’t reach in and help the person trapped inside.”

      A few more hands went up. “Did someone die?”

      The breath rushed out of me like I’d been punched. Slowly, I nodded. I wasn’t ready to share that story with a room of kids, but I knew they could feel it. They could feel the tension and the seriousness.

      “How do we avoid that?” another student asked.

      I forced a smile and took a sip of my water and said, “That’s what we’re going to talk about next.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The rest of the talk went well. Really well. The other three were almost as good, but as the students got older, they were less interested in what I had to say. It was obvious to me the seniors already thought they knew everything. I hoped they knew enough.

      Mrs. Thomas joined me on stage after my last talk. “Thank you. This was the best talk we’ve ever had. The students have never been so engaged. I really appreciate it. And I’ll have to tell Captain Reynolds he was right to force you into this.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Thomas.”

      She walked me to the exit after I handed my mic to Mr. Eckart and thanked him for his help. When we made it to the door, she stopped me.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Officer.”

      I looked at her and nodded.

      “I hope you find some peace in knowing you helped these kids today.”

      I nodded again. “I hope I did.”

      She smiled. “You did. The guidance counselors have been inundated today. A lot of kids are asking for help. You did a great thing for these students. Thank you.”

      I nodded and thanked her again, then walked out into the bright afternoon. The air was still and the sun was bright, and if it weren’t hovering around ten degrees, it would have been a nice day. The kind of day Sanders used to say was a gift from God.

      It had been far too long since I’d reached out to his ex-wife. Beverly welcomed me into her home and her world when I started working with Sanders. I watched as their marriage changed and fell apart, and as he fell apart shortly after.

      “Rowan?” she asked when she answered the phone.

      “Hi, Beverly. How are you?”

      “Holy shit, Rowan. How are you? Where are you?”

      “I’m in a tiny town called MacKellar Cove. It’s in upstate New York.”

      “Are you okay?”

      I shrugged and drew a deep breath. “As okay as I can be. I was thinking about you. Wanted to check in. How are you?”

      “Pretty much the same as always,” she said with a mirthless laugh.

      “How’s Tony?” I asked.

      “Pretty much the same as always. He misses you.”

      “I miss him, too.”

      “When are you coming back?”

      I sighed. “I haven’t heard yet. Six months to a year was the original agreement. I should get an update soon.”

      “I still don’t think they should have asked you to take time off. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “We both know I did, Bev. If I hadn’t, he would still be here.”

      She tsked and said, “We both know that isn’t true. He wanted to be gone, so he’s gone. I hate it for Tony, but my ex-husband made the choices that put him in the position he was in at the end. If he couldn’t see a way out and couldn’t accept that he needed help, there was nothing anyone could have done to change that.”

      “I wish I could see it that way.”

      “You should. And hopefully one day you will. I loved him once, but he changed. When you find someone, make sure she knows who you are inside and out. Don’t hide things from her. And for God’s sake, don’t lie to her about your job. We all need someone in our lives who has our backs. For some of us, it’s a spouse or significant other, for some, it’s a friend or relative, but we all need someone we can go to no matter what. When you find that person, let them in.”

      My breath hitched. I nodded. I thought I had that person in Sanders. He was a mentor in ways I never realized. John taught me how to be a better cop and how to be a better man. I never thought he would also teach me how to deal with loss.

      “So, have you met someone up there?” Beverly asked. She was constantly trying to fix me up with women she knew. I dated a few of them, but none of them clicked.

      “No,” I said firmly. Too quickly.

      “Tell me about her,” Beverly insisted.

      “There’s no one and nothing to tell.”

      “Then it shouldn’t be a problem to share it, Rowan. If you’ve found even an ounce of joy through all this, then good for you. You deserve it. And if there’s one thing I knew about John, he wouldn’t want the rest of us to blame ourselves and limit our joy because he lost his.”

      “It doesn’t feel right to be happy. Like I don’t deserve it because he’s not here.”

      “Millions of people aren’t here, Rowan. Everyone has lost someone. If we stopped living because someone else did, none of us would exist. We’d have died out centuries ago.”

      I chuckled at her twisted logic and admitted she was right.

      “So, tell me about her.”

      “There really isn’t anything to tell,” I said, even as Willow’s face popped into my head. The way she responded to me the other night and the feistiness in her eyes…I was having a hard time pushing her out of my mind. “She’s…I’ve been told to stay away from her.”

      Beverly laughed loudly. “Say no more. Now I understand why you like her. No one can tell Rowan Masterson what to do.”

      I grumbled but she was right. The idea that Willow was off limits made her that much more appealing to me. A mystery I wanted to solve. One night with her wasn’t nearly enough. I wanted more.

      “It sounds like you enjoy her company.”

      “She can’t stand me.”

      Beverly laughed again. “I like her already.”

      “I gave her a ticket. She ripped me a new one for it.”

      “Did you tear it up?”

      “Hell, no. She was parked illegally. In a loading zone.”

      Beverly snorted. “You always followed the letter of the law.”

      “I am a cop. If I’m not going to, how can I expect anyone else to.”

      “Well, this woman will come around. She’ll learn to love you. One day.”

      “I like seeing her smile. I like making her smile,” I admitted.

      “Aw. That’s quite possibly the best goal you can have.”

      Beverly and I spoke a few more minutes before she said she needed to get Tony ready for basketball practice. I promised to call again and to update her as soon as I heard something.

      I hoped that was soon. But maybe not too soon.
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      I was feeling good about the presentations and wanted to get out and celebrate a little. I’d taken to walking all over town since my only transportation was a motorcycle. It was great through the summer, but with winter in full swing, I was wishing I had something with a roof.

      O’Kelley’s was wall to wall people when I made it through the door. A Friday night always brought a crowd, and Hudson told me in November that he was busier in the winter than the summer. Something about locals who stick around and like to drink since there was nothing else to do in MacKellar Cove when it was so cold. I thought he was joking.

      I pushed my way to the bar and managed to catch Hudson’s attention. He nodded and kept working until he could bring a beer over to me.

      “It’s nuts in here,” I said.

      He nodded. “Welcome to January. I told you November wasn’t bad compared to this.”

      “It’s insane. How the hell do you keep up?”

      “Lots of help,” he said as Piper walked by with a tray loaded with drinks and food. “Good help.”

      “That’s for sure.”

      “Were you hiding last night?”

      “Hiding?” I asked, trying to pretend I had no idea what he was talking about. How could he possibly have known?

      “Yeah. After you met up with Willow twice this week, I imagine Ramsey is looking to have a chat.”

      I snorted and shook my head. “I’m not afraid of Ramsey. Between you and Rucker, I’ve been warned.”

      “But you’re not listening,” Hudson said, eyeing me closely.

      I sipped my beer and ignored the statement that was really a question. “I’ll be here next week.”

      “Uh huh. We’ll see.”

      I rolled my eyes. I was not afraid of any of them. I’d faced far worse than the worst MacKellar Cove could throw at me, and I lived to tell about it. Ramsey didn’t scare me.

      “I think Gavin is here somewhere,” Hudson said. “If you’re looking for someone to talk to besides Willow.”

      I nodded and refused to take the bait and ask if Willow was there. Hudson waited until I shook my head then walked away laughing.

      I looked around the bar for Gavin, not Willow, but didn’t spot either of them. Deciding to hang on to the stool where I was, I dug out my phone and checked for anything I missed.

      Before I pulled anything up, someone jostled me from behind. “Sorry,” she said, resting her hand on my back. She let it linger and waited for me to turn to look at her.

      “Not a problem,” I said.

      She smiled and leaned closer. “It’s impossible to get a drink right now. I see you have one.”

      I nodded and lifted it. “I do.”

      “Do you mind if I squeeze right in here with you and see if I can get someone’s attention?”

      “Sure,” I said, shifting over enough to let her stand next to me.

      “I’m Marnie, by the way.”

      I shook her hand. “Rowan.”

      “Nice. Are you a local?”

      I nodded. “Of sorts.”

      “Me, too. I moved here over the summer. I’m not so sure about the winter. It’s really cold.” She shivered, pushing her breasts forward.

      “I hear drinking is the only thing to do around here all winter,” I told her.

      She laughed one of those fake, loud laughs that was designed to catch the attention of everyone around. I forced a smile for her and sipped my drink.

      Hudson walked over and narrowed his eyes at me in question. I shrugged. I didn’t know her either.

      “What can I get you?” he asked Marnie.

      “Oh, yay. Thank you. Finally. Um, I need a Screaming Orgasm. And since this guy hasn’t given me one yet, I’ll take one from you.”

      I choked on my beer. Hudson barely even blinked. He nodded and walked away, leaving me to deal with her.

      “Excuse me?” I asked her.

      She shrugged and leaned closer, putting her too perky boobs on my arm. “Want to get out of here?”

      “Hey, man!” Gavin said, appearing out of nowhere. “I was looking for you. Your girlfriend is at our table.”

      “Girlfriend?” Marnie asked. “You didn’t tell me you had a girlfriend.”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t realize I needed to until now.”

      “Grab your beer. Let’s go,” Gavin said, nodding toward the other side of the bar.

      I squeezed my way past Marnie, trying not to touch her again. She was a pretty enough woman, but she was trying way too hard. If a woman needed to ask a man for a screaming orgasm as her pick up line, she was definitely trying too hard.

      As soon as we were out of earshot I thanked Gavin for the rescue.

      “Hudson told me you were being accosted. That woman is determined.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I was not prepared for her.”

      Gavin threw his arm around my shoulders and led me to the back where he did indeed have a table. Piper was standing next to it, talking to Willow.

      “Willow?” I hissed.

      Gavin shrugged. “I don’t have loyalties either. And Piper said she’s nice. I’d rather get laid and piss off Ramsey than miss out on sex with my woman.”

      I sighed and let Gavin lead me the rest of the way to the table. When Willow saw me walking toward her with Gavin, she tensed.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I had to rescue him from a vulture at the bar,” Gavin said. “She was trying to swallow him whole right there on a bar stool.”

      “You should have let her. He probably deserves it for something,” Willow said. She crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair.

      “Um, I need to get back to work. Play nice,” Piper said.

      Gavin wrapped his arms around her and drew her in for a slow kiss while I took a seat next to Willow.

      “I didn’t expect to see you here tonight,” I told her.

      She shrugged. “I didn’t realize I wasn’t allowed to be here when I felt like it.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Did you mean I should call you before I do anything? That I should clear my schedule with you?” She dug her phone out of her purse and typed something into it. I watched her, resisting the urge to laugh. Not many people stood toe-to-toe with me. But she didn’t back down. Ever.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out without thinking. When I saw a notification from the Book Boyfriends Wanted app, I opened it.

      Then I did laugh.

      UpForAnything sent me a message that read Spending time at O’Kelley’s tonight. Is that okay with you?

      Instead of looking up, I replied to her in the app.

      JustVisiting: Sounds good. Maybe I can buy you a drink. Vodka, right?

      I set my phone on the table facedown and met her gaze. Her phone buzzed and she glared at me before she broke eye contact and looked at it.

      She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth, just the edge, and typed a response.

      UFA: Will you buy two? So I can throw one in your face.

      I barked a laugh and shook my head.

      JV: That might sting a little. How about a shot you can lick off me?

      Her eyes widened when she read my message. She glanced up at me from beneath her lashes without moving her head, trying not to get caught. Then she replied.

      UFA: That’s probably not a good idea.

      JV: If you change your mind, you know how to get in touch with me.

      She nodded and slid her phone back into her purse, then picked up her drink. She drained it then stood. “I need another.”

      “I can grab it for you,” Piper said. She was still trying to tear herself away from Gavin, and failing.

      Willow shook her head. “I need to head to the bathroom, too. And I don’t need babysitters all night.”

      “We’re not babysitters. Friends,” Gavin said.

      Willow forced a smile and eased her way around the table, giving me plenty of space like I’d done with Marnie. I watched her go, letting my gaze linger on her ass until the crowd swallowed her up.

      “So, the guys weren’t kidding when they said you’re playing with fire,” Gavin said, taking the seat Willow vacated.

      I shook my head. “And I thought you said you don’t have loyalties.”

      Gavin leaned back and held up his hands. “I’m innocent, Officer.” He chuckled.

      “There’s nothing going on with us. She’s less than interested.”

      “That’s not what it looked like to me.”

      I shook my head. “Trust me.”

      Gavin shrugged and avoided my gaze for a minute. He looked out at the crowd, then he leaned forward again. “Things aren’t always what they seem.”

      I chuckled. “And sometimes, they’re exactly how they seem. Willow isn’t interested, and the guys are wrong. I’m not playing with fire.”

      “What were you sexting her?”

      I coughed. “What?”

      Gavin snickered. “I thought so. I know sexting when I see it.”

      “You could see?”

      Gavin snorted. “Nope, but you just admitted it. And it was written all over your faces. I don’t think she knows how to handle you. From what Piper told me, she doesn’t have a lot of people in her corner. If you want to be, show her you’re here for her.”

      “You make it sound like I’m trying to get her to go steady. I’m not looking to get attached to anyone.”

      “You’re not staying, are you?”

      “What?” I breathed.

      Gavin leaned in closer. “You’re not sticking around. You’re leaving. You only plan to be here for a while, then you’re going back to your life, wherever it is. That’s why you don’t want to get involved.”

      “No, I…how the hell did you figure that out?”

      Gavin breathed a laugh. “Because I did the same thing. I told myself Piper was a fling, a holiday or vacation fling. She was my version of a summer girl, but in the winter. I came here every summer as a kid, and I had a girl most summers that I spent time with, but I was always leaving. I’d go home, and I always told them we’d stay in touch, but we didn’t. When I met Piper, I thought she would be the same, because I was scared of getting attached to this place. I loved it here growing up, but I convinced myself I wanted a busier life, a faster pace. But none of that was true.”

      “You had a life, though, right?”

      Gavin nodded. “I did, but it was an empty one. I worked and I played soccer with friends once in a while, but I didn’t have anyone in my corner, someone to be there for me. I didn’t have someone that made me want to rush home from work. Now, I do.”

      “I’ve never known that. I don’t even know if I want it.”

      Gavin chuckled. “Trust me. You do.”

      He stood and nodded once, then headed toward the bar. If I had to guess, he was going to look for Piper and steal another kiss from her.

      I nursed my beer and debated leaving the table. It was hard to find one, but if I was the only one sitting there, why did we need it?

      I nodded hello to a few people I’d met in town and returned a few dirty looks from people I didn’t know. When a young couple who were barely able to stand asked if they could sit down, I decided it was time to give up the table and find my way out of there.

      Gavin was parked on a bar stool near the kitchen, likely so he could talk to Piper whenever she walked by. I didn’t spot Willow at all, but something told me she was still there.

      On my way to Gavin, I was stopped by someone I let out of a ticket the week before.

      “Hey, man, let me buy you a drink,” the guy said.

      “I was just on my way out.”

      “I owe you, though. Letting me out of that ticket was major. You are a rock star, sir.”

      I nodded at his drunk ass and debated what I should do. “How are you getting home tonight?”

      “Walking, dude. I don’t drink and drive. We’re all walking. We don’t live far. See, that’s what I mean. You’re awesome!”

      I forced a smile and tried not to be bothered by his beer breath when he threw his arm around me and led me toward the bar. He raised his other arm and got the attention of the bartender. “A drink for my friend, for not giving me a ticket and giving me a second chance.”

      “You did what?” came from behind me.

      I spun away from the drunk guy and faced Willow. She had her arms crossed below her plump chest, lifting her breasts up. Fire sparked in her brown eyes. If I was a betting man, I’d say she was going to hit me. Soon.

      “Oh, he’s awesome. He was going to give me a ticket, but I saw him. I asked him not to write it, and he didn’t. It’s he great?”

      “Yeah, really great. He’s the best,” Willow said, sarcasm and anger dripping from her words.

      “Willow,” I tried.

      She held her hands up and backed away. “Don’t. Seriously, just don’t. You don’t owe me anything.”

      “Dammit,” I swore as she headed straight for the door.

      My new best friend threw his arm around me again and brought a beer up in front of me. I took it and thanked him, watching Willow retreat the entire time.

      One sip of the beer, and the guy cheered. All his friends joined in. They slid back into the crowd and all but vanished just as Willow made it to the door.

      She didn’t look back. The door slammed behind her, telling me how pissed off she was. That fire…fucking hell she got to me. I couldn’t let her walk away alone. Even if she hated me, I wanted her, and I was going to be a gentleman, dammit.

      I set the beer on the bar and pushed my way through the crowd, hoping to catch her before she got too far. She lived to the left, so I went that way, spotting her a few yards away. I hurried to get to her and fell into step beside her.

      She glanced my way and rolled her eyes. “What the hell do you want?”

      “I’m just walking you home.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      I nodded. “I’m sure you can.”

      She looked at me like I was crazy then kept walking. She didn’t tell me to leave her alone, so I kept going with her. Maybe it was going to be a good night.
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      I did not want him to walk me home again. He let some guy out of a ticket but he gave me one. What the hell? If he knew who I was and gave me a ticket on purpose, why was he spending time with me?

      “Am I a joke to you? A bet? Something like that?” I asked, whirling on him on the sidewalk.

      He stopped quickly, almost running into me when I stopped. He shook his head. “You really think I’d do something like that?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know you. I don’t know anything about you. We had sex once, and we kissed, and we’ve never had a conversation. How do I know that’s not exactly who you are?”

      He shook his head and took a step back. “I’m not like that, Willow. I like you. You challenge me, and you confuse me. You make me want to do new things and give people a chance. I don’t know you, but I like what I do know. Spending time with you is not a joke or a bet or a trick or whatever else you’re thinking. I’m getting more shit for it than anything else.”

      “So, you knew from the beginning who I was. You put that ticket on my car because it was my car?”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “I put that ticket on your car because you were parked in a loading zone. And the truck was waiting for you to move.”

      “What about the other guy?”

      “The guy in the bar?”

      “Yeah, the guy who said you’re so awesome because you didn’t give him a ticket.”

      He sighed. “His meter expired. He was on his way to put money in it when I was about to write the ticket. I’m a reasonable guy.”

      “Not for me.”

      “Really? You were inside for at least ten minutes, blocking that truck. If you were on your way out, I wouldn’t have given you a ticket. Hell, if the truck wasn’t waiting on you, I might not have given you the ticket.”

      “Whatever.”

      I started to walk away again. I wasn’t interested in his excuses or explanations. He raced to catch up to me.

      “Are you mad at me about a ticket or is it something else? Because I feel like there’s something else going on.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Really? Then why are you storming away from a night out and acting like I cheated on you with your best friend.”

      “Why are you here? Why are you acting like you care about me?” I asked.

      “Maybe I do,” he said softly. “Why is it so hard for you to let me?”

      I looked up at him. “I don’t do messy things like emotions. Not anymore. I learned my lesson.”

      “Then this doesn’t need to be about emotions. It can just be about sex.”

      The low timbre of his voice slid down my spine like honey. Slow, sticking to every inch of me, and forcing me to pay attention to exactly what he wanted.

      “I can handle that,” I said. I didn’t need a connection. I didn’t need emotions. I didn’t need a man who was going to try to take care of me.

      I also didn’t believe my own lies, but a fragile connection was better than no connection at all.

      We didn’t speak again until we made it to my apartment. He pressed himself to my back while I unlocked my door. His lips were on my neck as we moved inside. His hands touched my bare skin, already stripping me naked as we fought to shut the cold out.

      There was nothing slow about our movements. I tugged at his pants while he shoved my jacket off my shoulders. I pushed him back while he tried to cup my breasts. We fought each other’s movements the entire time.

      And we watched. We stared at each other, our eyes devouring the other’s body. His abs came into view, then his chest, teasing me and soaking my panties as he flexed his muscles to remove his shirt. He bent to untie his boots, turning to give me a spectacular view of his ass.

      I couldn’t resist running my hand over his ass and trailing my fingertips up his spine. He stilled at my touch, then stood and pressed me hard against my door. His tongue was in my mouth before I could take another breath. His naked upper body was hot against mine, my bra the only barrier between us.

      Not for long.

      He cupped my breasts and tugged the cups to the side with  his thumbs, rasping both over my greedy nipples. I gasped and bit his tongue. He pulled back and dragged his lips down my neck. He lifted my breasts to his lips, closing his teeth around one.

      I moaned, loving the bite of pain that sent a jolt of pleasure through me. He sucked hard, bringing another sensation to the forefront, then flicked my nipple with his tongue.

      I worked to release the clasp on my bra while he teased me, groaning when I couldn’t get one hook to open. He grinned against my flesh at my frustration, then pressed my nipple to the roof of his mouth and I no longer cared about anything else.

      I bought my hands to his head and held him in place. He drew more of my breast into his mouth then released it with a soft pop. He blew on my wet nipple, igniting all my senses.

      “Oh, God,” I moaned softly, needing more of him.

      While he moved to the other nipple, I fought to get my bra off, nearly cheering when it released and I could drop it to the floor. He tormented my other nipple then buried his face between my breasts and nipped at the tender flesh on the inside of each.

      “More,” I begged him.

      “Take the rest of your clothes off. Now,” he commanded.

      I did as he asked, dropping my pants to the ground and kicking off my boots. He pulled out a condom then lost his pants and boxer briefs. He rolled the condom on quickly and pulled me close to him again. He kissed me, a kiss that was less gentle and more demanding than anything. But it was what I needed. It was perfect. Because we weren’t building something. We weren’t falling for each other. We were having sex.

      And I needed that reminder.

      He guided us to my bedroom and kissed me while our hands roamed each other’s bodies. I traced his muscles with my fingertips, loving the way they jumped at my touch. He pulled me in closer when I ran my nails down his back. And when I threaded my fingers through his hair, he groaned and kissed me harder.

      My knees started to give out when he slid a hand between us and entered me with two thick fingers. I was wet and ready for him, unable to hide how much I wanted him. The feeling was mutual if the erection digging into my stomach was anything to go by.

      His hand stayed between my thighs while he guided me to lay on the bed. He stroked me gently, teasing my body with light brushes over my clit and slow thrusts inside. I wanted more at the same time that I wanted him to keep doing the same thing.

      Until he thrust his fingers hard into me, and my entire body splintered.

      “Oh, God, Rowan. Yes! Yes!”

      He groaned with me and withdrew his hand to my whimpers.

      “No, please. More,” I begged him, reaching for him.

      The bed dipped and his cock rubbed the overly sensitive flesh between my thighs. In one smooth stroke, he thrust deep inside, setting off mini-aftershocks that made my fingers and toes tingle.

      “Yes,” I groaned as he began to move. More and more, the feelings ignited in me. My body was on fire, flames licking at my skin every time our bodies met.

      I looked up at him, wanting to see the look on his face. His eyes were closed. His jaw clenched tight. His mouth pinched, with a slight opening between his lips. Breath rushed out of him with every thrust, like he was trying to hold it back and couldn’t. His biceps were tense, fighting every instinct to let go and collapse.

      He could have been the poster boy for great sex. It was written all over his face. The intensity. The desire. The passion.

      And it was all for me.

      I couldn’t keep my own desire in check with his on display like that. I tried to hold back and let him have it all, let him enjoy the moment, but it was too overwhelming. It raced through me like the fire I felt was real. What started in my fingertips and toes licked up my arms and legs and settled in my core. My whole body burned from head to toe as my orgasm washed over me, blazing like a wildfire.

      I shouted with surprise at the powerful sensation, then grabbed Rowan, needing him to ground me. To remind me I wasn’t alone.

      I never lost my mind during sex. I never had an orgasm sneak up on me. But I never slept with a man like Rowan. A man who made me feel things I didn’t want to feel and made me want things I shouldn’t want to want.

      But I did. He was there and he was making it impossible for those messy feelings to stay inside. Letting them out always meant danger. It always meant things got ugly. But when he shouted my name and pulsed inside me, I wasn’t sure I could hold them back.

      He collapsed onto me, whispering words I couldn’t understand. He kissed my neck and nibbled at my jaw. When he finally pushed off me, he avoided my gaze and disappeared into my bathroom like last time.

      A wave of regret hit me hard. I’d just had the best sex of my life, and he was acting like it was the same as every day. It was those damn emotions I told myself not to let out.

      I got dressed while he finished in the bathroom. When he walked out, he barely glanced at me before he found his clothes. He stopped before he pulled his shirt over his head and just looked at me. His gaze slid from my toes to my eyes and back down again.

      I waited for whatever he wanted to say, bracing myself for it.

      “This might be about more than just sex for me, Willow. I know you don’t want emotions, but I just wanted you to know that.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but I didn’t know what I wanted to say. I snapped it shut, and he nodded once, then left my bedroom.

      I followed him, wondering what to say, and realized I had to tell him the truth. “I might feel the same.”

      He looked at me and nodded once. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

      I nodded and waited for him to kiss me or something, but he just walked out the door.

      Guess I wasn’t the only one who sucked with emotions.
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      I didn’t see Willow again for a week. I barely saw anyone. I was focused on work and hadn’t been out much. I told myself that was why I braved O’Kelley’s with Rucker and his friends. It was not because I was trying to prove I wasn’t afraid of Ramsey and the rest of them. Or because I was hoping to run into Willow.

      I might have amended that thought when I made it to the bar. I took a seat next to Ian, glancing around to see if Willow was there, and was immediately attacked.

      “Why the hell are you talking to the evil seed?”

      “What were you thinking leaving with her?”

      “Why? Just why?”

      I should have expected it but that whole small town thing was still sinking in. When Hudson set a glass of whiskey in front of me, I looked up at him. He stood back with his arms crossed over his chest and his eyebrows raised expectantly. Of course he was the one who told them all I was talking to Willow.

      “Since when do any of you care what I do?”

      “Since she tried to ruin my marriage. And almost did,” Ramsey said.

      “Look, I get it. You don’t like her, but why does that mean I can’t?”

      The rest of them leaned back and sucked in a breath, then ducked their heads and glanced at Ramsey. He glared at me, a combination of shock and anger on his face.

      “She told my wife that I was in love with her. That I only proposed because I couldn’t handle my attraction to her and was settling. She manipulated Melody for years to try to end our marriage. She’s a horrible person.”

      “Were you?”

      “Was I what?”

      “In love with her.”

      Ramsey’s brows shot up, but from the curious looks the other men gave him, it was a question no one had bothered to ask. One Ramsey had never bothered to answer.

      “No,” Ramsey said when he realized no one was going to answer for him. He sighed. “She was Melody’s kid sister. I thought she was sweet, but I never thought of her as anything other than Mel’s little sister. When she kissed me…it threw me off. But I didn’t choose Mel because Willow was too young. I chose Melody because she’s the only woman I’ve ever loved. I chose her because I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her. I still do. Every day I wake up thankful she’s in my life.”

      “Okay, so if you don’t love Willow, why can’t I get to know her?”

      Ramsey shook his head. “Listen, I’m trying to watch out for you. She’s bad news. My wife has been in tears more times than I can count because of Willow. She was supposed to be Melody’s best friend, and instead, she turned out to be her worst enemy. She took everything she knew about us, about Melody, and used it to try to end our relationship. Because she had some misguided crush on me and thought I felt the same. If you really want to get to know her, I can’t stop you, but I want you to know the kind of person you’re talking to.”

      “Got it,” I said. I sipped my whiskey. “I make my own mistakes.”

      “None as big as this one,” Rucker muttered under his breath.

      If he only knew. But I didn’t correct him. I didn’t correct any of them. My past wasn’t a part of my story in MacKellar Cove. No one was going to know the real reason I was there, or that I was leaving as soon as I was allowed to return to my home.

      I was in town to keep myself out of trouble and to wait for internal affairs to decide my future. The fact that it was going to take up to a year for everything to happen was not something I was going to dwell on.

      “Is anything else going on in this town besides me making friends with the evil seed?” I asked, hoping to redirect the conversation to someone else.

      “I’m getting closer to talking my sister into moving up here,” Gavin said. “She keeps saying she has to wait for the kids to finish the school year. She’s talking about spending some of the summer here, and I’m hoping she’ll remember how much she loves it.”

      “How does Sebastian feel about that?” Rucker asked.

      Gavin shrugged. “I haven’t talked to him much. He’s keeping his distance from us.”

      “How did none of us know there was something between them?” Ian asked.

      I wasn’t up on all the history, but it made me feel better that the history was spotty for the rest of them. Gavin seemed like a good guy, and his sister was nice. A little shy and unsure of herself, but Gavin shared she’d just gone through a divorce and was still raw from the end of her marriage.

      “Zoey told me she thought everyone knew. When we used to come here, we sort of kept to ourselves. I mean, we were around, but there was a difference between us and the rest of you,” Gavin said.

      “Yeah, because you weren’t a local. You were one of the summer kids,” Ramsey said. “When we were in high school and worked, it was nice to have extra people around to make some money, but it also sucked to watch people like you living it up and we had to do a job all day.”

      “I worked, too. I just worked at the Inn. Aunt Gina made sure we were done by midday so we could enjoy some time off,” Gavin explained. He shrugged and sipped his beer. Another one appeared in front of him as he set the bottle down. He looked over his shoulder with a grin.

      “Where’s mine?” Ian asked.

      Piper laughed and shook her head. “It’s coming.”

      “She likes me best,” Gavin said with a nod and a smirk.

      “I’m okay with that,” Ian replied. “As long as I get another beer, too.”

      Piper chuckled and set the rest of the drinks in front of us. She held her tray against her side and went back to Gavin’s side. “Need anything else?”

      Gavin tilted his head up and pulled her closer. “Yep.”

      Piper grinned and wrapped her free arm around Gavin as he pulled her in for a kiss.

      I didn’t mean to intrude on their moment, but watching them made me think of Willow. She was always looking around when she was at O’Kelley’s, like she was waiting for someone to kick her out. She was never as comfortable as Piper was.

      Then again, I wasn’t going to slide my hand to her ass in public and kiss her like I was starved the way Gavin was doing with Piper. Although I wouldn’t pass up the chance to kiss Willow like that again.

      Gavin finally let Piper up for air. She blushed and licked her lips, bringing the bottom one between her teeth. He said something I couldn’t hear, and she nodded.

      I’d never had that kind of comfort with another person. That connection. Maybe I was reaching, but there was something about Willow that made me think I could have it with her. If I was sticking around.

      Which I wasn’t, so it didn’t matter.
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      The guys made it an early night, and after working so much, I was not interested in going home. I needed a break. I needed a woman. I needed Willow.

      I didn’t have her number, so I opened the Book Boyfriends Wanted app and pulled up her information.

      JustVisiting: Hey, are you home?

      UpForAnything: Um, yeah. Why?

      JV: I’m coming over.

      UFA: How do you know where I live?

      JV: I’ve been there. With you. This is Rowan.

      UFA: I’m busy.

      JV: Doing what?

      UFA: None of your business.

      JV: I’m coming over.

      UFA: I haven’t heard from you since you walked out my door. I’ve moved on.

      Ouch. That stung.

      JV: I don’t believe you.

      UFA: Doesn’t matter. It’s true.

      JV: You know I can find out anything I want to know about you.

      UFA: That’s an abuse of your power.

      JV: Nope. It’s small town living. There are plenty of people willing to tell me anything I want to know about you. Some of them were talking to me tonight.

      UFA: About what?

      JV: Open your door and I’ll tell you.

      UFA: You’re here?

      I knocked on her door to prove it.

      UFA: I told you I’m busy!

      JV: Open the door, Willow.

      I waited, straining to listen to her inside the apartment. When the lock turned and she opened the door just enough to peek out, I put my phone away. “Are you going to let me in?”

      “No.”

      I chuckled. “Why not?”

      “Because I’m busy.”

      The opening song for The Office played loudly behind her. I raised an eyebrow, letting her know I knew she was full of shit.

      “You don’t want to know what people are saying about you?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. I already know. Don’t bother. Stay away. She’s not worth it. She’s a liar and a horrible person, and you’re better off if you don’t get involved. I don’t need you to tell me they said it.”

      “They don’t know me. I don’t back down. And I don’t listen to what others have to say about someone.”

      She smiled sadly and nodded. “Well, I guess that’s good. Thanks for stopping by.”

      She started to close her door, but I stuck my foot in the way. “When can I see you again?”

      She chuckled. “Probably in another week when you decide you need more sex. For tonight, I’m going inside. Alone.”

      I wanted to argue with her, but she closed the door before I had a chance.

      I couldn’t deny I loved a challenge.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I sent Willow messages on Book Boyfriends Wanted all weekend. They ranged from asking what she was doing to asking what she was wearing.

      She ignored me a few times, but she always responded eventually. Usually with something sarcastic. She was making it tough for me to resist her, especially when she messaged me late Sunday night.

      UpForAnything: Have you ever gotten excited about something that wasn’t sexual at all, but it made you all horny?

      My cock twitched at her words.

      JustVisiting: I’m experiencing it right now. Then again, you said horny, so maybe it doesn’t apply.

      UFA: LOL. I mean something innocent, but knowing about it gets you all excited.

      JV: See my previous statement.

      UFA: You’re useless. Maybe I should go talk to someone else.

      JV: Don’t you dare woman.

      UFA: You don’t get to tell me what to do.

      JV: Next time.

      UFA: Can I ask you something?

      JV: Sure.

      UFA: Why are you still talking to me?

      JV: Because I want to.

      UFA: You know I won’t be offended if you just disappear one day.

      JV: Good to know, but I have no plans to do that. I need a chance to tell you what to do.

      UFA: Is that what you like? Being in charge?

      JV: It depends. I don’t mind a woman bossing me around once in a while.

      UFA: Wow, that’s a shock.

      I chuckled and shook my head.

      JV: It has to be a fair thing. I’m a fan of fair. And doing things in kind. Like if I have a taste, I’m not going to tell her she can’t.

      UFA: Now I get it.

      JV: Get what?

      UFA: You only go down on a woman if you know she’s going to suck you off.

      I choked on my water and spewed it all over myself.

      JV: Not what I meant. You just made me spit on myself.

      UFA: You must be really flexible. I just heard about a yoga studio in town. Want to take a class?

      I laughed out loud at her and shook my head again. I’d never known a woman who could make me laugh. In Phoenix, I spent most of my time moving from one woman to the next without pausing to figure out if they had much of a personality. If they started to get attached, I was gone, but most of the time I didn’t stick around long enough for them to even think about getting attached anyway.

      But Willow…I couldn’t explain her if I tried. She had a backbone and a hard side. She wasn’t willing to back down from anything. She was definitely not my type at all. A little loud and brash. She didn’t even try to blend in with the crowd. She looked like she wanted to piss everyone off.

      Unless you looked into her eyes. In the depths, you saw the fight. She wanted to push them away before they rejected her. Didn’t she know by now that I was not going to say no to her?

      JV: Not what I meant, but sure I’ll take a class with you. I’m assuming you’re going, too.

      UFA: Seriously?

      JV: Yeah, why not. Don’t women wear tight clothes to do yoga? You have to be in front of me so I can check out your ass.

      UFA: Yeah, right. Nothing good to look at there.

      JV: Well, it sure felt good. How about we try out some naked yoga sometime?

      UFA: Do you think about anything other than sex?

      JV: Nope.

      UFA: At least you’re honest.

      JV: Lies aren’t good for anyone.

      UFA: I learned that lesson the hard way.

      JV: Oh yeah, how’s that?

      I knew the answer, but I wanted her to tell me about it. Hearing from Ramsey and Hudson and Rucker about Willow was nothing like hearing from Willow. She had her side of the story, and I wanted to hear it before I believed what everyone else said.

      UFA: Sorry, I need to go.

      JV: Seriously?

      UFA: Yep. I’ll let you know about yoga. If you’re really interested.

      JV: Regular yoga and naked yoga. Yes to both.

      UFA: LOL. We’ll see.

      JV: Looking forward to it.

      She signed off the app before I sent the last message. I hoped she told me about yoga, not because I loved it, but because real yoga might lead to naked yoga, and I was all in for that.

      Speaking of which, I needed a cold shower.
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      A new yoga studio. I never thought I’d see it anywhere near my town. It was exciting and a little scary. I’d thought about opening one, but I didn’t have the money and didn’t know anything about running a business. And the one person I knew who did was not speaking to me.

      But I could take classes and I could be a member and I could learn what I could and hopefully it would translate into more experience for when I found another job somewhere that wasn’t MacKellar Cove.

      I was sure Rowan was joking about taking a class with me, but when I mentioned I would be at the one Tuesday night, he said he’d join me.  Even bigger shock was that he showed up.

      “You have to promise you won’t laugh at me,” he said as we found spots in class.

      I shook my head. “I make no promises of that nature.”

      He grinned and my insides did funny things.

      I didn’t want to like him. Yeah, the sex was spectacular, but he was a cop. And he was friends with Ramsey. The fact that he was still speaking to me was enough of a shock and made me wonder if he was a spy, but the way his eyes lingered on my curves and the way his sweatpants bulged in the front…I was pretty sure his ulterior motives had nothing to do with my brother-in-law.

      He laid the hot pink mat I brought for him on the ground. When I handed it over, he raised an eyebrow but didn’t make a comment. I was sure he would refuse to use it and had a black one in my car just in case, but he took it like a man and embraced his feminine side. Or so he said.

      He could embrace my feminine side.

      I put my lavender mat next to his and sat down to remove my socks. He looked at me then folded onto his mat, looking less than comfortable.

      “Are you sure I should be here?”

      “You’re the one who said you wanted to come.”

      “Always, but I don’t know anything about yoga.”

      I rolled my eyes at his pun and said, “There are newbies in every class. You’ll pick it up. And if you don’t, it’ll be fodder for later.”

      He chuckled softly and shook his head.

      The instructor moved to the front of the class and welcomed us. She went through a brief intro about the studio and herself, thanking everyone for trying out a class. She turned on music and dimmed the lights and began.

      All my stress filtered away.

      I followed along with the instructor and owner of Balanced Life, Sylvia, and felt so at ease. She had a soft voice and a calming presence that melted over me and made me feel like I could do anything. That was what I loved about yoga. I was limitless. Yes, I needed to work to perfect a pose or maximize a stretch, but I was always able to do something that helped my body.

      Rowan, on the other hand, didn’t seem to feel the same way.

      More than once during class, he swore under his breath. He fell over, and he grunted a few times. Sylvia was helping another attendee at one point, so I went over to Rowan and helped him get into the right position.

      “If you open your hips, this is easier. Try it like that,” I said softly.

      He grunted his thanks and nodded.

      The next time he was struggling, he asked me to help him. I became his personal instructor while Sylvia guided the class. I showed Rowan a few alternative moves for some of the harder poses since he was obviously the only newbie there.

      Sylvia saw me helping him but never interrupted us, so I figured she was okay with it. I wasn’t trying to overstep, but I also had a feeling Rowan was feeling self conscious about his inability to move the way the rest of us were.

      When Sylvia made it to sun salutations, Rowan groaned. I shot him a look and hissed, “What is wrong with you?”

      He looked down, leading my gaze to his tented sweatpants. My eyes widened.

      “What the hell?”

      “You’re wearing tight clothes and bending in all kinds of ways. Touching me and shit. What do you expect?”

      My entire body burned at his words. The look in his eyes said he was not joking. He was hard as hell because of me.

      “Tell me we’re almost done.”

      I nodded and focused on the movements instead of on Rowan. I tried to. He grunted and groaned his way through them all, his tones low enough that I was likely the only one who heard him.

      When we finished and moved into the cool down and rest period before the session ended, Rowan looked over at me. “My place or yours?”

      I grinned and shook my head, but we both knew naked yoga was next on the agenda. My panties were soaked, and it wasn’t because I was sweating so much.

      Rowan rolled up his mat and accepted the praise from the rest of the people in class. They told him they hoped to see him again on their way out, the way most yogis did when a new person joined.

      I slid our mats into my bags and was about to leave with him when Sylvia approached us.

      “You know your stuff,” she said to me. “I’m Sylvia.”

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Willow.”

      “Where have you trained?”

      I shook my head. “Nowhere really. I do a lot of yoga online since there isn’t, or wasn’t, a studio in the area. This is great.”

      “Thanks. I’ve been wanting to do this for a long time, but I was raising my kids. The last one graduated from high school last year, and I told my husband it was time for me to do something for myself.”

      “I’m glad you did. This was a great class.”

      “Thank you for coming. And for helping. I see you’re new? Unless that’s your pink mat,” Sylvia said to Rowan.

      “Um, no. I’m more of a gray fan. And definitely a yoga virgin.”

      “Well, I’m happy you decided to end that streak with us. You can tell your friends you lost your virginity with a dozen women at once,” Sylvia said.

      Rowan snorted a surprised laugh. “I’ll have to share that one.”

      “I hope you’ll both come back sometime soon. I’m only hosting a few classes per week right now. I have another teacher starting next week and we’ll have a few more classes, but I’m starting slow until I know this will do well.”

      “Makes sense,” Rowan and I both said.

      I was a little disappointed that I didn’t see anything about the studio opening or about Sylvia hiring, but if I was leaving MacKellar Cove anyway, it didn’t matter. I had to find a new path. One that didn’t involve living in the same town as my sister.

      “I thought so. But I hope this works. And I do hope to see you both back again soon.”

      “We will. Or, I will,” I said.

      “I think she can convince me,” Rowan said with a wink.

      “Well, enjoy the rest of your night. Thanks for coming out.”

      We waved and said good night and headed out into the cold.

      “That was more fun than I thought it would be,” Rowan said.

      “Really?”

      He shrugged. “I like watching you bend and twist in those tight pants. And I like having your hands all over me.”

      “Again, do you think about anything other than sex?”

      “Nope. That’s the most important thing.”

      “Sex is the most important thing? I guess if I was thin I could think that. For me, food is the most important thing.”

      “Food is up there, but I’d give up food for sex any day. Especially sex like we had.”

      My cheeks burned at the heated look he raked down my entire body. He stepped closer until I had to tip my head back to look up at him.

      “As for you being thin, you don’t need to change a thing about yourself.”

      A ragged laugh tore from my throat. “I think you’re the only person in town who feels that way.”

      The side of his mouth quirked up. “I don’t mind being different.”

      I chewed on my lip and nodded. I didn’t mind being different either, most of the time. I didn’t know a lot of people who were content to go against the grain, though. Most people wanted to fit in and be invisible in a crowd.

      “So, my place or yours?” he asked.

      I drew back in shock. “What?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I thought we were going to get food. You said it’s the most important thing.”

      I chuckled. “That is not what you meant.”

      He grinned. God, it was a beautiful thing. For a man who was more badass than anything else, seeing him smile was stunning. It made me want to see it again.

      “Well, if we’re already close to a bed…”

      He let his words trail off, and I couldn’t deny I wanted him again. There was no way for me to resist him. I wanted to tell myself I was starved for attention and affection, and I was, but I genuinely liked him. He was kind and sweet and he was on my side. Or at least, he wasn’t on Ramsey’s side. It was refreshing.

      “I’m not far from here.”

      “I’ll follow you.” He grabbed a helmet off the motorcycle parked next to me and snapped it on.

      “That’s yours?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “Isn’t it cold?”

      He shrugged. “It’s the only thing I have.”

      “Do you want to ride with me?”

      He shook his head. “I need to get it back anyway. I’ll be fine. You can warm me up when we get to your place.”

      I bit my lip and hoped he wasn’t a popsicle by the time we made it to my place. He climbed on the bike like it was no big deal. The engine roared to life, and my body trembled. If he was still around when it wasn’t below freezing, I was going to need to talk him into giving me a ride.

      I got in my car and started up the heat to ward off the cold. I glanced over at him, and he gave me a thumb’s up, so I pulled out.

      I watched him in my mirror on the drive, making sure he was still following me. I pulled into my parking space in the driveway, and he parked right behind me. He got off the bike and removed his helmet, then followed me up to my apartment without a word.

      “Fucking hell, it’s cold out there,” he said when we made it inside. He flexed his fingers and rubbed his hands together.

      “Are you okay?”

      He nodded. “Especially once I have the most important thing.”

      “Food?” I asked innocently.

      He chuckled. “You might be the death of me.”

      I grinned and grabbed my takeout menus. “What are you in the mood for?”

      His heated gaze raked up and down my body until I was panting and ready to forget all about food and just have him for dinner. He took a step closer and I froze, waiting for him to kiss me or touch me or something.

      Then he took the menus from my hand.

      I nearly sank to the ground with…I don’t know what. It wasn’t relief, but it wasn’t disappointment either. There was very little doubt we’d end up in my bed later, but he wasn’t racing there. He was taking it slow tonight. It was unnerving.

      “How about Mediterranean? This sounds good.”

      I nodded and took the other menus back while he picked something for dinner. When he’d decided, I called in our orders for delivery.

      “So, yoga? That’s what turns you on. I admit, before today, I didn’t see the appeal,” he said when I hung up the phone.

      “What?”

      “When you told me about the place you said it made you horny even though there was nothing sexual about it. I’m definitely going to argue about that last part, but I kind of get it now.”

      I shook my head and chuckled. “I really like yoga. I’ve been doing it for a while and I find it’s the only thing that makes me feel good lately.”

      Rowan went to my couch and took a seat. He crossed one socked foot over the opposite knee and looked at me. “The only thing?”

      My cheeks heated and I grinned. “Not the only thing, but one of the only things.”

      “Ah. I was getting worried there.” He grinned at me, then dropped his gaze to his lap. “I understand that, though.”

      “You do? You seem like a pretty easygoing person.”

      He shrugged. “I’m trying to be, but it’s not always easy. Especially when no one really knows me.”

      I snorted. “Trust me, I understand that. My sister was my best friend for my whole life, but now…”

      “What happened?” he asked.

      I looked at him and wondered for the hundredth time if he was just trying to get information. “I’m sure you already know.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe I’d like to hear your version of it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because people always tell a story from their own point of view. But there are always more sides to a story than just one. I learned that the hard way.”

      I licked my lips and lowered my gaze. I didn’t like him looking at me while I admitted my biggest regret and failure. And it was. What happened with my sister ruined my life, and I regretted it from the moment it happened. But I also couldn’t change it.

      “I was only about ten when Melody first mentioned Ramsey. She told me about this boy at school and made him sound amazing. I didn’t really understand relationships, but when they started dating and Ramsey started coming to our house, I started to get it. He would talk to me and ask me how my day was. My childish brain said he liked me. I was chubby as a kid, not like the girls I grew up with, and not like my sister, so having an attractive, older guy interested in me was intoxicating.

      “Over the years, Ramsey and I talked. He told me things about his life that he didn’t tell Melody, things about school. I was the first one to know he was going to law school. I thought it meant something. When I was a junior, he came over to our house for New Year’s Eve. We were talking and I kissed him. He didn’t pull back right away, but he did after a second. I told him I loved him and that we were meant to be together. He proposed to my sister that night.”

      Rowan sucked in a breath but didn’t say anything.

      “I was hurt and rejected, but I convinced myself he only married her because I was too young. I know now that it was stupid, but I think a part of me told myself I loved him because he was safe. As long as I believed we were supposed to be together, I didn’t have to worry about getting hurt. I didn’t have to put myself out there or try to find someone else. I loved him, and if I loved him, of course none of my other relationships were going to work.”

      Rowan put his hand on my knee and squeezed.

      “I didn’t try to break them up. I wanted my sister to be happy. Yes, in my twisted head, I wanted Ramsey for myself, but I wanted Melody to be happy, too. Maybe a part of me tried to sabotage their relationship, but I…I don’t know. For the last year I’ve been trying to make sense of it all in my head. I feel like I was another person sometimes. Like I made up stories to make myself believe things. I saw things that weren’t there. And I hurt my sister and almost ruined her family because I was jealous of what she had but too afraid to get it for myself.”

      “So, do you love him?”

      I opened my mouth to answer and was interrupted by a knock on the door. Saved by the bell.
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      Rowan insisted on paying for our dinner. I carried the bag of food to the table and unpacked it while he went in search for drinks. When he sat down again, he said, “You never answered my question.”

      I sucked in a breath and finally met his gaze. “I don’t think I ever loved Ramsey. I loved the idea of him. Of having someone in my life who would look at me the way he did. Not that it was sexual, but like I mattered. He treated me like I was important instead of like I was useless and needed to be tossed aside. And he was good to Melody and Amber. He was that guy I put on a pedestal and measured everyone else against, but I don’t think I ever loved him. Not the way she does.”

      Rowan nodded and opened his container of food. He was silent a few minutes while he ate. I wasn’t sure if it was a good sign or a bad one, so I tried to pretend it was okay. I’d gotten good at pretending over the years.

      After a few minutes of silence, Rowan said, “My former partner killed himself.”

      “What?” I breathed.

      “It’s why I’m here. He got involved with some people who were happy to take down anyone who got in their way. It started as messing up something on their cases so they would get thrown out of court. Then he progressed to concealing evidence that would convict them. By the end, he was doing everything they asked, including building a case against me to take the fall for everything he did.”

      “Wow.”

      Rowan nodded. “His conscience got the better of him, and he told me what he did. When I realized what was going on, what he was admitting to, I recorded the conversation as evidence, but the fake documentation was already sent out. My captain tried to tell me for months that something was going on with my partner, but I didn’t see it. I didn’t want to see it. When the information landed on his desk, he finally put it all together.”

      “What happened?”

      “My partner, John Sanders, had a crisis of conscience and admitted it to me. He told me he was sorry. He asked me to forgive him and to tell his ex-wife and son he was sorry for what he did to them. I was outside his door when the gunshot went off. I broke the door down, but it was too late. He was already gone.”

      “Oh, my God.”

      Rowan nodded. “Since the only confession was recorded by me, they didn’t trust it. Sanders was dead, so they couldn’t ask him. And, of course, the men he worked for weren’t really cooperative. I’m here because there’s an investigation into the last three years of my career. Technically, I’m on leave. I’m not getting paid for the work I do here. I’m volunteering, but no one knows that except Captain Reynolds. He knows my captain and agreed to let me help out until things get cleared up.”

      “And then you’re going back?” I asked.

      He shrugged and nodded. “As long as they clear me, yeah. That was the plan.”

      I breathed a laugh. “That’s why your screen name is JustVisiting.”

      He grinned. “I figured it’s accurate.”

      I sucked in a breath at his admission. It shouldn’t hurt because I wasn’t looking for something long term either. I wanted to leave. Staying in MacKellar Cove was too painful. Why would I want him to stick around if I was leaving?

      We weren’t a couple. Whatever happened with us was temporary. And I couldn’t get upset about it.

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen. If they decide I was the one working for this group, I’m going to jail. If they let me off, they still might not let me have my old job back. There’s a lot up in the air right now.”

      “But you want to go back,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

      He opened his mouth, then shrugged. “I don’t know. I did. When I got here, I was pissed off that I was here. That I wasn’t allowed to stay put, to do the job I was hired to do. To bring down the people who put Sanders in the position he was in where he thought there was no other choice. I’m trying to take a beat and figure out my life. I’m thirty-three. I have a lot of years left on the force. And I need to make sure I’m on the right one and doing the right things.”

      “And you don’t know where that is anymore.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t. I thought I did, but…” His gaze locked on mine. He sucked in a breath and reached for my hand.

      I let him hold it. We were both wounded, both betrayed by people close to us, people we thought we could trust. I thought I could say anything to my sister and she would understand me and get over it, but she didn’t. She turned her back on me. And Rowan…his partner was going to let him take the fall for years of illegal activity.

      I shook my head. Was I Rowan or was I the partner? Was I the one who was betrayed or was I the one who betrayed someone?

      The questions raced through my head and I couldn’t answer them. For a year, I told myself Melody was to blame. That she should have given me a chance to explain and talked to me about it, but sitting there with Rowan, I wasn’t sure. I was feeling badly for him because his partner lied to him for years, but I did the same thing to my sister.

      I had to find a way to apologize to her and make her see that I knew I was wrong. I couldn’t go on without her. I didn’t want to. I had a lot to make up for, and I had to find a way to do it.

      “I need to apologize to my sister,” I blurted.

      Rowan squeezed my hand. “Now?”

      I chuckled. “No. I need to think about what I want to say to her. But she deserves an apology. She needs to know I’m not that person anymore.”

      “Do you think she’ll forgive you?”

      I hesitated and shook my head. “I don’t think it’s about that. I think it’s about me needing to own up to my mistakes.”

      “You know what?”

      “What?”

      “I think I understand what you meant about yoga. About something that’s not sexual at all turning you on.”

      “Seriously?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, because right now, you wanting to talk to your sister is turning me on.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded again. “You’re a good person, Willow. I’m glad I wrote you that ticket.”

      I scoffed. “I’m not. That cost me a hundred bucks.”

      He grinned. “I think it was worth it.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him.

      His gaze slid down my body and back up again. He moved into my space and in one motion slid one hand to my neck and the other around my back. Before I could think, his lips were on mine, prying my mouth open.

      My brain took a few seconds to catch up. When it did, I reached up for him. His skin was warm and heating me up in a hurry. He held me close to him, our bodies connected from our lips to our hips as he pressed me back against the couch. He grew against my stomach and was not shy about showing me how much he wanted me.

      He stood and pulled me up with him. His hands dipped to my hips and he guided me to the bedroom. I didn’t even try to resist him. I didn’t want to. I wanted him. All of him.

      He pulled back when we made it to the side of the bed. He was breathing as hard as I was, both of us struggling to keep it together. “Take off your clothes,” he commanded me.

      I tilted my head. “I thought you said I could be in charge.”

      He smirked. “Fine. After you get naked, you can be in charge.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Take of your clothes, too.”

      He grinned. “With pleasure.”

      He let his zip-up slide off his shoulders and fall on the floor behind him. Then he grabbed his shirt with one hand and stripped it off, tossing it on top of his sweatshirt. His hands stilled at the waist of his sweatpants and he looked up at me expectantly.

      “You just like watching me strip, don’t you?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “A blind woman would enjoy this show.”

      He chuckled. “Why don’t you close your eyes then?”

      My breath hitched at the rough tone of his voice. Commanding and teasing at once. I let my eyes fall closed.

      And waited.

      I didn’t know what he was going to do, but as I stood there with my eyes closed, listening for him to move, every cell in my body stilled.

      His hand touched my neck, and I jumped. My eyes flew open.

      “Relax, Willow.”

      I closed my eyes again and drew in a deep breath. I tensed when his hand brushed my hair to the side, but I kept my eyes closed. He kissed the part of my neck he exposed, then licked his way to the collar of my shirt. One arm eased around my waist and pulled me flush to him.

      “I like having you against me.”

      “Me, too,” I whispered.

      “I like touching you,” he said. His hand lifted my shirt slightly, then slid into my pants. He kept going, his fingers teasing my sensitive flesh until he met my wet center.

      I moaned softly and leaned back, spreading my thighs.

      “I like the way you respond to me. How you give yourself over to me and let me touch you.”

      I nodded. His other hand found mine and wound our fingers together. He brought our hands up to my breast and teased my pert nipple through the layers of fabric I still wore.

      “Are you going to come for me, Willow? Just like this? With your eyes closed, letting me touch you?”

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “I can’t wait to be inside you. Having your hands on me all class was torture. I wanted to just say fuck it, and have you right then. But I’m really happy these pants are so stretchy so I can watch you bent and twist in them, then slide my hand inside and fuck you with my fingers.”

      I moaned loudly, and his cock twitched against my back. His fingers speared into me, stealing all the thoughts from my head. My body wanted him. Needed him. He pressed his thumb to my clit, and I couldn’t hold back.

      I bucked against his hand and called out his name. I never thought of yoga as foreplay, but I’d never done yoga with Rowan before. Watching him and touching him had turned me on as much as it did him, and I was wet and ready for him before his first touch.

      He didn’t let me stop at one and toyed with my body as I rode out my orgasm.

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous when you come. Again, Willow. Again.”

      He rubbed his thumb over my clit and my body responded to him. I was at the edge and falling when he nipped my shoulder and said, “Open your eyes. Watch as you come for me.”

      My eyes flipped open and I saw the two of us in my mirror. His hand disappeared into my pants, the bulge in the front moving as he stroked my clit. Our joined hands cupped my breasts, his fingers teasing my nipple. And behind me, he was completely naked. His body rocked with mine, riding out my orgasm with me.

      And then I saw his eyes. Dark eyes blazing into mine in the mirror. Watching me, taking in everything. Staring at him, I lost all control. My orgasm shook through me, but I refused to break eye contact with him. He stared at my reflection as I stared at his. I moaned and screamed and rode his hand without a care in the world.

      “Fucking beautiful,” he whispered against my neck. “I need you, Willow. Right now.”

      He yanked my pants down, both of us struggling to get me free. When his hand was available, he grabbed a condom and rolled it on. I was bent at the waist, trying to pull my pants off, when he stepped up behind me and grabbed my hips.

      His cock slid over my flesh. I spread my thighs and grabbed the edge of my bed. When I pushed back against him, he groaned.

      Then he slammed into me with one hard stroke.

      “Oh, God,” I moaned.

      “Jesus, I’m not gonna last long,” he groaned.

      His fingers bit into my hips. The pain grounded me, centering me. I looked up at the mirror and found him watching me. I crossed my arms on the edge of the bed and looked at him. His jaw was clenched tight, his muscles corded and tense. His eyes were darker than black. Everything about him said determined and focused, but every so often, he glanced down. Breaking our eye contact.

      I pushed back against him, feeling the pull of another orgasm. He tilted his hips and found the spot that was just out of reach. I gasped, instantly closer. He did it again, and I was right there. Just that quickly, he brought me to the edge.

      “Willow,” he groaned.

      The one word, just my name, was a plea, a request, a demand, all at once. I answered it on his next stroke, my body letting go. I squeezed around him, not letting him out, and he responded with the same need. He slammed into me once more, and stilled, holding himself deep inside me as our bodies pulsed.

      We stayed like that, locked together and staring at each other, until our bodies cooled. Only then did Rowan move. His eyes stayed on mine as he slid out. He kissed my shoulder and ran a hand up my spine.

      “I’ll be right back,” he whispered.

      I nodded, unsure what I was supposed to do. The other times, he was one and done, disappearing into the night like a thief with something to hide. I wasn’t expecting him to stay.

      But I also wasn’t opposed to it.

      When he walked out of the bathroom, I was sitting on the edge of the bed, still trying to decide what I should do. The edge of his mouth quirked up.

      He moved toward me like he owned me. Like he controlled everything about me. And with his gaze pinned on me and my body still warm from sex, I couldn’t deny that maybe he did.
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      After stalking Balanced Life online the following weekend, I saw there was a late morning class on Wednesday. Since I was off, I headed over there to check it out, hoping to make it a regular thing. At least until I could find something else.

      Jobs were scarce unless I wanted to move to a city. Syracuse was a few hours away, but I’d never lived in a city and wasn’t really sure about it. There were things I really didn’t like about living in MacKellar Cove, but I knew going from a town of a few thousand people to a city was a huge change. One I wasn’t willing to make just yet.

      The studio was quiet again, but there was a low level of buzz to the quiet. I found a spot in the studio and did my best to calm my mind before class started. Some instructors jumped right in and some gave us a little more time to get centered, but I knew I needed an extra minute before class started to be focused and ready.

      I’d just finished my breathing exercises when Sylvia walked over to me. I said hello and asked how she was doing.

      “A little stressed right now, to be honest. I hate to do this to you, but I wondered if I could ask you a huge favor. Have you ever taught a class?”

      I shook my head. My stomach dropped to the floor. She was going to kick me out? Seriously? I’d already been there.

      “Shoot. You were so good that I assumed you were an instructor. I was going to ask if you would be willing to teach this class. I knew it was a long shot, but the woman I hired just called and she…well, she isn’t going to work out. I have a private lesson booked in the other studio, and I was hoping I wouldn’t have to cancel this class—”

      “I’ll do it,” I blurted.

      “You will?”

      I nodded. “I will. I don’t mind at all. And, um, if you’re looking to hire someone else, I’d love to be considered for it.”

      “Really? I thought you said you’ve never taught.”

      “I…I haven’t, but I want to. I interviewed at another studio, and…I know I’m a risk and I have no experience and I don’t look like a yoga instructor should—”

      “I don’t know who told you that, but they are wrong. You are a beautiful woman, and you don’t need anyone to tell you what you should look like. Let’s talk after class. If that’s okay with you.”

      I nodded. “That would be great.”

      “Thank you so much. I really appreciate the help, Willow.”

      “I’m happy to do it. I promise, I’ll do my best.”

      “I know you will. That’s why I asked you.”

      Her confidence in me made me feel like I could do anything. She squeezed my arm and waved as she hurried out of the room. I carried my mat to the front of the studio and laid it out. Then I addressed the class.

      “Hello, everyone. I’m Willow. I’ll be teaching this class today. It’s my first class, but I’m hoping not my last. If you have any suggestions for me when we’re finished, I’d love to know what you thought. Thank you.”

      The others in the class smiled and nodded their heads, keeping things quiet and serene. I started class with stretching and breathing exercises that I knew everyone would be able to handle, then I moved on to moves that took a little more strength and flexibility.

      I tried to remember what I’d learned from other yoga classes and demonstrated each pose then walked around the class and helped others if they weren’t in the correct position. I showed everyone poses for beginner, intermediate, and advanced students, doing my best to keep the class at a level where everyone was comfortable.

      I was surprised when I looked at the clock and the class was almost over. I led them through a short cool down and stretches and thanked them all for being there.

      I taught my first yoga class. It felt great.

      “Thank you for teaching today,” one lady said when she approached me. “This was my first yoga class ever, and I was nervous, but you made me feel very comfortable. I never would have known you were new to teaching. You were wonderful.”

      “Thank you,” I told her, beaming with her praise.

      The rest of the students who approached shared similar thoughts and by the time the studio was empty, I was floating. I could feel everything inside me lining up. This was what I was meant to do.

      Sylvia walked in while I was rolling up my mat. “You were a hit,” she said.

      “Thank you. I think they were wonderful. And this was…amazing. Thank you for asking me.”

      “I need to be thanking you. If you hadn’t said yes, I would have had to cancel this class. I owe you. And judging by the conversation on the way out and the things I overheard, I need to hire you.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Sylvia nodded. “I am. I wanted to have a second person working here with me. Like I said, the other woman isn’t going to work out, but I’d like you to consider it. If you were serious. Maybe we start with a month long trial basis so we can learn if we work well together. And if things go well, then we can talk about setting up some classes that you teach on your own.”

      My smile was so big I thought my cheeks were going to split. But before I could say yes, I hesitated.

      “I really appreciate this. I can’t tell you how much. Honestly, I’ve been considering leaving the area. It’s been a rough year for me, and I’ve been thinking about going somewhere else.”

      “Oh,” Sylvia said. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that.”

      I nodded. “Can I think about it? Because I really enjoyed this class, and I’ve been undecided lately about where I want to be. I just don’t want to leave you in the same position you’re in now.”

      “Thank you for your honesty. Not everyone would tell the truth, but I really appreciate it. How about this? Over the next month, we’ll work together on classes. You can take some of them and I’ll take some of them. I’ll make sure I’m available for all the classes, just in case. I won’t double book anything. If at the end of the month, we’re both happy with the arrangement, we come up with a new plan. If by then, you decide you are serious about leaving, we’ll go from there. Does that work?”

      Shocked wasn’t even close to how I felt. She wanted to give me a chance, even though I told her I might be leaving. “That sounds amazing. Are you sure?”

      Sylvia nodded. “I am. I know you’re good at this, and I want someone to work with me who has a passion for yoga like I do. I see that in you, but I also understand needing to follow your own path. Give it some thought and see how you feel, and we’ll go from there.”

      “Thank you, Sylvia. I…thank you.”

      We talked a few more minutes and she asked my availability for the classes the rest of the week. We came up with a plan and I walked out the door with a new job.

      That was definitely not what I expected. But it was amazing.

      I was still flying high when I got back into town. I was starving and wanted to celebrate, so I went to Just Tacos. I didn’t care that I was alone, I just wanted a chicken taco and a margarita for lunch.

      I smiled at the hostess and followed her to a table for one. I thanked her and took the menu even though I knew what I was getting. I flipped through in case something else jumped out at me and decided to splurge on queso and chips, too.

      The server came over and took my order, then left me alone at the table again. I couldn’t stop smiling and was starting to worry I looked like a crazy person. I pulled out my phone so at least I could pretend I was smiling at something on there.

      The server delivered my margarita and said my lunch would be out soon. I opened the Book Boyfriends Wanted app and pulled up my conversations with Rowan. One day I needed to get his phone number. Maybe. If we both stayed in MacKellar Cove. For the moment, having him only on the app made it safer. If we ended, I could delete him from my matches instead of having to delete his contact from my phone.

      I sent him a message asking how his day was and waited for his reply.

      JustVisiting: Boring.

      UpForAnything: I guess that’s good for a cop.

      JV: Sometimes. It’s more interesting when something happens during the day. Doesn’t have to be much.

      UFA: You’re wishing for someone to commit a crime. I think there might be something wrong with you.

      JV: Probably true. How’s your day?

      UFA: Great actually. I went back to the yoga studio and taught a class.

      JV: Dammit. Now I’m horny. Why did you tell me that? And why didn’t you take me with you? I would have paid good money to see you demonstrating all those poses.

      I laughed and shook my head at him.

      UFA: I’m teaching again. Maybe you can take another class with me.

      JV: I’ll quit my job if I have to. I’ll be there.

      I laughed and set my phone down when the server delivered my lunch. “Anything else?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “This looks great. Thank you.”

      He nodded and walked away, leaving me to my food. And Rowan.

      UFA: I’ll send you my schedule. For now, I’m eating lunch. My taco is waiting for me.

      JV: I could go for a taco. Where are you? Order me a water and four chicken tacos.

      I pulled back, surprised he wanted to join me.

      JV: Sorry. I should have said do you mind if I join you?

      I laughed.

      UFA: No, I don’t mind. Sounds good to me. I’ll put in your order. I’m at Just Tacos.

      JV: On my way.

      I caught the server’s attention and asked him to add Rowan’s order to mine. He nodded and wrote it down before he walked away.

      I glanced at the door, watching for Rowan to appear, and my breath hitched. Melody and Amber were sitting at a table on the other side of the restaurant. No, they were getting up from a table on the other side of the restaurant. And had to walk past my table in order to leave.

      My heart pounded in my ears. My breath rushed out of me. I watched them until they disappeared behind the booths that separated us. I told myself to let them walk by me, but I didn’t want to. I wanted to talk to my sister.

      “Hi, Melody,” I said when they were next to my table.

      She turned with a bright smile on her face. Her gaze landed on mine and the smile melted away. Icy disdain filled her eyes. Her lips pinched together in pain.

      “Willow.”

      “How are you?” I asked her. “Hi, Amber.”

      “Hi, Aunt Willow. Why don’t you come see me anymore?”

      I glanced up at Melody, but she was looking at her daughter. “Aunt Willow and Mommy had a fight.”

      “You always tell me I have to forgive my friends when we fight. Why shouldn’t you forgive Aunt Willow?” Amber asked.

      “Some things are unforgivable,” Melody said.

      The coldness in her voice was unmistakable. She had no interest in anything I had to say. But I had to try.

      “I’m sorry, Melody. I am. More than you could know. I wish—”

      “That you’d never kissed my husband or that I never found out about it? Oh, no wait, you wish I’d listened to your lies and left him so you could have him. Is that the one?”

      “No,” I said softly.

      “I don’t know what you thought I would say, Willow. Did you really think you could apologize and I would forgive you?”

      “We’ve always forgiven each other. For everything.”

      “And you’ve never done anything like this before. I trusted you. I thought you were on my side. I thought you were my best friend. I shared things with you I never told another person, even Ramsey. And you used it all against me so you could ruin my marriage. So you could have my husband for yourself.”

      “I didn’t—”

      “Hello, ladies,” Rowan said, appearing behind Melody like a beacon of hope. “How is everyone today?”

      Melody turned and looked up at him. “Hi, Rowan. I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to cause a problem.”

      I should have known they were friends. They probably all got together on a regular basis or something. And as usual, I was on the outside.

      “Good. Is everything okay?” Rowan asked.

      Melody shook her head. “Not really. But I’m leaving. I’m sorry we created an issue. I wish they’d said something to us instead of calling you.”

      “No one called me. I’m here for lunch.”

      Of course, the server chose that moment to walk over and set Rowan’s plate down on my table.

      Rowan looked up at me and smiled. “Looks great. Thanks for ordering for me.”

      “You’re having lunch together?” Melody asked.

      Rowan nodded. “Yep. I’d ask if you want to join us, but it looks like you’ve already finished.” He pointed to the to-go box Amber carried.

      Melody’s gaze flipped between us like she couldn’t figure out what was happening. “You’re…are you…what…?”

      “It was good to see you, Melody. Say hi to Ramsey,” Rowan said as he moved around them and took the seat opposite me.

      I watched as my sister figured out what was going on. Her gaze flickered to mine, and she gave me a hard glare. I didn’t know why it was an issue that I was seeing Rowan, but obviously it was.

      Melody guided Amber toward the door without another word. I watched them get in her minivan and leave, absorbing everything I could about them before they vanished from my sight.

      “Are you okay?” Rowan asked after a minute.

      I forced a smile and nodded. “Yeah, I’m great.”

      “You’re also full of shit. What was that about?”

      “I didn’t know you two were friends.”

      He shook his head and swallowed a bite of his taco. “We’re not. Not really. I know Ramsey, and I’ve met Melody a few times.”

      “You acted like you didn’t know who they were.”

      He nodded while he chewed another bite. “I told you I wanted to hear things from you, not someone else. There are always two sides to a story.”

      “And one side is always wrong.”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t say that, Willow. I’m not here right now because of Melody. I’m here for—”

      “Tacos,” I said.

      He chuckled. “That, too.”

      I tried to grin. I had no right to get upset with him. It bothered me that he was friendly with Melody, but I wasn’t surprised by it. I just had to wrap my head around the idea and know that she was probably going to talk him into ending things.

      Like everyone else in town. No big surprise there, except Melody was the one person who could probably actually do it.

      And that scared me.
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      Willow was quiet through most of the rest of lunch. I tried to ask her questions and get her talking, but she was distracted. It wasn’t a surprise, but it bothered me. She was pushed out of so many things and the whole town had turned against her. All because of a crush on a boy who was nice to her when no other boy paid her any attention.

      Maybe I was missing something to the story, but I couldn’t see where Willow was the only bad guy. I found myself laying more blame at Ramsey’s feet than Willow’s. He didn’t mean to lead her on, but he also was the adult in the situation. It didn’t excuse what happened after she kissed him, but I couldn’t stop wondering what happened during the years in between.

      I paid for our lunches and walked outside with Willow, following her to her car. My SUV was next to hers, but I went to the driver’s door with her so I could have another minute.

      “If I don’t hear from you again, I understand,” she said softly. Her lips curled up in a sad, forced smile. She avoided looking at me.

      I tilted her chin up and waited until she met my gaze. A tear slid free and ran down her cheek, soaking into my thumb. She closed her eyes again, hiding her feelings from me.

      It broke me to see her in so much pain. To know one conversation with her sister could upset her so much. She was strong and fierce, but she didn’t want me to see how much everything hurt.

      I leaned closer until her breath became mine. Her eyes asked the question, and my body answered, pressing against her as I claimed her lips.

      And she claimed my heart.

      I didn’t know where in the hell that came from, but the moment our lips touched I knew she was it for me. We were having fun. The sex was amazing and spending time with her was supposed to be a distraction.

      But somewhere along the way, I fell for her. Hard. So hard that I wanted to shield her from everyone who even thought about hurting her. From anyone who threatened her.

      I pulled back just enough that I could see her face. I scanned it, taking in every freckle and wrinkle while she breathed deeply. She was waiting for me to end things, but she was going to have to wait a long time because I wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Thank you for coming to my rescue,” she said softly.

      “Any time. Although next time, instead of tacos I demand a yoga class as my payment.”

      “You didn’t even let me pay for the tacos,” she said with a laugh, finally looking like the woman I loved.

      The words rolled around in my head while she laughed. The woman I loved. I’d never thought those words before. There were women who said they loved me, women I wanted to love, but never women I loved. Not until Willow.

      “Let me know when you’re teaching again,” I told her, ignoring her comment about paying. She wasn’t going to worry about anything if I could help it. She’d had too much happen in the last year. She deserved to be taken care of for once instead of having to do everything on her own.

      “I will,” she said with a nod. “You should probably get back to work.”

      “To my endlessly boring day?”

      She chuckled.

      “I suppose. Can I see you tonight?”

      She looked up at me then nodded, drawing her lips between her teeth.

      “Good. I’ll bring dinner.”

      “Dinner? Lunch and dinner on the same day?”

      I nuzzled her neck. “I’m hoping I can talk you into breakfast in the morning, too.”

      She moaned softly and ran her hands through my hair. “You’re going to spoil me. Then when you leave, I’m not going to know what to do with myself.”

      Leaving. I forgot about that. I pulled back quickly, the reality of my world hitting me between the shoulder blades. “We don’t have to worry about that yet.”

      She nodded slowly. The walls between us went back up. Mine, not hers. Maybe some of hers, too. We were both protecting ourselves.

      “I’ll see you tonight,” I said. I gave her another quick kiss then walked around the front of my vehicle and got in. I waited until she backed out of her spot and left before I did the same, turning the opposite direction and going back to work.

      When I walked back into the precinct, one of the young cops who was only with us part time said, “Hey, Captain Reynolds was looking for you.”

      “I was out to lunch,” I told him.

      “He wasn’t pissed. Just asked if anyone had seen you.”

      “Thanks.”

      The Captain’s door was closed so I knocked and waited for him to tell me I could come in.

      “Masterson, good. I need to talk to you. Close the door,” Captain Reynolds said.

      I closed the door and drew a breath. It was rarely good when he called me into his office. And after the lunch I had with Willow, I almost expected him to tell me I should stop seeing her.

      “What can I do for you, sir?”

      “Relax, Masterson. I got a call from Captain Bray.”

      My heart kicked into overdrive and my palms instantly dampened. I was torn between wanting to make a run for it and wanting to throw up. All I knew was in that room was the last place I wanted to be. Captain Bray was my captain in Phoenix and a call from him meant an update.

      “Take a breath, Masterson. It’s all good news.”

      My hands shook but I nodded. Even good news wasn’t good news. Good news meant…I didn’t know what it meant.

      “They cleared you of everything. Bray said your former partner laid everything out in a document they found on his personal computer. He kept records of everything he did. It sounds like it was only in the last year or so, but it was enough for them to determine you weren’t involved.”

      I took a breath and nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

      “This is good news, Masterson. Why do you look like I just told you someone is outside the door with cuffs for you?”

      “It’s just a shock, sir. I wasn’t expecting to hear anything for a while. And I just…it’s good news.”

      “You fell in love, didn’t you?” Reynolds said with a laugh. He leaned back in his chair and grinned.

      “Excuse me?” How the fuck did he know that?

      “MacKellar Cove sneaks up on people and grabs a hold of you. I get it.”

      “Yes, sir,” I told him. I could run with that excuse.

      “Let me take a look at my budget, Masterson. You’ve been an asset to us, and I’d hate to lose you if you have an interest in sticking around.”

      I nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

      “I can’t make any promises, but I’ll see what I can do. But you need to call Bray. You need to get the report from him.”

      “I will. Thank you, sir.”

      He turned back to his computer and I took the hint and left. I walked back to my desk woodenly, trying to wrap my head around the day.

      Going back to Phoenix meant returning to my life. My old squad. Righting the wrongs done there. It also meant leaving Willow.

      But staying? Could I give up everything for Willow? And that meant Reynolds finding a job for me.

      I pushed the decision aside and went out to my MacKellar Cove SUV to call Bray. He was thrilled about the decision and ready for me to get back to work ASAP.

      “If you have any cases you’re finishing up, I understand needing to stick around and close things,” Bray said.

      “Thanks.”

      “I don’t know how you handled being there this long. I was pushing to get this all wrapped up so you could come back to civilization. I bet you’re going out of your mind.” Bray chuckled.

      “Something like that,” I told him.

      “Listen, I know you’re worried about the guys here. I’ve been talking to them and telling everyone what happened. As much as I can. There are going to be some that give you shit, but for the most part, everything will be right back to normal. I don’t know who your new partner is going to be, but it’ll be fine. Everything will be fine,” Bray said.

      I nodded and drew in a breath. I didn’t know how to tell him I wasn’t sure if I wanted to come back at all. Lucky for me, he kept talking and I didn’t have to say a thing.

      “Hey, I gotta run. You know how things are. But it’s good to talk to you. We’ll be in touch soon.”

      “Sounds good,” I said.

      He hung up, already yelling at someone else before the phone turned off. For months, I missed the fast pace and the closure of solving a case and putting away the bad guys. But just like Willow, somewhere along the way, things changed. I changed.

      Captain Reynolds was right. I was starting to think of MacKellar Cove as home. As the place I wanted to be. And leaving was a hard pill to swallow.

      One I wasn’t sure I could.
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      I got to Willow’s later than I planned that evening. I got caught up at work since I was distracted all afternoon and needed to stay late to finish up paperwork from the day. I expected her to be mad at me.

      “Um, hi,” she said when she answered the door. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a knot thing. She wore a hoodie that was about three sizes too big and leggings that hugged her thighs and made me hard.

      “Hey,” I said. “Did you forget I was coming over?”

      She shook her head and stepped back to let me in. “I just figured you weren’t coming when you didn’t show up earlier.”

      “I had to work late. I should have reached out.”

      “It’s fine,” she said.

      Kiss of death. Nothing was ever fine with a woman. “I’m sorry, okay. I didn’t realize how late it was. We didn’t really set a time, so I had no idea there was a limit on when I could show up.”

      She crossed her arms and stared up at me. The woman I’d fallen for wasn’t there. The woman looking back at me was beaten and bruised, defeated. She wanted to throw me out and tell me to go to hell, but she was too tired.

      Her lips trembled for just a moment, then she clamped it between her teeth. She sucked in a breath and nodded. Dammit.

      “I’m sorry, Willow. I’m on edge and taking it out on you. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It’s fine. You didn’t have to come. Maybe you should just leave.”

      “I don’t want to leave,” I told her, moving closer to her. She didn’t back away, but she didn’t sink into me when I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her close. She stood still, stiff, uncomfortable with me.

      I didn’t want to let her go, but I did anyway. I took a step back and looked at her. She closed her eyes and licked her lips.

      “What happened?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if you believe me or not. You’re leaving soon.”

      “Did Captain Reynolds tell you? He shouldn’t have said anything about that. It’s not his news to share.”

      She shook her head and leveled me with a glare. “I haven’t spoken to him. But obviously something happened today. Is that really why you’re late?”

      I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. I wanted to tell her everything. From falling for her to wanting to stay, but she was a runner. She didn’t know how to let me in. If I pushed too far too fast, she was going to disappear.

      “My former captain called. I’ve been cleared of all charges.”

      She forced a smile. “That’s great news. Congratulations.”

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      “When are you leaving?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      She nodded again. “Well, this is what you wanted. What you’ve been waiting for. It’s really great. I hope you’re happy.”

      “Willow…”

      “We should celebrate. Eat dinner. I think I have some beer in the fridge,” she said. She moved around me to the kitchen, avoiding touching me.

      I wanted to reach out to her, but she was too far away. I needed her to ground me, to tell me what the best thing was, but she already wrote me off and had me leaving.

      She grabbed two beer bottles and carried them to the couch. She started unpacking the food I brought over and resumed the show she was watching. I sat with her and tried to pretend nothing strange was going on.

      We barely talked while we ate. She laughed at the show and acted like I wasn’t even there. When the show was over and the food was gone, she cleaned up and curled back into herself on the far side of the couch.

      “I don’t want to leave,” I admitted quietly.

      “What?”

      “I don’t want to leave. I really like it here.” I looked at her, hoping she understood what I wasn’t saying.

      She sucked in a breath and stared back at me. She understood. “You do?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I do. Especially if you start teaching yoga in the area and you stick around.”

      She nodded slowly and finally moved closer to me. She rested her head on my shoulder and said, “I would really like that.”

      I kissed the top of her head and slid my arm around her. This was where I was supposed to be. With Willow in the tiny town I’d never heard of before I was exiled there. With people who wormed their way into me and made this place home.

      “Is there a job available for you?” Willow asked.

      “Captain Reynolds is going to see what he can do.”

      Willow nodded against my chest. “Well, until we know for sure, we need to make every moment we have together count.”

      “Oh, yeah? And how do you plan to do that?” I asked.

      She sat up and grinned, then crawled on my lap and kissed the hell out of me. Great minds definitely were thinking alike on that one.
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      O’Kelley’s was relatively quiet when I walked in Thursday night. The guys were already at the bar, talking and laughing at something Gavin said. I headed straight there, taking a seat on the end next to Ramsey.

      Hudson set a beer down in front of me. I nodded at him in thanks and brought it to my lips as I listened to the conversation already in progress.

      “Having my girlfriend work for you is trouble,” Gavin grumbled.

      “Having my wife work here was no fun either,” Ramsey said.

      “Melody worked here?” I asked.

      Ramsey nodded. “For a few months when we were apart last year. She was starting up her business and wanted to have consistent income since we were separated. She only worked here during the day, but I hated every second of it.”

      “I loved it,” Hudson said. “She kept everything in line. My books haven’t been that organized ever.”

      “Maybe you should hire someone else to handle it,” Ian suggested. “Finley is a master at that stuff and will double check things for me. She’s got an incredible head for business.”

      “Think she’d do it?” Hudson asked.

      Ian shrugged. “You can always ask her.”

      “I never thought I’d be unhappy that you and Melody worked things out,” Hudson said with a wry grin for Ramsey.

      Ramsey chuckled. “You’re not alone.” He swung his gaze to me. “I hear you’re still seeing Willow. Mel said you met her for lunch the other day.”

      I nodded. “Yep.”

      “You’re not at all worried about being involved with her?”

      I shook my head.

      “Be careful. She doesn’t care who she hurts when it comes to getting what she wants,” Ramsey said.

      “And you still think she wants you?” I asked.

      He paused with a beer halfway to his lips. He set it down and looked at me. “I hope not. I really do. I liked Willow when she was young, before she kissed me. She was a great person. Funny and kind. After that, everything changed. I hope that person is still inside and that she can be happy.”

      “Did you ever think maybe it’s your fault that she changed?” I asked him.

      Ramsey pulled back and glared at me. The others sucked in a breath and froze. I didn’t like that Willow was the one who was berated and Ramsey walked around with his head held high like he was untouchable. Why? Why didn’t he have to answer for the way he treated her?

      “How could I be to blame for Willow?” Ramsey asked.

      I shrugged. “Maybe how great you thought she was made it seem like you wanted more from her. Maybe what you thought was being friendly was flirtatious in her mind.”

      “I didn’t intend for it to be.”

      “Intent only goes so far.”

      Ramsey sighed. “You’re right. Maybe there was a part of me that liked the fact that Willow had me on a pedestal. But that was years ago. Melody and I have been married eleven years. Why did Willow hang onto that for so long? That’s not on me. I pulled back after she kissed me. I did everything I could, short of being cruel, to make her understand I was in love with Melody and not her. At some point, Willow has to accept responsibility for her actions and not blame them on me and whatever she thinks I did forever ago.”

      I wanted to argue with him, but Ramsey was right. Willow was an adult. If she’d tried to break up Melody and Ramsey before they got married, I could almost see it as her being a jealous kid, but it had been years.

      Did that mean she was still holding out hope that Ramsey would choose her?

      I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted that answer.
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      I didn’t respond to Willow’s messages after I left O’Kelley’s. I was still processing everything Ramsey said. I was trying to make a decision about my future with a woman that I wasn’t sure wanted me in hers.

      After I checked in at the precinct the next morning, I headed to Cracked for breakfast. I wasn’t hungry when I got up, but I was starving by the time I left, and Captain Reynolds never had an issue with us getting something to eat while we were on the clock.

      Blake was pouring coffee and talking to the regulars when I walked in. I waved hello to a few people I recognized, still wondering when MacKellar Cove snuck up and grabbed a hold of me. I took a seat at a table alone, hoping I could eat a quick breakfast without having to talk to everyone in the restaurant.

      “Coffee?” Blake asked, holding the pot up.

      I nodded. “Please.”

      She filled my mug and asked if I was ready to order.

      “Not yet,” I said.

      “I’ll grab the cream and sugar for you and be right back.”

      I studied the menu while she checked in on other tables. Everything I’d had there was good. It was only a matter of narrowing down the options to decide what I was in the mood for.

      The front door opened, but I ignored it in favor of the menu. Whoever it was wasn’t there to see me, and I wasn’t in a friendly mood, so it didn’t matter.

      Until she took the seat across from me.

      “Hey, Rowan,” Melody said.

      I looked up. “Melody.”

      “Can I join you?” she asked.

      Blake came over and filled her mug without a word, leaving the cream and sugar on the table for us. She was gone before I could answer Melody.

      “I guess you have, so sure.” I gave her a less than friendly smile. I liked Melody, but not when she was being nasty to Willow.

      Melody picked up a menu from the center of the table and studied it. We ignored each other until Blake took our orders and we put our menus back and had no choice but to look at each other.

      “So, to what do I owe the pleasure?” I asked her.

      “I know you’ve been spending time with my sister.”

      I raised an eyebrow because of course she knew. Not only did everyone in town know everyone else’s business, but she saw us together just a few days earlier.

      “How is she?”

      “Excuse me?”

      Melody drew in a shaky breath. “Maybe it’s not fair of me to ask you, but I want to know how Willow is. Is she okay?”

      “No, it’s not fair of you to ask me. Especially after you made her feel like shit the other day.”

      Melody nodded and dropped her chin. “I know. I wish I hadn’t. I’m still…she hurt me.” Melody met my gaze with a watery one. A tear streaked down her cheek. She brushed it away quickly but another one followed. “She was my best friend. For my whole life, she was the one person I counted on. Growing up, she was there for me. Being five years apart never mattered that much. She was the person I told everything to. And losing her has been really hard.”

      “You didn’t have to lose her,” I said.

      Melody nodded, her brown hair falling forward over her shoulder. She tucked it behind her ears and forced a smile. “A part of me wishes I’d handled things with Willow differently. That I could have salvaged my relationship with her. But I don’t know how. I don’t know if it was really possible.”

      “Why not?” I asked. I needed to know. Melody knew Willow better than anyone else. Her tears proved she still loved her sister. I wanted to know if Willow was the person I thought she was. If she was someone I could take a chance on. If I could risk loving her and have any hope that she felt the same.

      “I love my sister. That will never change. But I don’t know if I can ever trust her again. She used my desire to have a family against me. She manipulated me into creating problems with my husband. How can I trust her?”

      I sighed. Things were getting complicated with Willow. Maybe it was better I just leave. Go back to Phoenix and forget all about her. Because if Melody was right, or if Ramsey was right, and Willow couldn’t be trusted, it was because she still wanted Ramsey for herself.

      “Can I trust my sister?” Melody asked quietly.

      I met her gaze and saw the depth of her desire. She wanted to trust Willow again. She missed her sister. I could see it and feel it. She was as unhappy as Willow was. Which meant maybe they could repair their relationship.

      “I don’t think I can answer that for you,” I told her.

      Blake brought our breakfast over and asked if we needed anything else. We said no, and Blake squeezed Melody’s shoulder before walking away. Willow told me about their friendship. That Melody only got to know Blake and the rest of the women in that circle around the time she and Willow stopped talking. Melody moved on to other people, gaining a whole new circle of friends, and Willow was left alone, with no one on her side.

      “Willow is a good person. She’s funny and kind and passionate about so many things. She’s the kind of person I think we all want in our lives because she pushes us to be better. She’s not perfect, but none of us are. I also don’t think she’s the only one at fault through all this. She knows she wasn’t right trying to break you and Ramsey up, but can you really sit there and tell me that your marriage was perfect? That if it was as strong as you want to believe that your sister could have pushed you to that point?”

      “I…” Melody thought about it and shook her head. “You’re right. Things with Ramsey were fragile after we lost Steven. I felt like it was my fault. I turned to Willow instead of Ramsey to heal. I told her things about our marriage that I never should have told anyone. She exploited that, though.”

      “She’s not blameless,” I admitted. “But none of you are. I’m not going to defend her or try to blame you, but it’s easy for her to be the bad one. She’s the only one who’s been punished for what happened. For admitting the truth.”

      “Do you think she still wants Ramsey?” Melody asked softly.

      I looked at her and tried to smile. “I hope not.”

      Melody smiled back and reached across the table. She put her hand on my arm and said, “Me, too.”
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      When I finished my shift that night, I sent Willow a message on the app. I really needed to get her phone number.

      JustVisiting: Want to come over for dinner?

      UpForAnything: Nope.

      JV: Okay, how about I come to your place?

      UFA: Not interested.

      JV: Are you okay?

      UFA: I’m great.

      JV: Then what’s going on?

      UFA: Why don’t you ask my sister. You two were pretty cozy this morning at breakfast.

      Fucking hell.

      JV: We were talking about you.

      UFA: Hope it was fun. I’ll save you the trouble of ending things and tell you we’re done.

      JV: Are you serious?

      I waited for her to reply, but she signed out of the app. I yelled and slammed my fist into the steering wheel. The horn blasted, and another cop walking by jumped. I waved to tell him sorry.

      I tore out of the parking lot and raced to Willow’s apartment. I pounded on the door and waited. It was dark inside, but something told me she was home.

      I strained to hear something, anything, that told me she was there, but it was silent inside her apartment. I tried the app again, but she was still not logged in. Dammit.

      The last thing I wanted to do was ask Ramsey for her number, but I knew he would have it. I sent him a text and asked him to share her contact info with me.

      Ramsey: Why?

      Me: Because I need it.

      I could almost hear the disapproval in his silence, but a minute later, the contact showed up. I saved it and sent her a text.

      And heard the tone inside her apartment.

      I sent another text, telling her I knew she was in there and to let me in. And another one saying it was me.

      Willow: Go away, Rowan.

      Me: No. We need to talk.

      “Why?” she asked through the closed door.

      “Because you owe me at least that much,” I said, knowing it would piss her off.

      “I owe you?” she shouted back. “I owe you? Are you kidding me?” She yanked the door open to yell at me face-to-face, and I pushed my way inside.

      “Yes, you owe me.”

      “Get out,” she said.

      “No. You’re being a child. We need to talk.”

      “I don’t want to hear it. Melody wants you to end things with me. Ramsey and Hudson and everyone else you know want you to end things. So, just go away, Rowan. Leave me alone.”

      “I don’t want to end things. And that’s not why Melody ambushed me at breakfast. She wants to know if you’re okay.”

      “Why?” Willow scoffed.

      “Because she cares about you. You hurt her, but she misses you.”

      “She hurt me, too.”

      I nodded. “I know she did. And I told her that. She doesn’t know if she can trust you. She thinks you still want Ramsey.”

      Her gaze snapped to mine. “Did you tell her that?”

      “I told her I hope you don’t.”

      Willow held my gaze for a minute then turned and walked away. She went to the couch and hugged a pillow to her chest. She looked young and scared for the first time ever. The woman I knew was strong and fierce. She didn’t back down from anything.

      “You need to fight back,” I said. “You need to face Melody and Ramsey. They need to know you’re not the only one to blame for all this. You’re not the teenager you were when you kissed Ramsey. You need to accept that you messed up last year and take control of your life again. You need to be the woman I know you are.”

      “I think you need to get out of my home and leave me alone.”

      “What?”

      “Go away, Rowan. Go back to Phoenix. I don’t want you here.”

      “Willow—”

      “You don’t know me. We’ve had sex a few times, but you don’t know me. Whatever this was is over.”

      I stared at her until she turned the TV on and ignored me. I didn’t know what happened, but I wasn’t the kind of person who was willing to stay where I wasn’t wanted. So, I left.
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      The last thing I wanted to do when Rowan walked out the door was sit there and wallow. Sure, it had appeal, but I wasn’t going to be that woman. I’d done enough feeling sorry for myself, and I was done with it.

      I sent Brittany a text to see if she was available to go out. I needed lots of noise, dancing, and a few drinks so I could forget all about Rowan.

      Brittany said she was heading to O’Kelley’s to meet up with a new guy but that other people from work would be there, too. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be at O’Kelley’s, but it was the best offer I had. Hell, the only offer.

      I changed into a pair of skinny jeans and a silky, purple tank top. I grabbed my coat and added gloves and a hat and walked out into the dark night.

      O’Kelley’s was busy, but Brittany was always easy to spot. She yelled and threw her arm around me when she saw me. “I’m so happy you came!”

      “Me, too,” I said, hoping I enjoyed myself half as much as she already was. “I need a drink.”

      “Hell, yeah!” Brittany shouted in my ear. “Someone get this bitch a drink!”

      A glass was pressed into my hand. I didn’t even care what it was. I turned it up and drained the glass, slamming it down on the table when it was empty.

      “Woohoo!” Brittany screamed. “We need to dance!”

      Brittany pulled me on the dance floor. I threw my head back and pushed away all thoughts of Rowan and Ramsey and Melody. Someone handed me another drink, and I finished that one, too.

      A new song came on, and Brittany declared it was her favorite. She threw her arms in the air and danced in a circle, singing along to every word. I danced with her, letting her energy rub off on me. Going out was a good idea.

      As the night went on, I danced with Brittany and the rest of our friends and whatever guy wanted to dance with me. I kept drinking, not worrying about anything other than enjoying my night.

      My heart pounded and sweat cooled my body. The alcohol made my head fuzzy. For the first time in way too long, I felt good. I didn’t care about my sister or Rowan or anyone else. I was only concerned with myself.

      I headed to the bathroom and grinned at the flushed reflection in the mirror. I needed a night out. A night of fun without anyone else to tell me what to do. I didn’t need to worry about Melody trying to ruin my relationship with Rowan like she thought I almost ruined hers.

      Brittany was at our table when I got back from the bathroom. She was drinking a glass of water and offered me one.

      “So you don’t have a hangover tomorrow,” she explained.

      I nodded and chugged the water then poured myself another beer. I was looking to forget, not to be responsible.

      Brittany led me back to the dance floor. We danced together as the world got a little fuzzier around the edges. I was feeling good. My body was weightless as I moved. My mind welcomed the release. I didn’t think about anything or do anything. I just enjoyed the blissful tingle running through my body thanks to the alcohol.

      “I need to rest,” Brittany said, dragging me off the dance floor.

      I nodded and followed her, falling onto a chair. The chair moved on me and I landed on the floor instead.

      “Are you okay?” Brittany asked with a loud laugh. “You totally missed the chair.”

      I looked up at her and laughed. “I thought it was right there.”

      Piper came over with another pitcher of water and asked if I was okay.

      “I’m great! I’m single and young and ready to have fun,” I told her.

      “Do you need someone to help you get home?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I’m good.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded and dismissed her with a wave.

      “She’s such a bitch,” Brittany said, glaring at Piper’s back.

      I opened my mouth to agree but snapped it closed. Piper was always nice to me. She talked to me like I was a person instead of like I was scum. And she cared. Like Rowan did. Like Melody once did.

      “She’s not a bitch,” I told Brittany. “Piper is trying to be nice.”

      “Whatever. She’s friends with your sister. She’s probably trying to find out something about you to use it against you. Don’t start thinking anyone who knows your sister is nice to you because you’re so great.”

      “Wow, how do you really feel about me?”

      Brittany scoffed. “Don’t act like I’m your best friend or something. We work together and drink together, but that’s it. You’d ditch me in a heartbeat if someone better actually liked you. You’re just as big of a bitch as I am, which is why no one likes you, Willow.”

      I drew back at the venom in her voice. She hated me. She pretended to be my friend, but she didn’t like me at all. She was the only person I thought I had left, but I didn’t even have her. “You’re so—”

      “You should climb down off your high horse and shut the hell up, Willow. Because whatever you’re about to say about me is something you can say about yourself. You’re only here because the boyfriend dumped you and your sister dumped you and everyone you’ve ever known dumped you. Don’t you think, after a while, that maybe it’s not all of them who are so shitty. Maybe it’s you?”

      Her words hit the mark and nearly knocked me out of my seat. I leaned back hard, gaping at her.

      Brittany stood. “See you around, Willow.” She walked away, leaving me at the table alone. I stared at the empty glasses and the spilled beer and wanted to cry. It pretty much described my life. A waste.

      I poured myself another beer and drank it while I watched the people around me move and laugh and talk. Everyone else was enjoying themselves. They were having fun and happy. And then there was me.

      I drank another beer and when Piper came over again, I asked her for a shot of vodka.

      “How are you getting home, Willow?” she asked softly.

      “I’m walking.”

      “Are you sure you can make it?”

      I took a breath and looked up at her. “I know you’re being nice, and I appreciate it, but I honestly don’t think anyone else would care if I fell on my way home and froze to death.”

      “That’s not true, Willow.”

      I shrugged. “It kind of feels like it is.”

      “Laura is still here. Why don’t you let her walk you home?”

      “Laura is a friend of Melody’s.”

      “She asked if you’re okay.”

      I waved my hand, hoping Piper would bring me the drink and leave me alone. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I didn’t want to think about anyone. And I didn’t want to need anything from anyone. I learned my lesson. Letting people in meant giving them the power to hurt you. I’d been hurt enough for one lifetime.

      Piper brought back the vodka. I smiled at her. She pressed her lips together, but her brows narrowed at me.

      I drank the shot and decided it was time for me to go. I had no reason to be there any longer, and I was getting beyond drunk to the point where I would get introspective and weepy. I didn’t need witnesses for that.

      I walked outside, the cold air slapping me in the face. It threatened to chase away the buzz I had going, but the alcohol was too strong. I took a few steps and leaned against the building for support.

      “Can I walk with you?” someone asked from behind me. A woman’s voice, which was the only reason I didn’t scream.

      I turned and saw Laura standing behind me, smiling.

      “I live close to you and thought we could walk together. If you don’t mind.”

      “Suit yourself,” I told her.

      She stepped up next to me and wrapped an arm around my waist. She was sturdy, like she was completely sober. I leaned into her unintentionally, but she didn’t falter. She just kept walking like we did this every weekend.

      “Who’s your friend?” Laura asked.

      “She’s not my friend.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because she’s a bitch. And I’m a bitch. And no one likes a bitch.”

      “I don’t think you’re a bitch,” Laura said.

      I laughed. “Yes, you do. You’re friends with my sister, so you know I’m a bitch.”

      Laura shook her head. “I think you’re hurting, and maybe a little scared, and I think it’s hard to accept that everyone jumped to conclusions about you, but maybe we were off base doing that.”

      “Why are you being nice to me?”

      “Because your sister is a friend of mine, and Melody doesn’t want anything bad to happen to you. She worries about you, even if she’s not sure how to say that. And because I’m a nurse and it’s in my DNA to help people.”

      I snorted. “You can’t help it. I guess that’s as good a reason as any to be nice to me.”

      Laura shifted my weight so I was standing a little more upright. “I never got to know you before your falling out with Melody, but she really does think the world of you. She misses you. I think she doesn’t always know how to say that, but she does.”

      “How would you know?”

      “Because I see people at their lowest. Not all of us can handle it. Fear and sadness show up differently in everyone. And that’s on the person feeling it, not the person it’s directed to. I’m not saying what you did was okay, but maybe Melody would have been able to forgive you by now if she wasn’t so afraid.”

      I drew in a sharp, cold breath. “I’m afraid she’ll never be able to forgive me.”

      “Which is why you haven’t apologized?” Laura guessed.

      I nodded.

      “And I think if you could apologize, Melody would probably forgive you.”

      “But you don’t know?”

      We stopped at my door and Laura shook her head. “No, I don’t. But Melody brings you up at girls’ night a lot. I think it’s because she misses you and wishes you were a part of her life again.”

      “Well, maybe one day.” I unlocked my door and opened it.

      “Are you okay alone tonight?”

      I nodded. “Thanks for walking me home.”

      She smiled. “Drink some water and take some ibuprofen. Try to get some sleep, Willow.”

      “Thanks.”

      She hesitated then hugged me quickly and walked down my steps and into the night. She turned back toward town and disappeared around the front of house.

      I went inside and collapsed on my bed. My head spun, so I put my foot on the ground to stop the spinning. It wasn’t long before sleep pulled me under, without water or ibuprofen.
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      My head was pounding when I woke up. I groaned and rolled out of bed, hoping I could take some ibuprofen before my headache got worse.

      I downed some water and the meds and headed to the kitchen to find some breakfast. Toast sounded better than anything else, so I popped a few pieces into the toaster and started the coffee.

      When everything was done, I sat on the couch with the remote. I flipped to something I didn’t have to pay much attention to and ate my breakfast.

      I felt better by the time I was done and decided to take a shower. I cleaned up the kitchen and was about to leave the room when there was a knock on my door.

      I didn’t know who it could be, but no one stumbled to my door, so I opened it without asking who it was.

      Big mistake.

      It was Melody.

      “Are you okay?” she asked. Her eyes scanned my body, evaluating me.

      I wrapped my arms around myself and nodded. “I’m fine.”

      “Laura said you were really drunk last night.”

      I shrugged. “So?”

      “I was worried about you.”

      “Why? You were pretty clear the other day that I don’t matter to you.”

      “You’re my sister, Willow. I’m always going to love you and want the best for you.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say about that. I stared at her.

      “Can I come in?” she asked.

      I nodded and took a step back to let her in. Melody looked around my apartment like she’d never seen it before. I tried to see it through her eyes. My apartment was nothing compared to her home. It was small with secondhand furniture and mismatched everything. But it was all mine. I loved my sister’s house and the way she’d made it a cozy place for her family, but my apartment was all mine.

      Melody and I stood looking at each other. I wondered if I should offer her something, but I didn’t have much to offer. I didn’t have guests. Ever.

      “How are things with Rowan?” Melody asked.

      I scoffed. “Over.”

      “Why?”

      “Why are you here, Melody?”

      “I miss you.”

      “You…what?”

      “When I saw you the other day…I tried to pretend I haven’t been bothered by not having you in my life, but I miss you.”

      I drew in a breath. “I’m sorry, Melody. I’m so sorry. I never should have…I’m sorry about everything. I never should have kissed Ramsey and I never should have twisted things or—”

      “It’s not all on you. Things weren’t right with Ramsey after Steven. And I turned to you, not him. I didn’t know how to talk to him.”

      “I didn’t help anything. I’ll never be able to forgive myself for what I did to you guys. I never should have tried to get between the two of you. I…I have no excuse.”

      “I need to know something,” Melody said.

      “What?”

      “Are you still in love with Ramsey?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think I ever was. I said I was, but Ramsey was safe. I couldn’t get hurt if I loved him because he was yours. At first, I wanted what you had and convinced myself I could only have it with Ramsey, but once you two got married, he was safe. Boys were never interested in me, and men weren’t any better. I was the fat girl, the one who was overlooked. Ramsey saw me, so I latched on to him. But I don’t think I ever really loved him. Not the way you did.”

      Melody was quiet for a minute, letting my words sink in. I hoped she knew I was being honest, and that I really was sorry for what I did.

      “What happened with Rowan?”

      I shrugged and shook my head. “I messed everything up. I saw him with you at Cracked and…”

      “Nothing happened between us,” Melody said.

      “I know. But everyone tells him to stay away from me. To not get involved or to end things or whatever. I figured you were doing the same thing. I just…I tried not to care when the rest of them did it, but when I thought you were telling him I wasn’t worth it, I couldn’t handle it.”

      “I wasn’t doing that, Willow. I was asking him if you were doing okay. Ramsey mentioned you two were seeing each other, but I didn’t realize how serious it was until he showed up at lunch. I’ve missed so much of your life. I don’t want to miss more.”

      I inhaled a shaky breath. “I don’t want to miss more either, but I know you don’t trust me.”

      Melody shrugged. “I think I trust you more when you’re involved with a guy like Rowan. He really likes you. I think you should patch things up with him.”

      I smiled. “I don’t think that’s possible. I told him to go back to Phoenix. He’s not going to want to see me again.”

      “Something tells me you’re wrong about that. I think you should try. For me.”

      I rolled my eyes and smiled. Whenever we wanted to convince each other to do something growing up, we would always say it was a favor. I could never deny my sister. Even when I really wanted to hide from Rowan forever.
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      The hard part about finding someone when you didn’t know where they lived was you had no idea where to look. Melody didn’t have his address, and I wasn’t willing to ask James or anyone else. The fewer people who knew about my pending humiliation the better.

      Melody wanted to come with me to find him, but she’d already missed enough time with her family for me. And again, I didn’t want witnesses.

      I went to O’Kelley’s first, but he wasn’t there. I stopped by Cracked and came up empty again. I wandered around town a little, hoping I might run into him, but by midday, I admitted I needed a plan instead of just to wander.

      I grabbed lunch from Just Tacos and sat alone in a booth trying to come up with a good idea. Saturdays meant half the town was at Jones Family Maple Farm when the weather was good, but during the winter, it was quiet. Still, I didn’t have any better ideas.

      The parking area around the gift shop was quiet, but there were a few cars. And at the end of the line, one motorcycle. My heart jumped and started to pound when I saw it. He was there.

      I turned off my car and took a few deep breaths. I stared at myself in the rearview mirror and tried to give myself a pep talk, but I was all out of encouraging words. Melody forgave me, but she was my sister. We had a lifetime of history. Rowan…he didn’t owe me anything. I loved him, but I threw him away at the first sign of betrayal. Betrayal that never even happened and wasn’t his fault.

      I closed my eyes. He deserved better than me. I needed to leave before he saw me because I wasn’t good enough for him.

      A knock on my window startled me. My eyes snapped open and lifted to the person standing next to me. “Shit.”

      “Open the door, Willow,” Rowan said.

      “I was just leaving,” I replied.

      “Bullshit. Open the door.”

      I should have just started the car and peeled out, but I couldn’t. I needed one last look at him. One last minute near him. Then I would let him go.

      I opened the door a crack, barely wide enough that the cold air rushed into my car and started to chill me.

      “Get out.”

      I sighed again and did as he asked. I closed the door behind me and leaned against my car.

      “What are you doing here?”

      I glanced around and shrugged. “I come here all the time for syrup.”

      “Bullshit. Again. Why are you here?”

      “I was just out for a drive?”

      “One more chance,” he said sternly.

      “Fine,” I huffed. “I was looking for you, but I’m leaving now. I shouldn’t have come here.”

      I turned to open the door, but he slapped a hand on it and held it closed. I turned back to him and glared.

      “Just let me go, Rowan.”

      “Why were you looking for me?” he asked.

      I drew in a deep breath and stared up at the only man I’d ever really loved. When I was searching town, it was so easy to imagine what I would say to him. To think about all the words that would flow easily from my lips to tell him how sorry I was. But standing in front of him, I was paralyzed. I was terrified.

      All my life, I’d lived in the shadows. I didn’t date because it was easier not to get attached to anyone. I didn’t have close friends for the same reason. The only person who ever mattered to me was Melody. Our parents were…we weren’t close to them, but we had each other. And she was the only person I needed, so I didn’t bother to try to find anyone else to share my life with.

      But that meant I never learned how to apologize to people. I never learned how to tell someone I screwed up. With Melody, I could always say I messed up and I was sorry, and she would forgive me. But anyone else…I never cared enough to try to repair any other relationship. Even saying sorry to Melody this time was harder because it wasn’t a little thing that I had to apologize for. It was huge. Just like apologizing to Rowan was huge.

      “I’m sorry I was such a bitch to you. I never should have pushed you away or gotten so upset that you had breakfast with Melody. And I shouldn’t have told you to go back to Phoenix. It was mean and I was rude and I wanted you to know I’m sorry.”

      I made another move to leave, but his hand was still on my door, stopping me from going anywhere.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Why what?”

      “Why are you sorry?”

      “Um, what?”

      “Are you sorry because you know what you said was wrong or because you think you hurt me or because you think you should apologize or something else?”

      “All of it. Sure, I guess. I was mean. I shouldn’t have been so mean to you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I love you, okay? Is that what you wanted me to say? Because I love you. Because I was scared that you were finally going to listen to someone who said to stay away from me because it was my sister. Because of all the people who told you I wasn’t worth it, she’s the one who knows the best that I’m a pain in the ass and can’t be trusted or whatever.”

      “She never said I should stay away from you.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      His brows went up, and his dark eyes scanned my face. “How do you know?”

      “She came to see me this morning. She…I apologized to her for everything.”

      “Really? Is it apology Saturday and no one told me?”

      I rolled my eyes at him and pressed my lips together. It was getting hard for me to keep my emotions in check. I told him I loved him and he barely acknowledged it. Not that I blamed him, but it hurt. I put myself out there, and he was rejecting me.

      “Yeah, well, I just wanted you to know I’m sorry. I’ll go now. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

      I turned back to my car, but his hand didn’t move.

      “You need to remove your hand from the door so I can go,” I said softly. The tears were getting closer, choking my throat and making it harder for me to speak.

      “No.”

      “Please, Rowan.”

      “I haven’t accepted your apology yet. Don’t you want to know if I forgive you?”

      I shook my head. “You don’t have to forgive me. I understand if you don’t want to. I don’t deserve it. I was cruel and heartless and you should have better than that.”

      “What if I happened to love cruel and heartless?”

      I scoffed. “No one loves cruel and heartless.”

      He leaned closer to me. “I do, Willow.”

      The meaning of his words filtered through my mushy brain and sank in. Was he? No. But…was he?

      My chest rose as hope tried to fill me. I pushed it back out, not willing to believe that much. He knew the horrible things I’d done. He knew who I was. I treated him like shit. There was no way he loved me.

      “Look at me, Willow.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and took a breath. I let it out slowly and turned to face him, lifting my gaze to his.

      He didn’t give me time to say anything before he pressed his body against mine and sealed our lips together. He licked his way into my mouth, and groaned when my hands slid up his chest.

      His hands wrapped around my waist, pulling me tightly to him. I sank into him, enjoying the feel of him against me. His tongue teased mine as his fingers found their way under my coat to my skin.

      When he pulled back, he rested his forehead against mine. His eyes stayed closed. “Don’t shut me out, Willow. If this is going to work, you need to trust me. And I need to trust you. I can’t handle you not listening to me or thinking you know what happened.”

      “I know. And I’m sorry. For so many things. I haven’t ever had a real relationship. I’ve had guys I sleep with on occasion, but I’ve never gotten close to anyone.”

      “Me neither. I never wanted to get close to anyone. Being a cop make it hard. I loved the rush of the job and the fast pace. But everything is different here. It’s slower and I guess I needed that. But I also needed you.”

      “You needed me?” I blurted.

      He brushed my hair behind my ear and nodded. “I did. I still do. When I got here, I hated the idea of being banished to a place like this. The job was boring. For someone who’s only ever had work, I was miserable. But when I met you, life got more interesting. You were the spark I was missing. I loved seeing it in your eyes and feeling it whenever you kissed me. I never thought I’d find that in another person.”

      “You didn’t?”

      He shook his head. “No, Willow, I didn’t. But you’re different. You’re special. And you’re mine.”

      I scoffed and pulled away from him. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

      He smirked at me. “That’s what I’m talking about right there. I love that. And I love you.”

      “You do?”

      He grinned and kissed my throat. “I do love you. And because I love you, I wasn’t ready to give up on us yet. I was pissed at you, but I knew you’d come around. I did not expect Melody to be the one who made you see the light, but I’m happy you two made up. I’m a little surprised you’re upright today.”

      “The cold is helping my headache.”

      He chuckled. “It sounded like you had quite the night.”

      “You knew about that?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Do you really think anything is going to happen in MacKellar Cove without the entire town finding out about it?”

      “I can think of a few things the entire town doesn’t know about. Like that thing you do with your tongue. Or the thing you do with your fingers. Or the thing you do with your cock.”

      I knew better than to provoke him, but it was far too easy to get a rise out of him.

      He leaned against me, trapping me between the door and his body. I looked up at him, daring him.

      “You like to fight dirty, don’t you?”

      I grinned. “That’s not the only thing I like to do dirty.”

      He pressed his body to mine and paused a breath away from my lips. “You might kill me.”

      I smiled. “It’ll be worth it.”

      “Hell, yes, it will be.”
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      Rowan followed me back to my place and shared a few more things with me that the entire town didn’t know. Like how much he loved me and wanted to stay.

      I was teaching a yoga class that afternoon and he insisted on joining me for it, even though I told him he didn’t have to.

      “Do you really think I’m going to miss out on seeing you or having you touch me to make sure I’m in the right position?”

      “I’ll have to do the same for all the students. You know that, right?”

      “As long as they’re all female,” he growled.

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. It’s my job to make sure people are safe and getting the most benefit out of the class.”

      “Then I better come to all your classes so none of the men get any ideas.”

      “Like you do?” I asked him.

      He glared at me then stalked across the room toward me. I squealed and ran away, but Rowan chased me until he caught me. He picked me up and started carrying me to the bedroom.

      “We need to go!” I argued.

      “You can be late.”

      “No, I can’t. I like this job. And if I’m going to keep it, I need to show up on time.”

      He growled again and set me down. “After class, you’re all mine.”

      “I’m all yours all the time.”

      He leaned in and kissed my neck. “I like the sound of that.”

      Class was uneventful until afterward when Sylvia asked to speak to me.

      “The students really respond to you,” she said.

      “Thank you. I’m enjoying teaching.”

      “Good. You’re a natural. I really hope you decide to stick around.”

      I smiled. “I have. I would love to accept your offer if you’re still up for it.”

      “Really? That’s great news. I’m so happy to hear you say that. I love doing this, but I like having other people around. I think we work well together.”

      “I agree.”

      “We can talk about all the details later. Right now, I think someone is waiting for you.” Sylvia smiled at Rowan. “Hello, Officer.”

      “Hi, Sylvia. How are you?”

      “Very well. Thank you for whatever you did to make her decide to stay.”

      He blushed and grinned. “You’re welcome.”

      We waited for Sylvia to lock up the studio and all left together. Rowan and I went back to my apartment, where he asked me to demonstrate a few of the yoga poses I used in class.

      After another shower, he said, “We need to go out tonight. Celebrate your new job.”

      “Or we could just stay in.”

      “Or we could see if Melody and Ramsey want to get together.”

      I tensed. “It might be too soon for that.”

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket and showed me the screen. “She’s been texting me all day, begging me to let her know everything. She’s already invited us over.”

      I couldn’t help but grin. I never thought I’d repair my relationship with my sister, but to also get a great guy? I had to be dreaming.

      “We don’t have to,” I told him.

      He shook his head. “Don’t start to freak out on me again. All of this is good.”

      I took a breath and nodded. It was good. Life was good. It had been a while since I’d felt that way, but it was true. Life was good. And it was all thanks to Rowan.
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Laura

        

      

    

    
      I sprinkled powdered sugar over the top of the raspberry frosting and grinned. The cake looked perfect. And the crumbs that fell off into my mouth were delicious. My mouth was already watering.

      I snapped the cover in place over the top and pulled on my coat. With the cake in hand, I headed over to Book Boyfriends Unlimited for girls’ night.

      The sky was dark, but a hint of light lingered over the water. Everything was calm and peaceful and perfect. I still couldn’t believe I lived here sometimes.

      Finley let me into the store and reached for the cake while I took off my coat. “How is it? Did you try it?”

      I shook my head. “I ate a few crumbs, and tasted the frosting, but I haven’t eaten a piece yet. It smells amazing.” The recipe was one she helped me find. The last book we read for book club had a baker as the hero and the things he did with frosting made us all want to run out and find a baker of our own.

      “Well, without a sexy man to rub frosting all over me and lick it off, I don’t think it’ll compare to the book, but it’ll be a close second,” Finley said with a grin.

      I laughed. “True.” I followed her to the back where Blake and Karissa were sitting. I said hi to them and they asked what I made.

      “She made the cake from the book,” Finley told them. Someone knocked and took her back to the front.

      “No, you didn’t,” Karissa gasped. “Oh, man. Now I’m going to wish I’d accepted one of those dates.”

      “You had dates and didn’t accept?” Blake asked.

      Karissa sighed. “I have a really hard time not looking up these guys. And when I do, they’re never as good as they seem before I know who they are. One was my dentist.”

      “Dr. Percy is on Book Boyfriends Wanted?” I asked her with a laugh.

      Karissa rolled her eyes. “Yep. And I was matched with him.”

      “Laura has a new match,” Piper said, walking in with Finley. “Are you telling them about him?”

      I shook my head as Blake, Finley, and Karissa scoffed.

      “You’re letting me ramble and you didn’t mention you have someone new. Jeez, girl, you’re racking up the matches. I’m totally jealous of you,” Karissa said.

      I laughed. “I’m done waiting around for Mr. Right to show up. I’m enjoying Mr. Right Now and figuring out what I do and don’t like in a man.”

      “Good for you,” Blake said.

      Another knock on the door took Finley away.

      I shrugged. “I spent way too long pining for Nico and he’s not interested. It’s not worth my time to sit around and hope he sees me one day. I’m moving on and I will find someone else.”

      “I still think you should have told him,” Piper said. “You never know what a man is thinking. He could have been waiting for you to say something. He’s your boss, and if he asked you out, you could go after him for harassment.”

      I shook my head. “Nico is constantly dating someone else. He has a woman in Syracuse that he meets up with every time he goes there, and I’m sure he has other women around here. I’m not going to make a fool of myself and then have to work with him every day. I love my job too much to risk it.”

      “Yeah, but you love him, too,” Finley said.

      I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Hey guys.” Melody, Willow, Elise, and Trinity grabbed seats. “Did you all come together?”

      They shook their heads. Melody said, “Willow was with me, and Elise and Trinity walked up when Finley was letting us in. Just good timing.”

      “Even better timing that we can now eat the cake Laura made. It’s from the book,” Karissa told them.

      “No way,” Elise groaned. “I might need to take some of this home with me later.”

      “I’m happy to share the recipe,” I said with a wink.

      Elise nodded. “I’ll take it to Mrs. Carter and see if she wants to help me bake it. I think I’ll leave out the details of it, though.”

      “She might love that story,” Melody said with a grin.

      “I don’t know a woman alive who wouldn’t love that story,” Willow said. She nudged her sister, and they collapsed into a fit of giggles.

      It was good to see them together again. Even though Melody didn’t come to girls’ night when she and Willow were close, having Willow there definitely brought out Melody’s silly side. And it made me miss Peyton. She was the only person I’d ever known who felt like a sister to me.

      “Have you heard from Peyton lately?” Finley asked as she helped me hand out cake to everyone.

      “I was just thinking about her actually. I need to give her a call. I have some vacation time coming up. I might go visit her for a few days.”

      “How are they doing?” Blake asked.

      I nodded. “Good last we talked. Marriage seems to be a success for them. Finally.”

      “Marriage. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready for marriage,” Willow said.

      “I’m with you, but Colin is wearing me down,” Elise said.

      “You’re thinking about getting married?” Finley asked her.

      Elise shrugged. “He is very persuasive.”

      The rest of us laughed.

      “Well, I think marriage is amazing,” Blake said. She met Melody’s gaze, who also nodded.

      “I agree with Blake,” Melody said.

      “You two don’t count,” Finley argued. “Neither of you is normal.”

      “None of us are normal,” Karissa argued. “Normal is a myth. We all do what works for us.”

      “Which is why you developed an app with about a thousand questions in it,” Finley said.

      “Yeah, too bad I know how to answer them to make it give me someone I think I want. I wish I could turn off my brain for a little while and get matched with someone who actually fits me,” Karissa said.

      “It’ll happen,” I assured her. “There are definitely a lot of great men on there.”

      “I never would have given Ian a chance if it hadn’t been for your app,” Blake said.

      “It gave Ramsey and me a way to reconnect,” Melody said.

      “It worked for me, too,” Elise said.

      “And me,” Trinity and Piper agreed.

      “Me, too,” Willow added.

      “Look at all these success stories,” I told her. “You should be thrilled with what you created, and trust your own process to find you someone great.”

      Karissa sighed. “You’re right. It’s amazing. Maybe I need one of you to fill out the survey for me.”

      “We can all do it,” Finley said. “Give me your phone. We’ll do it as a group.”

      “Now?” Karissa gasped.

      Finley grinned. “Right now. We’ll find you someone amazing. But you have to trust us.”

      Karissa shook her head. “I’m not ready for that yet. Maybe someone will turn up. And not be my dentist.”

      Melody snorted. “I’m not going to be able to keep a straight face next time I see Dr. Percy.”

      “I know, right?” I laughed with her. “We should not know who is on there.”

      “I didn’t tell you his screen name,” Karissa said.

      “He probably has something that he thinks is really clever, but isn’t,” Finley said. “I think he’s the master of dad jokes.”

      “I like dad jokes,” Blake said with a pout.

      “Which is good, because my brother is a master of dad jokes, too,” Finley said.

      Blake chuckled and nodded.

      “You can tell me his screen name,” Willow said. “I closed my account.”

      “Are you that sure things are going to work out with Rowan?” Melody asked.

      Willow nodded. “I am. He’s amazing. I can’t imagine meeting anyone more perfect for me. We’re moving in together. As soon as we find a place.”

      “Seriously? You didn’t tell me that,” Melody gasped.

      Willow shrugged. “I wasn’t sure if you would think it was too fast. We’ve only been dating for a few months.”

      “If you’re happy, I’m happy,” Melody said. She hugged her sister and they both laughed.

      “And she won’t try to steal your husband again,” Elise said.

      The rest of us gasped. I stared wide-eyed at Elise. She shrugged.

      “Too soon?” she asked.

      Willow and Melody exchanged a glance then both started laughing. It wasn’t long before the rest of us joined in.

      “See,” Elise said. “Someone had to say it. We were all thinking it.”

      “True,” Melody agreed. “But I really am happy for you.”

      “Thanks, Mel. I am, too,” Willow said.

      They picked up their cake and tapped forks. They both took a bite and groaned.

      “Holy shit,” Willow breathed. “If I’d have eaten this a year ago, I never would have tried to steal your husband. As long as this cake is in my life, I don’t need a man.”

      “Well, in the book we read…”
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      Jenna

      

       The bus rambled down the highway. It’s worth it, she thought. I cannot spend another minute in that town. A clean break is the only way. Jenna thought of all the people she would hurt, their names running through her mind as she ticked them off the checklist one by one. Her mind raced to all the possibilities New York offered her. 

      

      Six Years Later

      

      “Do you have a minute?” Sabrina asked, popping her head into Jenna’s office.

      Jenna swiveled to her on her office chair and nodded. “Sure, what do you need?”

      Sabrina approached her desk with a document in her hand, then put it down. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with this. Follow up? Make a call? I feel like I only started this stuff yesterday, even though I’ve been at it for a while now.”

      Jenna glanced at the document. “They have already signed this document,” she said. “It should have been in the completed file. Where did you find it?”

      “Not in the file,” Sabrina said and sighed. “I’ll put it away. I don’t know how we will cope without you.”

      Jenna laughed and shook her head. “It’s not like I’m leaving the company forever. I’m just going home for a short while. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “Aren’t you looking forward to getting some time off?” Sabrina said. “I would kill for a vacation right now.”

      She nodded, but she didn’t feel as excited as Sabrina thought she should. Sabrina didn’t miss her reaction and frowned.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Jenna hesitated before she spoke. “I don’t think I’m ready to go back.”

      Sabrina sat down in a chair opposite her desk and put the documents in her lap.

      “What do you mean you’re not ready to go back? Isn’t this where you grew up?”

      Jenna nodded. She had grown up in Smithville, Texas. But that didn’t mean she was aching to go home again. In fact, she didn’t even see it as home anymore. She had wanted to get out of there so badly. And now, after having created a new life in New York, she didn’t want to go back.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Sabrina asked.

      Not really, Jenna thought. But then she spoke anyway, her mouth moving when her mind wasn’t on board with the plan.

      “There is just so much I left behind. So much I don’t want to face.”

      Sabrina looked at Jenna for a moment before she asked, “What’s his name?”

      Jenna glanced up at Sabrina. “What makes you think it’s a relationship?”

      “Are you saying it isn’t?”

      Jenna shook her head. Sabrina had been on the mark with that one.

      “Nate.”

      “Was it serious?” Sabrina asked.

      It had been. Everything back home had been serious. But Jenna had wanted to live in the big city and make a name for herself. And Nate had been content with small town Texas. There had been no two ways about it.

      “Did you part badly?” Sabrina asked, lining up the next question before Jenna had answered the first.

      “That’s just it,” Jenna said. “We didn’t exactly part. I just…left.”

      “Without saying goodbye?” Sabrina asked.

      “What was there to say?” Jenna asked. But it was a rhetorical question. Because the answer should have been obvious. She just hadn’t known how to say goodbye to the boy that had stolen her heart. There had been a time when she had been sure she would marry her high school sweetheart. But Nate hadn’t wanted to dream big. And she hadn’t been willing to scale down. What else could she have done?

      “And you’re sure you will run into him? What if he’s not there anymore?”

      Jenna looked up at Sabrina. “You grew up in a big city,” Jenna said. “You don’t understand how it works. In places like Smithville, everyone knows everyone’s business. And if you don’t run into someone, you go looking for them because something might be up. It’s not the type of place where you can really avoid someone. And Nate wouldn’t have left. It’s the reason we are not together anymore. If he would have left it all behind, maybe we would have left together.”

      Sabrina nodded without saying anything, glancing at the document in her lap.

      “How about you try to see the silver lining?” she asked. “If you see him now and get it out of the way, it won’t be a problem again. That first time is always the worst. It will be the first time, right?”

      Jenna nodded again. Since she had left, almost 6 years ago now, she had always flown her mother out to New York if she wanted to see her. Birthdays, Christmas, they always celebrated right here where Jenna was in control of her life. It was easier than the fear evoked by even the thought of going back to Smithville. Even though she knew it hurt her mom that she never went home, she always just assumed someday she would, and apparently now is someday. 

      The fact that her mother had suffered a mild heart attack meant everything was different now. And even though she told everyone she was fine living alone and carrying on by herself, Jenna knew that her mother was struggling. She couldn’t do it by herself in that large house. She couldn’t do it without someone to look after her. And Carol refused to have a live-in nurse. It made her feel old, she said.

      At some point, though, everyone got old. Jenna wanted her mom to accept that. But she knew that it wasn’t so easy to persuade her—Jenna’s headstrong character came from somewhere.

      “I wish I knew how to help,” Sabrina said.

      Jenna smiled brightly. “You just keep things afloat here for when I get back,” she said. “I will handle the rest. I am a big girl, I can handle this.”

      Sabrina nodded and left Jenna’s office with the document. As soon as she was gone, Jenna slid into her office chair. It was easy enough to put on a bright smile and pretend everything was fine. But Jenna worried about going back to Smithville. She worried about seeing Nate again. She worried about what it would do to her sanity if she went to Smithville again, the place she’d been running from her entire life.

      But there was no getting out of this now. Someone had to look after her mother, and Jenna’s sister lived overseas. There was no one else to do the job.

      So what if I run into Nate? she wondered. She would just smile politely at him, make small talk the way she used to with everyone else in the town, and be on her way. It would be the best way to handle things.

      Yes, that was it, Jenna decided. She wasn’t going to let her past drag her down.

      When it was time to leave, Jenna packed her bags. She put her empty lunchbox into her handbag and shrugged into her coat. In the lobby, Sabrina was talking to Martha, the receptionist. They both looked up when Jenna came down.

      “We’re going to miss you,” Sabrina said, walking to Jenna and giving her a hug. “Get back as soon as you can.”

      Jenna nodded. “Before you know it,” she said the way she had earlier.

      She waved at Martha and headed out the door.

      Jenna had worked hard to build herself a career the moment she had arrived in New York. Moving from Smithville to New York had been a shock—she hadn’t been used to the city, and it had taken some work to fit in. But she had started at the real estate company and worked her way out. Now, she was one of the top real estate agents in the area and set on keeping it that way.

      If all went according to plan, she was only going to be away for a few days. All she needed to do was convince her mother that she either needed to move into a retirement facility or get someone to move in with her that would watch her health, then she could be on her way back to the bustling city.

      She definitely wasn’t going to stay in Smithville long. She wasn’t going to rekindle old connections. She was just going to get in, do her thing, and get out.

      Her mind wandered to Nate. His face flashed before her—the way the skin crinkled around his eyes when he laughed, the way he scratched his head when he was unsure. The way his dark eyes became even darker when he was angry. God, how long had it been since she had thought about him? How long had it been since he had thought about her?

      But none of that mattered. It was all in the past where it belonged. Jenna wasn’t going to allow her memories to take over. She had to focus on the plan, to get it over with.

      When she arrived at her apartment, she looked at the suitcase open on her bed. Before work, she had pulled it out and thrown in a couple of items. She had to finish packing. She was flying out to fix this first thing in the morning.

      Instead of packing, she collapsed on the bed next to the suitcase.

      “Why do you have to be so stubborn, Mom?” she asked, speaking into the empty room. “Why couldn’t you just accept the nurse or something?”

      Jenna was unhappy that she had to look back at her past because her mother was too stubborn for her own good.

      Jenna didn’t know how long she lay on the bed. By the time it was getting dark, she pushed up and walked to the kitchen on bare feet. She put on a pot of coffee and looked in the fridge to find something to eat.

      There was a box of leftover takeout from the night before. And a sad excuse for a salad that she had meant to eat because she was supposed to stay healthy. Neither of those drew her attention. Instead, she closed the fridge again and ordered pizza. She wasn’t going to cook and dirty a bunch of dishes now. It would be better if she got a pizza and left the place clean. It was a good enough argument that she convinced herself and dialed the number she always dialed when she was too lazy to cook.

      When the pizza arrived, she took the box to the couch and sat down in front of the TV. She started a movie she had been meaning to watch and stared at the images flickering on the screen. But instead of seeing the pictures moving back and forth, hearing the words that the actors spoke, her mind drifted back to Smithville, to Nate, and to a time when that had been all she knew.

      They had just been kids when they met. Still in school, with the world at their feet. That was before Jenna understood that Smithville was too small, that she needed to dream bigger. It was before she decided that she didn’t want to be a small town girl. Maybe, if she had met Nate afterword, everything would have been different. If she’d known that she wanted to leave, she would never have gotten involved with him in the first place. Hindsight is always perfectly right, isn’t it?

      And she was looking back, yet again. No matter how much she scolded herself, now that she knew she was going back to Smithville, she couldn’t stop thinking about it. She couldn’t stop herself from taking these irritating trips down Memory Lane.

      Dammit, how was she going to do this? How was she going to go back there and not focus on the past? Because that was all there was in Smithville for her. There was only a past, not a future.
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      Nate

      

      Nate waited until things started to die down at the Twisted Cow, the most popular restaurant in town. He wiped down the bar, the most recent addition to the place. He nodded to himself, satisfied. Adding the bar area had been one of the best ideas he’d ever had for the place.

      Back when his dad had owned the restaurant, it had been more of a family place, and it had started to die down. The young kids in town wanted somewhere to be. They wanted somewhere to hang out, somewhere they could party that wasn’t at home.

      By giving them a space that had good music and a place to dance—only over twenty-one could order alcohol—it attracted a lot more customers to the place, and the Twisted Cow was busier than ever.

      Of course, Nate knew how to handle his customers. He didn’t let the kids and the adults mix. There were days that under twenty-ones weren’t allowed in the bar area, just to make sure that he could keep a handle on things.

      Like tonight. Most of Nate’s patrons had been older. But they were the ones who dropped the big money, too. With jobs, they knew how to spend more.

      The door opened, but instead of diners leaving, Amy walked in. She came straight to the bar with a grin.

      “Kitchen is closed, ma’am,” Nate said with a grin. “But I can offer you a drink if you’re thirsty.”

      “Oh, I’m very thirsty,” she said with a sparkle in her eye. She flashed him a broad grin and leaned her elbows on the bar so that he could see down her blouse. “Are you finishing up, soon?” she asked.

      “Yeah, just a bit longer. I’m just waiting for them to leave.” He nodded toward a couple in the corner who had been staring deeply into each other’s eyes for the past hour. “After that, I’m all yours.”

      Amy fluttered her eyelashes at Nate. “That sounds fantastic.”

      He smiled at her and walked over to the couple.

      “Can I get you anything?” he asked.

      The guy looked up at Nate and grinned. “Yeah, the check,” he said.

      Nate had known the man from school. He didn’t know the woman he was escorting around. Maybe she had come from another town.

      Nate took them their change and as soon as they were gone, he locked the doors. He leaned against them and let out a sigh. “What a night,” he said.

      Amy shimmied up against him, coming from the bar. “Are you kidding?” she purred, “the night is just beginning.”

      “Let me pour us that drink,” Nate said and grinned at her. He knew what she wanted, but he was going to draw it out. He liked the game.

      Amy wasn’t the only girl he had been messing around with since…well, since he had stopped thinking about a relationship as love. At least they all knew where they stood with Nate. And he had the courtesy to not have more than one at a time. Although they never lasted long. He didn’t see the point in committing to someone—it only led to heartbreak.

      Amy was his flavor of the week.

      Nate walked around the bar and poured them each a glass. Whiskey for him, vodka for her. One thing he could say, he loved it when a girl could hold her own, when she could keep up with him when he drank. Nate never used to drink so much, but he threw one back now and then these days. A broken heart and losing his dad had created new habits. 

      “Do you want me to head back into the kitchen and whip up something to eat?” Nate asked.

      Amy shook her head. “That’s only going to waste valuable time.”

      “Why are you in such a hurry?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Amy giggled. “You would be, too, if you were me. But you must know the effect you have on girls.”

      Nate didn’t respond, he just put her drink in front of her and threw back his own, feeling the amber liquid burn down his throat.

      She perched on a barstool and sipped her vodka—on the rocks, just how she liked it.

      “So, it looks like you were busy tonight.”

      Nate nodded. “Busy is good. Busy means we can carry on for another week, another month.”

      Nate remembered the time when his dad had nearly gone under, when the restaurant had been on the brink of closing. He couldn’t remember how his dad had managed to pull it back, though. But he wasn’t going to let it get that far. This business was everything he had now.

      “What about you? How was work?”

      Amy pulled up her shoulders. “Nothing special to report. Working at the post office isn’t exactly exciting.”

      Nate didn’t respond. What was there to say to that? He didn’t like the idea of working in a dead-end job. He preferred expansion, growing, and improving. He found that a lot of small town people didn’t have that mentality. But he still loved Smithville. He would never leave here.

      The thought of leaving brought back uncomfortable emotions, and Nate pushed them away. He wasn’t going to let anything dampen his night. He had already worked his fingers to the bone, and he deserved a bit of fun.

      He walked around the bar and stood next to Amy, getting close. He dipped his head into her neck and gently nibbled the skin. She made small murmuring sounds, her hands sliding over Nate’s biceps and onto his shoulders. 

      “I thought you wanted to take the time to make food first,” she said in a breathy voice. 

      “Who said I intended on actually cooking when we got back there?” he asked. “I just know there are a lot of flat surfaces we can use.” He ran his hand up her side, slowly, teasing. 

      “We should take this back to my place,” she said. 

      “Why?” Nate asked, his mouth still against her neck, the words a little muffled. “We can do it right here, on the bar. I promise no one will bother us.”

      “But then I don’t get to wake up next to you tomorrow morning,” she said. 

      Nate stifled a groan. Girls all wanted to do the cuddling thing the morning after. But that was just looking for trouble. You got attached when you did shit like that. 

      “I don’t think I’m coming home with you tonight,” he said.

      Amy pulled away a little and frowned at him. “Why not? I guess you could leave straight after if that’s what you really want.”

      Nate shook his head. She had already brought up something he didn’t like.

      “I don’t think so,” he said.

      Amy pulled away a little more. “What exactly are we doing here, Nate?” she asked.

      Nate sighed. “I thought we already discussed this. I was transparent in the beginning. You knew exactly what you were going to get from me.”

      “Yeah, I know what you said. But doesn’t it ever change for you? I thought we had something special. I thought we had something…”

      “Something that would change my mind?” he asked, finishing her sentence for her.

      Amy let her eyes slide to the side. “Every girl wants to feel like she is the one who changed a boy’s mind, you know? I thought this was different for you.”

      Nate shook his head and walked back around the bar, putting it between them. “I told you exactly where we stand. Nothing has changed. I don’t think we should do this anymore.”

      Amy’s eyes widened. “Are you being serious? Now you’re just breaking it off completely? That’s not fair.”

      “Why not? I told you how it was going to work. This isn’t supposed to be something serious. It’s not what I’m here for and you knew it. But you’re making it about more than it is, and I’m not playing this game.”

      She was getting angry. They all got angry when they felt like they were losing.

      “Is that what this is to you? A game?”

      Nate just looked at her. He wasn’t going to explain himself again. When they had started fooling around, he’d told her in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t in this for anything other than sex. She had told him she was fine with it. She hadn’t wanted anything serious anyway. That was how she had put it. He’d thought it was perfect, at the time.

      But they all caught emotions, didn’t they? Dammit. Nate had hoped that they could have a bit more fun before he had to push her away again.

      But inevitably, it always happened. It was why it never lasted very long, and Nate preferred it that way. He got what he needed, without all the drama that he didn’t need.

      “Can’t we just go back to the way we were?” Amy asked in a voice that was a lot smaller and a lot more fragile than a moment ago.

      “We both know that’s not going to happen,” Nate said.

      Amy shook her head. “I promise I will never bring this up again. You were right, I was just being emotional. Sometimes we get like that, you know?”

      Nate sighed and walked around the bar again, giving her the friendly hug.

      “I know you get emotional. It’s a female thing. I don’t blame you for this. It was fun while it lasted.”

      Her eyes flashed. She was angry with him again. If she couldn’t manipulate him with vulnerability, then anger was the next best thing.

      “You know what? Fuck you, Nate. You’re never going to be happy.” She grabbed her bag and stormed to the restaurant door, letting herself out and pulling the door shut again with a bang. Nate waited until he couldn’t hear her low heels on the concrete outside anymore before he turned around and continued wiping down the bar.

      Pity this was a part of the whole thing, too. The drama, the abrupt ending, the unhappy faces. If he didn’t want a girl to get involved, he had to keep it at one-night stands. Those were fun, but it wasn’t what he wanted. He still liked to have something—friendship, connection. Companionship. He just didn’t want love.

      Once upon a time, that had been different. Nate had thought differently about love, about being with someone. He’d even thought about eventually getting to marriage and kids, the long haul. He had done it all right, too. He had taken the right steps. 

      But that hadn’t worked out very well for him. And he wasn’t going to fall prey to something like that again. He had learned that love was the same as business. You did what you had to do to make it work. And if it didn’t work, you changed your strategy.

      It wasn’t personal. It was never supposed to be. The moment it became personal, the whole thing collapsed.

      When he was finished cleaning up at the restaurant, Nate locked up and climbed into his truck. He drove the short distance to his apartment, parked the truck, and got out. In the darkness, he checked his phone. There were no messages. He didn’t think Amy would reach out to him again. And there was no one else that wanted his attention tonight, either. Guess he would be going to bed alone.

      It didn’t matter. He would find someone else soon. There were more than enough girls willing to start this little journey with him. They always ended up unhappy, but it was a risk he was willing to take.

      After all, if they ended unhappy and walked away, Nate was safe. Because he wasn’t the one that embraced anything and he wasn’t the one that lost anything. They may be unhappy when they walked away from him, but they never left him in a state any worse than they had found him.

      And that suited him just fine.
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      Jenna

      God, this place hadn’t changed at all. In the six years Jenna had been gone, it was as if time had stopped for Smithville. Even the people walking around on the sidewalk seemed to not have aged, but of course, that was ridiculous.

      Jenna had her sunglasses on her nose and she drove a rental, so no one looked up, no one recognized her. For now, she was just a tourist passing through.

      That wasn’t going to last forever, of course. At some point, they were going to notice this car parked in front of her mother’s house. She was going to take her glasses off and someone was going to recognize her.

      Best enjoy the anonymity while she could.

      Jenna drove to her mother’s house, the same road she had taken her whole life. When she pulled into the driveway, the front door was already open.

      “You’re here!” Carol cried out, opening the screen door. “Oh, I wish you would have let me pick you up at the airport!” She threw her arms around Jenna and held onto her tightly.

      “Hello, Mama,” Jenna said, hugging her back. She hated this town, but she loved her mom. It was the reason why she was here, after all. She just had to keep reminding herself of that. “How are you feeling?”

      “We’re not talking about me right now,” Carol said. “How was your flight? Is the rental expensive? I would have driven to pick you up.”

      Jenna nodded. “I know, Mama. I just didn’t want to put you out.”

      The truth was that Jenna didn’t want her behind the wheel. She wasn’t as healthy as she wanted everyone to believe. The doctor had warned Jenna that she needed a lot more care and attention than she was willing to admit to.

      Jenna followed her into the house, and they walked to Jenna’s old bedroom. When she walked in, it looked just as she had left it. With posters of boy bands on the walls, photos of high school above the bed, and a lipstick heart on the mirror. It looked like the room of a teenager.

      “I thought you would change this room into an office or something after I left,” Jenna said, putting down her bag.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Where would I put you if you ever came to visit? The spare room?” Carol clicked her tongue. “That’s for guests.”

      Jenna wanted to point out that she was a guest, but she understood what her mother was saying. Her room was her room. And in a way it was nice to be back here. Bittersweet. Because there were too many memories that hurt, too.

      “Let’s put on water for tea,” Carol said.

      “Do you have decaf?” Jenna asked.

      “Of course,” Carol answered and rolled her eyes. “It’s all Doctor Harris will let me have.” She snorted. “As if he understands what it’s like to live on that crap. He has probably never had a cup of decaf in his life. But it’s easy to write the prescriptions, isn’t it?”

      “I’m sure he has your best interest at heart,” Jenna said, following her mom to the kitchen. She noticed that when Carol walked, her feet dragged a little. She noticed that Carol’s hair wasn’t completely tangle free, that she had applied her lipstick just a little askew. Carol was trying to act like she was fine, but Jenna knew she was sick.

      “Here, let me,” Jenna said, taking the kettle from Carol and filling it before putting it on the burner. “You just sit down and tell me what’s new in this old town.”

      Her mom did as Jenna ordered without arguing. It was another sign that not everything was okay. Before, Carol would never have let anyone take over in her kitchen.

      “You remember Mrs. Phillips, don’t you?” Carol started. “She passed away a couple of months ago. And her sons, rotten things, have taken everything for themselves without any regard for Mr. Phillips. The poor man has to live by himself with nothing to his name. And no one to visit him! I swear, if Gladys and I don’t go to pop in every other day, the poor man won’t see another soul in weeks. You know how he doesn’t want to go to the store without his wife anymore.”

      “I can’t imagine it’s easy to lose someone you’ve been with for so long,” Jenna said. She grabbed the tea bags from the cupboard, put some sugar into one cup and a bit of milk to the other.

      “Well, Lisa at the grocery store doesn’t have a single good word to say about him, that foul woman. But at least Margie and Paul are reaching out and helping him when he needs it. You know, we have to stick together, the younger generation just doesn’t seem to notice us anymore.”

      Jenna looked at her mom. “You know that’s not true,” she said.

      “How isn’t it true? Look at you, running off to the big city like that. What do you think happens to me when you’re gone? Six years! And not a foot back in town until today.”

      Jenna shook her head. She wasn’t going to start a fight. She didn’t have to justify herself. She’d made a choice as an adult and she’d followed through with it. She didn’t rely on anyone and supported herself financially. There was no reason for her to get angry about this.

      But Carol’s comments still irritated her. It hadn’t been wrong of her to leave. And it hadn’t been running away, either.

      Although, that might not have been entirely true.

      “You should see what the restaurant looks like now,” Carol continued, and the tension in the air dissipated. “Nate is really making something of it, much better than Bernie was able to.”

      “I’m sure Bernie is proud,” Jenna said tightly. She didn’t know if her mom was bringing up Nate on purpose or if it was just a part of her gossip and she wasn’t thinking straight. Maybe she had forgotten how things had been between Nate and Jenna, maybe she was just talking the way she always did. After all, it had been six years.

      “Oh, honey, you didn’t hear,” she said.

      “Hear what?”

      Carol took a deep breath. “Bernie passed away. About two years ago now. Didn’t I tell you?”

      Jenna shook her head, feeling strangely rattled by the news. He had been like a father to her. Or an uncle, or something.

      “How did Nate take it?”

      “Oh, he struggled with it a little,” Carol said. “But you should see what he did to the restaurant. It really is something spectacular now. We should go to dinner there one evening. Nate redid the entire menu and got a new chef. The food is amazing. And he expanded, too.”

      Jenna nodded. “I’m sure it’s lovely, Mom. But tell me about you.”

      She didn’t only want Carol to change the subject away from Nate. Jenna really wanted to know how she was doing.

      Carol sniffed. “I’m fine, darling. I’m always fine, you know that. It was just a hiccup. Everyone is too worried. But it’s the only way Doctor Harris gets money, if he tells you that you’re sick enough that you need to go back. I guess I can’t blame him for trying. Don’t we all?”

      Jenna pulled the kettle off the burner when it whistled. It was one of those old kettles that still whistled when the water was boiling and she loved it.

      “I don’t think Doctor Harris is trying to get you to come back so he can take your money, Mom,” Jenna said, pouring hot water into each of the two cups. “I think he’s serious about your health. Maybe you should take it a little more seriously, too.”

      Jenna handed her mom her cup with just a little sugar in it. Even with it being decaf, she refused milk because she said it was unhealthy. It was ironic that she cared so much about her health, and not at all.

      Carol launched into another series of gossip and Jenna was glad that it had nothing to do with Nate.

      After their tea, her mom dropped her head into her hand.

      “Are you okay?” Jenna asked.

      “I’m just a little tired,” Carol said. “If I was allowed caffeine, it wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Why don’t you go take a nap?” Jenna asked.

      “So soon after you arrived? I can’t do that!”

      “You can,” Jenna said. “I need to rest, too. I’m exhausted from the flight.”

      She wasn’t really, but Jenna wanted her mom to lie down. “If I get up before you, I’ll get dinner ready. How does that sound? Win-win.”

      Carol smiled and nodded, pushing herself out of her chair. Jenna noticed how difficult it was for her.

      “Sleep well, Mama,” she said.

      Carol cupped Jenna’s cheek for a moment before she walked around the passage to the main bedroom.

      Jenna waited until she was in her room before she walked back to hers. She sat down on the bed and looked around. God, there were so many memories in this room. She looked at the photos above her bed—photos of her in a cheerleading outfit, photos with her and Naomi. And a photo of her and Nate.

      Jenna reached up for it and took it down.

      Her phone rang and she grabbed it, silencing it before it woke her mom.

      “So, rumor has it you’re back in town.”

      “How? God, rumors fly fast here.”

      Naomi giggled. “There’s nothing else to do in a place like this. You can’t really blame us. Can I come over?”

      Jenna agreed, and, a moment later, Naomi knocked on the front door. Jenna opened it, and Naomi walked in before grabbing Jenna around the neck and squeezing her tightly.

      “Seriously, FaceTime doesn’t do this justice. I can’t believe I haven’t seen you in six years.”

      Naomi let go of Jenna, who shook her head. “It was wrong of me not to visit. An absolute sin.”

      “I think I need to record that,” Naomi said. “One of the few times Jenna admits to being wrong.”

      Jenna laughed, shaking her head. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      They walked to the living room and sat down. Naomi turned down Jenna’s offer for coffee.

      “I’m not going to stay long, we have to hang out properly. But I had to see you. How are things?”

      “She’s worse than I thought,” Jenna said, lowering her voice so her mom couldn’t hear, in case she had woken up from Naomi’s arrival.

      Naomi nodded. “She’s got quite a few of us worried. I’m glad you’re here.”

      “No one else was going to come,” Jenna said. “With Helen being overseas, there wasn’t really an option.” Helen was Jenna’s older sister. She had left years ago, but because she was overseas, no one seemed to think it was wrong that she never visited. They only berated Jenna.

      Naomi frowned. “Do you hate it? Being back?”

      Jenna shook her head. “It’s just strange.”

      Naomi nodded. “And I suppose you’re not looking forward to running into him.”

      They both knew who Naomi was talking about. Nate.

      “If I’m lucky, I won’t.”

      Naomi rolled her eyes. “Since when don’t you run into someone in Smithville?”

      She was right, of course. The population in town was under four thousand. It was very difficult to move a muscle without anyone knowing about it.

      “How do you feel about this?” she asked.

      “Being back in a small town?” Jenna asked. “Where my business isn’t my own?”

      “Seeing Nate again,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      Of course, Jenna had known that was what Naomi had meant. She was just being difficult.

      She pulled up her shoulders. “Fine, I guess. I mean, it’s been so long, we’re just two people now.”

      Naomi raised her eyebrows. “Is that really how you feel about it?”

      Jenna nodded. “Why should I feel any different? I’ve moved on. And I hope he has, too.”

      Naomi nodded. “Well, he’s definitely moved on,” she said.

      Jenna didn’t know why Naomi’s words hit her in the chest like physical punches. What was it that she had hoped for? That he would still be pining after her? It was ridiculous. It had been a long time, and it made sense that they had both moved on with their lives. But somehow, thinking that he wasn’t thinking about her at all hurt more than Jenna thought it would.

      Maybe it was because Jenna had actively fought against thinking about him for the past six years.

      But she had made her choice. She had done what she’d needed to do. It was only right that he had done the same.

      “Well, I’m glad that it won’t bug you then,” Naomi said brightly. “That means we can go out and it won’t be a thing. No drama. Just how we like it, right?”

      Jenna forced a smile. “Right.”
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      Nate

      The big thing about keeping a business running was making sure that people came through the doors. And the only way to do that was to give them a reason.

      Since Nate had opened the bar, he’d started investing in live entertainment. There was nothing that got the crowd going as well as a guest celebrity, someone who would get them pumped up a little. It didn’t even have to be someone everyone knew about. It could be local talent.

      If he made enough of a fuss, marketed the whole thing a week or two in advance, charged a little entrance fee at the door as if it was a big deal, suddenly the whole place was packed.

      Which was why Nate had started doing it once a month. The last Friday of every month was guest celebrity day, and he hadn’t needed to promote the event as much anymore once everyone caught on. He had people coming in from towns all around the county. Smithville had never been so popular.

      Nate stood behind the bar with Greg next to him. He’d been Nate’s best friend since kindergarten, and he was one of the best bartenders in the county.

      “So, now that Amy is out of the picture, it’s time to find some fresh meat,” Greg said, pouring shooters for a customer. The music was so loud they couldn’t hear Nate and Greg talking—they had to lean in just to get the orders out, shouting over the music. 

      It was great for personal talks.

      “Make it sound like I am hunting deer, why don’t you?” Nate said with a chuckle.

      Greg pulled up his shoulders. “It’s pretty much what it is, it’s not like you’re planning on using them for anything other than your needs.”

      Nate shook his head, still laughing. “Thanks for that. Make me sound like a complete asshole.”

      “Well, you always been an asshole,” Greg said.

      “Screw you,” Nate said, laughing. He slid the drinks across the bar, took the cash from the patron, and leaned over the bar so he could hear the next order over the music.

      Nate loved it when his place was packed like this.

      The guy that was singing was doing a pretty good job of it, too. Sometimes, they really didn’t know exactly what they were doing. But, far be it from Nate to judge talent. He couldn’t play an instrument or sing to save his life. If they could do a better job than he could, they could play.

      “Oh, look at that,” Greg said, nudging Nate with his elbow and whistling. “I love these events of yours! It brings so many people from other towns.”

      Nate craned his neck a little to see what Greg was pointing at, but he couldn’t see who had come through the door. 

      “Seriously, the blonde is hot.” Greg ogled a bit longer. Nate continued working. That was what he was here for, after all. Eventually, everyone was going to come through to the bar and then he would get a good look.

      “You really bring in some hot chicks.”

      Nate chuckled. “Sometimes, I think it’s the only reason you took this job.”

      “Well, it is,” Greg said. “I thought you understood it when I applied.”

      Nate laughed and shook his head. He leaned over the bar to listen to the next order.

      “Two Long Island ice teas,” Naomi said and smiled at Nate. They’d all grown up together. It was good to see familiar faces along with the foreign ones. He smiled back, but when he took a look at her friend, his heart dropped to his stomach.

      It was her. What the hell was she doing here? In his bar. In his town. In his fucking way.

      Nate turned around and prepared the cocktails without acknowledging her, without saying anything.

      “Is that Jenna?” Greg asked, standing right next to Nate, preparing cocktails of his own.

      “I guess my events bring people from all over,” Nate said dryly.

      Greg shook his head. “What the hell is she doing here? And might I add, she’s still fucking hot.”

      “You might not add,” Nate snapped.

      Greg pulled up his shoulders and continued making cocktails, mouthing the words to the song along with it.

      Nate’s hands were trembling as he made the cocktails. Dammit, he had banked on never having to see her again. She had taken care of that, hadn’t she? He had been able to live his own life without her getting all up in his face and reminding him of…everything. What the hell was she doing back here?

      Nate steeled himself, turned around, and slid the cocktails across the bar. Naomi handed him money. He could deal with her. He just wouldn’t look at Jenna.

      Dammit, he couldn’t stop himself from looking. He glanced up at her, and, just as before, just like the first time he had seen her, she took his breath away.

      What was it about her? Blonde hair, eyes the color the sky was named after. But it wasn’t just that. It was the way her eyes burrowed into Nate’s soul. It was the way her smile appeared just a moment after making eye contact, as if he was the sole reason why she was smiling.

      He couldn’t do this. He couldn’t stand here and look into her face and not remember every single moment they had spent together that he had thought would stretch into eternity.

      A moment later, Naomi and Jenna turned around and disappeared into the crowd.

      Thank God.

      “Are you going to talk to her?” Greg asked.

      Nate shook his head. “I have nothing to say to her.”

      “Oh, bullshit. We both know that’s a lie. And it’s perfect timing, too. What, with Amy being out of the picture and everything.”

      Nate spun around and glared at Greg. “I am not getting involved with Jenna, ever.”

      Greg lifted both his hands, a dishcloth pinched between his fingers. “Hey, I was just saying. Sorry, I didn’t mean to step on your toes.”

      “Then move a little that way, the bar is full and so short.”

      Nate felt bad for snapping at Greg, but he was completely unhinged. He hadn’t known she was coming to town. He’d been caught off guard. He hadn’t been able to prepare. Tonight was supposed to be his night of fun—and the events always were.

      While Nate worked, he glanced into the crowds. He told himself he wasn’t looking for her. But he was. Who was he fooling? Now and then, he caught a flash of blonde hair as she and Naomi danced. Bright like the sun. And it was easy to find her, too. Next to Naomi, who was taller than most girls, with her auburn hair.

      When were they going to come to the bar for another drink? Maybe Nate would refer them to Greg instead.

      Suddenly, she was in front of him. It was as if he hadn’t just spotted her a moment before, on the other side of the room.

      “What do you want?” Nate asked her.

      “To order drinks,” she said innocently.

      “Order from Greg,” Nate said coldly.

      She glanced at Greg, who was already serving a lot of people.

      “He looks busy.”

      Nate groaned. He was being a coward. “What will it be?” he asked.

      “A Screaming Orgasm,” she said.

      Nate blinked at her, heat washing through him, his skin burning. “What?”

      “The cocktail. Screaming Orgasm.”

      She looked at him with those eyes and Nate felt like if he wasn’t careful, he was going to tumble into them.

      “I know what a Screaming Orgasm is,” he said.

      A smile played around her lips. “Do you?”

      Nate was irritated. Because, dammit, she was sexy. She always had been. In an innocent way, like she couldn’t possibly do something wrong. But then she said something like that and there was so much he could read between the lines. He turned around and poured the cocktail. When he was finished, he slid it toward her.

      “Did you want two of those, or was it just for you?”

      She shook her head almost imperceptibly. “No, this one is just for me.”

      They were still talking about the cocktail, right? The way she said it, even though she had to raise her voice a little to be heard over the music, was so loaded with innuendo. She was irresistible. She always had been. Nate’s throat was suddenly dry. He swallowed hard.

      “Anything for Naomi?” he asked.

      Another smile played around her lips.

      “I am sure she can take care of herself.”

      “Stop doing that,” Nate said.

      She frowned a little, her brows knitting together. And damned if that wasn’t just as attractive as her smile and her sparkling eyes.

      “What?”

      “That thing you’re doing. Where you say one thing and mean another.”

      She looked down at her cocktail. “Are we not talking about alcohol?” Dammit, she was so good at this game.

      Nate wanted to say something back, but he didn’t know what to say. Because, after all, this was what she wanted. She was messing with him. It was exactly how she played it every time. It was what had been so intriguing about her from the start, the way she could make words into so much more.

      But they were just words, right? It was as it had always been. Nate couldn’t read more into it, because what she said didn’t mean the same to her as it meant to him. He had been the idiot that had thought further than just a teenage romance.

      She was still at the bar, and he felt like a fool because she had somehow outsmarted him.

      “Why are you still here?” Nate asked. She was driving him crazy. He wanted her to disappear so that he could stare at her from a distance again, so that he didn’t have to interact with her. It was safer. Because Jenna still had some kind of effect on him.

      “This place is really great,” she said. “You’ve done great things.”

      “Thanks,” Nate said tightly.

      “And I’m sorry to hear about your dad.”

      His ears started ringing a little. “Thanks,” he said in a gentle tone. Whatever it was she was doing here, she was more serious now. This part wasn’t a joke, and she was taking the proper tone.

      “If you don’t have any other orders to place, I need to keep the line moving,” Nate finally said, gesturing at the people waiting behind her.

      “Of course,” she said with a smile and moved away.

      He glanced after her for a moment before he turned his attention to the next people. “What will it be?” he asked.

      But he could answer that for himself. The trip down memory lane, maybe. Another conversation with her. An answer to all the stupid questions she’d left him with. He deserved that much, didn’t he?

      Nate pushed it all away. He couldn’t focus on that now. He had to focus on work. He had to make sure that everything remained the same. He couldn’t let one person from his past come and tip everything on its head.

      It was just Jenna. That was all.

      Greg and Nate worked side-by-side in silence for a while before he was talking to Nate again.

      “So, are you going to snap at me the entire time she’s in town, or…”

      Nate shook his head. “Sorry, man. It was just unexpected.”

      Greg nodded. “Yeah. I only heard about it from my mom before I arrived here.”

      Nate frowned. “You knew and you didn’t tell me?”

      Greg pulled up his shoulders. “I couldn’t be sure. You know my mom, spreading rumors from her perch in the grocery store, selling it like hotcakes.”

      Nate snorted. Greg’s mother, Lisa, loved spreading stories. Whether they were true or not. She loved having an audience. Nate had said to Greg so many times that she should rather have become a writer.

      “Next time, if you don’t know whether a story is worth telling or not, tell me and I’ll decide,” Nate said.

      Greg nodded. “I have some news,” he said.

      Nate looked at him questioningly.

      “I heard a rumor that Jenna is back in town.”

      Nate laughed, shaking his head, and punched Greg in the shoulder.
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      Jenna

      Why the hell was this affecting her so much? Jenna was pretty damn sure it was the alcohol, it had to be the reason why she was such an emotional mess. She sat at the table in the corner with Naomi drinking a cocktail—Jenna didn’t even know what cocktail it was anymore. Or how many she’d had.

      “I think we need to get you home,” Naomi said.

      “For what?” Jenna asked. “I’m just going to lie in the bed I used to sleep in as a teenager and stare at my ceiling, feeling like my whole world is crashing down on me.”

      Naomi rolled her eyes and groaned. The singer had already switched off his mic, the lights had come on, and the patrons were starting to trickle out of the restaurant and bar area. Everyone was leaving. The singer was packing up. Essentially, the night had come to a close.

      But Jenna didn’t want to go home. She didn’t want to be here at all, in fact. Because, as if it wasn’t hard enough to deal with all the memories that had come rushing back when she walked into her childhood room, it was a hundred times worse now that she’d seen Nate.

      And worse still, because Jenna was probably drunk.

      “You know what?” Naomi said. “We need food.”

      “We’re in a restaurant,” Jenna pointed out. She glanced at the double doors with their porthole windows that led to the kitchen.

      “Yeah, but the kitchen closes at ten here. Nate isn’t going to force his shift to stay up until past midnight.”

      “How damn noble,” Jenna said sarcastically.

      Naomi shook her head. “But there is the twenty-four-hour burger joint just down the road. They pick up the pieces when Nate closes.”

      “Clever,” Jenna said. She could imagine they were making a killing if Nate was doing events like this every now and then. She didn’t want to admit it, but having something like a club in a tiny town was a great idea. It was working. 

      “Come on, let’s go,” Naomi said, lifting her arm through Jenna’s and pulling her up.

      Her knees were jelly, and the world spun when she walked. It felt like she was walking on a mattress.

      “Slow down, I’m on heels,” Jenna said.

      Naomi giggled. “You’re really not. You’ve been wearing flats all night.”

      Jenna glanced down at her shoes and wondered why the hell she was feeling so unbalanced.

      But it was just the alcohol. Jenna glanced toward the bar. She couldn’t see Nate, but she knew he was there somewhere. And she knew it was his fault that she felt like she was going to fall on her face at any moment.

      The burger joint really was just down the road. Naomi and Jenna walked the short distance with Naomi holding onto her all the time.

      “You’re such a good friend,” Jenna said to her. “I left you behind, too. I know that. And you’re still so nice to me. And now you’re looking after me when I am nothing but a nuisance.”

      Naomi shook her head. “You’re not a nuisance, just drunk. And I know you left me behind. But at least I had a heads up.”

      Her words stung. Because Jenna hadn’t told Nate that she was leaving before she got the hell out of Dodge.

      “He deserved better than me,” Jenna complained.

      Naomi shook her head and dragged Jenna into the burger joint. They sat down and she grabbed a menu, deciding what she wanted.

      “He didn’t deserve better than you, Jen,” she finally said. “He just deserved for you to be honest with him.”

      Jenna pressed her head down on the table and wondered if it would leave a red mark if she lifted her head again.

      “What are you having?” Naomi asked.

      “Whatever you’re having,” Jenna answered.

      A waitress came and Naomi ordered two burgers and two waters.

      “Alcohol would be better,” Jenna said to the waitress.

      The waitress raised her eyebrows. Naomi shook her head and the waitress nodded, making a note before walking away.

      “Come on, all in all, seeing Nate again wasn’t so bad. Was it?” Naomi looked at Jenna. Jenna lifted her head from the table and rubbed the bit that had pressed against the Formica table.

      “No, it could have been worse,” Jenna said. “I could have been in a space where I wasn’t allowed to drink at all. Then how the hell would I have been able to deal with it?”

      Naomi chuckled. “Come on, I know it wasn’t that bad. You were terrified of seeing him. And now that it’s out of the way, you can breathe again.”

      Jenna shook her head. “I don’t think it’s that easy.” She looked around the burger joint where they were sitting. It was a cheap kind of place, with plastic chairs and tables and linoleum floor. Turned out the small town had some new places after all. Jenna was glad that this place was still open. Otherwise, she would have raided her mom’s fridge. And Carol didn’t have much by way of junk food. At least she was trying to be healthy.

      “Do you think the two of you could make it work again?” Naomi asked.

      Jenna looked at her and narrowed her eyes. “Make what work again?”

      Naomi rolled her eyes. “Quit playing dumb, you know what I’m talking about.”

      Jenna sighed and shook her head. “I don’t think so. He’s angry with me. And with good reason, too. Besides, who says I want to make it work again?”

      “You didn’t leave him because he was the problem,” Naomi pointed out. “You just left him because he wouldn’t leave this town with you.”

      Jenna pulled up her shoulders. 

      “Although it might have been different if you had asked him directly.”

      She shook her head. It made the room spin and she regretted it.

      “We both know what he would have said.”

      “Maybe he would have said yes.”

      Jenna squeezed her eyes shut and scrubbed her face with her hands, makeup to hell. “Don’t do this to me.”

      “Do what?”

      “Don’t introduce a ‘what if’ I don’t think I’ll be able to handle.”

      Naomi pulled up her shoulders. “I’m just saying.”

      The burgers arrived and Jenna tucked into hers. It was the best food she’d ever tasted. She wasn’t sure if it was because the greasy, cheap food was the best or if it was because she was really drunk.

      Slowly, though, as the food settled in her stomach, Jenna started feeling better. The room stopped spinning so badly and she felt more in control.

      “You know what?” she said, looking up at Naomi.

      “What?”

      “I am going to talk to him.”

      Naomi lowered her burger to her plate. “Good for you.” 

      “Now,” Jenna added. 

      “What? Now?”

      Jenna nodded and stood, her burger only half eaten. “I think he deserves to know that I am allowed to do whatever the hell I want. I am an adult, and this is my life.”

      Naomi shook her head. “Don’t talk to him now. Sober up, first.”

      “No,” Jenna said. “I’m talking to him now. It’s the only time I’ll have the courage to do it.”

      Without waiting for Naomi to say anything else, Jenna stormed out of the burger place and hurried back down the road the way they had come. Naomi couldn’t run after her because she was trapped with the bill. Yeah, so, Jenna felt like a bitch for leaving her with it. But she had to get this off her chest. She suddenly felt like if she didn’t get this out, she wouldn’t be able to sleep at all tonight.

      The restaurant was completely empty by the time Jenna arrived. The doors were already closed, but when she pushed against them, they were unlocked and they opened easily. Jenna marched across the wooden floor with pieces of broken glass sticking to her shoes.

      She looked around, trying to find Nate. Greg stood in the corner with a broom, sweeping up a pile of broken glass.

      “Where is he?” Jenna demanded.

      Greg looked at her, surprised. “Nate?” he asked.

      “Yeah, Nate, who else?”

      He shrugged his shoulders. “I was just asking. He’s in the office. I’m sure he’ll be back any minute.”

      “I think it’s about time for you to leave, don’t you?” Jenna said. She didn’t want Greg alone. She knew he would get involved, he and Nate had been friends for the longest time. Greg never minded his own business. 

      Greg raised his eyebrows. “I’m still on duty.”

      “Give me that,” Jenna said, taking the broom from him. “I’ll sweep until he comes out. There, now you can go off duty. I’ll do the rest.”

      Greg frowned. “Are you serious? Maybe you should just go home and deal with this tomorrow.”

      Jenna groaned. “Why is everyone telling me that?”

      “Maybe because it’s a wise decision, considering that you clearly had a bit to drink,” Greg pointed out.

      Jenna shook her head. “Then let me do the physical labor and it might help me sober up.”

      Without him being able to say anything else, Jenna started sweeping, turning her back on him. For a moment, he watched Jenna. She felt his eyes on her back. But, instead of arguing or insisting to take back the broom, he walked past her with his hands in his pockets and let himself out.

      Was he going to get in trouble for this? Was Jenna? She wasn’t even sure. All she knew was that she needed to talk to Nate. The sooner he came out of wherever he was hiding, the better.

      Jenna thought to earlier when she had seen Nate for the first time. He had stood behind that bar, laughing, bantering back and forth with Greg. He hadn’t changed one bit since she had seen them last. And yet, in a way, he had changed completely. He had grown up, his face had become more angular, his body more sure, sharper around the edges. And when he had looked at her, his dark eyes had grown darker. The way they always did when he was angry.

      He hadn’t wanted to talk to her. And Jenna didn’t blame him; at least, she hadn’t then.

      Now, she did. Because they had been together long enough for him to have to do this. Six years meant something. At first, high school, which was all about figuring out what it was to be together at all. But then the years after had been serious. The “forever” kind of serious. Sure, they had only been kids. But it had been a lot of years that had meant something to her.

      Although, he could probably argue.

      Jenna swept the pieces of glass together, listening to how they jingled across the floor. The floor was sticky in patches where alcohol had been spilled, and it made her shoes cling to the floor.

      Was she going to have to mop after this, too?

      Jenna thought about Nate losing his father. She hadn’t been here for that. She hadn’t seen Bernie since she had left town. She regretted that now. Bernie had been such a great guy. And this had been his place.

      Which meant that it was Nate’s place now. He owned it. And he had made such a success of it.

      In loving memory of his father? Or as a way to deal with what Jenna had done to him?

      Because she wasn’t an idiot. It had taken her a long time to get over him, to move on. It had taken her a very long time to stop thinking about him the moment she woke up, and to not dream about him when she closed her eyes.

      Had it been the same for him? A part of her wished it had. A part of her wished that he had moved on without blinking an eye, because that would have meant that her decisions had only hurt her and not him, too.

      But a part of her wished that he had suffered, that he had missed her so much, that he had been pining away for her all this time. So that their love would have been real.

      But they had only been kids then. It probably hadn’t been that serious for him. And maybe it was better that way, too. If Jenna was the only one that had gotten hurt, it would have been the best outcome given the situation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Nate

      That night was a good night. It was easily one of the best nights they’d had in a while, and that was always good news. Nate put the cash in the safe in his office so that he could take it to the bank later.

      After noting the amount he’d calculated in cash, he wrote it down in the ledger and closed the book, ready to lock up for the night.

      It was almost 2 a.m. and he was exhausted. He loved working these late nights, seeing all the people coming and going, doing events. But it was starting to take a toll on him. He wasn’t twenty-one anymore.

      At least, he would be able to sleep in tomorrow morning. The restaurant only opened late after a night like tonight.

      “I think we should just get to the rest tomorrow,” Nate said, hearing Greg still sweeping. What a trooper, Nate would have left long ago if he were Greg.

      When he pushed through the door and walked into the main dining room, Nate froze. It wasn’t Greg who stood in the middle of the dining room sweeping.

      It was Jenna.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” he asked. “And where is Greg?”

      “I sent him home,” she said.

      She looked a lot less drunk than she had when Naomi had escorted her out of the place. Nate had kept an eye on her all night. But there was still something about her, something a little off balance.

      Or maybe it was just him.

      “And what exactly gives you the right to do that?” Nate asked.

      She pulled up her shoulders. “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Oh? And what makes you think I want to talk to you?”

      Jenna shook her head, frowned a little, and pressed her fingers against her temple. Nate had the feeling she had a headache.

      “I said I wanted to talk to you, not that you had to talk to me. You can just listen.”

      Nate chuckled despite himself. He had forgotten how much fun she could be when she was full of shit.

      “Fine,” he said, sliding onto a barstool and leaning one elbow against the bar. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t make fun of me.”

      Nate lifted a hand in self-defense for a moment but kept quiet so that she could speak.

      “I just wanted to remind you that this is my life and I can do whatever the hell I want.”

      Nate blinked at her. “That’s what you came back to tell me?” he asked.

      Jenna nodded. “Exactly. So you don’t have any right to be mad at me for leaving.”

      Okay, that was a whole different story. “Now, hold up. You can’t just talk about the past like that, like it’s no big deal. You leaving me behind isn’t the same as you doing whatever the hell you want with your life.”

      “Of course it is,” she said. “I can feel your anger, even from here. It crackles all around me. You think I was wrong. But I wasn’t.”

      He stood up from the barstool and moved a little closer to her. “What makes you think that you weren’t?” he asked. “You didn’t even say goodbye.”

      “You wouldn’t have let me go!”

      “You didn’t ask,” Nate said. “I didn’t even know that you were planning on leaving until after you were gone.”

      Jenna shook her head. “I’m allowed to do that. I didn’t break any laws.”

      “No,” Nate said, clenching his jaw. “You didn’t.”

      Jenna squared herself and lifted her chin triumphantly. She thought she had won this argument.

      “But considering that you are allowed to do whatever the hell you want,” he continued, “I am allowed to do the same thing.”

      “Fair enough,” she said.

      “Which means that if I want to be pissed off at you because you left without saying goodbye, I can.”

      She gaped, sawing her jaw open and closed for a moment before she shook her head. “You can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      She didn’t have an answer. Because, even though she was standing here in front of him, bristling, trying to make some kind of point about who Nate was and wasn’t supposed to be, she was still drunk and making no sense at all. And she was driving him crazy.

      Because no matter how angry he was at her, no matter how hurt, he couldn’t resist her. He couldn’t help but think that she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Her hair was like spun gold and her eyes were sapphires. The freckles on her nose were exactly where they had been before, where Nate could draw constellations in them. And, somehow, they had ended up very close to each other, standing almost chest to chest.

      She was so much shorter than Nate was, almost a whole head. But she glared up at him as if they were the same height, hands balled into fists as if they were going to fight. She stood on her toes as if, at any moment, she was going to take flight.

      “I’m happy, you know,” she said. Nate could feel her anger dancing on her skin. What was she so angry about?

      “I’m happy for you,” Nate said.

      She shook her head. “No, you’re not. You’re not happy for me at all.”

      Nate shook his head, too. “You can’t put words into my mouth, and you can’t decide how I feel. But that’s something you like to do, isn’t it? You like to make decisions for me, to assume that you know what I’m thinking and you know what I’m feeling. It’s why you decided that you didn’t even need to ask me about leaving, because you were sure you already knew what I was going to say. You’re still doing it.”

      “I know you, Nate,” she said.

      “Oh, honey, if you really knew me, you would never have left.”

      Nate didn’t know why those words made her so angry, but she went from normal anger to quiet rage. She glared at him, fire boiling beneath her veins, and Nate could feel the atmosphere in the room shift, as if it was holding its breath, waiting for the storm.

      She was going to lose her shit at him any moment. Because he knew her. He knew what she was like, and he knew what ticked her off. Most of the time, anyway. And he knew how she reacted when she was angry.

      But, before she could do anything or say anything, the atmosphere between them shifted again. It became charged as she realized how close she was to Nate. She noticed a moment after Nate had realized it. Probably because she had been drinking. Nate had been drinking, too, of course. But he could handle alcohol a lot better.

      Suddenly, instead of looking like she wanted to wring his neck, her eyes slid down to his mouth. And then, kissing her was all Nate could think of. Did she still taste the same as always? Did her lips still feel the same?

      Nate glanced down at her lips, too. They were slightly parted and her chest was rising and falling faster as her breathing changed.

      “Dammit, Nate,” she breathed.

      He wasn’t sure which one of them closed the distance between them. But suddenly, their bodies were pressed up against each other. Her lips mashed against Nate’s and she tasted just like she always had. This time, with undertones of alcohol. But it was every bit Jenna, the girl Nate had given his all to, once upon a time.

      His hand slid down her back onto her ass and he kneaded her cheeks. She pressed herself against him. Her breasts were perfect against his chest and arms snaked around his neck. When Nate’s tongue slipped into her mouth, she moaned, and the sound was like music to his ears, the reminder of something long forgotten. There had been a time that moan had been the soundtrack of their most intimate moments. 

      The kissing became urgent, fast. They groped at each other, his hands on her breasts, squeezing. Her kiss was insistent, and he couldn’t get enough of it. He felt like he had been wandering in the desert for years without a drop of water, and finally he was able to gulp her down again. 

      And, at the same time, he’d been drowning without her, and finally he could breathe. 

      Nate’s dick was hard in his pants and he ground himself against her, letting her feel how much he wanted her. She moaned again. Nate was completely vulnerable. That sound, her body against his, was his weakness. He wasn’t going to be able to hold back. 

      He didn’t want to. 

      Nate spun her around and pushed her up against the wall next to the bar. He wanted to get her out of her clothes, and then onto the bar. And then he wanted to fuck her. Hard. 

      His hand slipped into her blouse and he cupped her breast, pulling the bra down so that he could feel her skin. Her nipple was hard, and Nate rolled it between his fingers, tugging lightly at it. She whimpered into his mouth. 

      Her hand reached down. She unbuckled his belt and pushed her hand into his jeans, wrapping her fingers around his cock. Nate hissed when she touched him, his dick jerking. She had always known exactly how to touch him. 

      God, he wanted her so fucking badly. He wanted every inch of her. He wanted to make her his again, to claim her like he had so many times before. 

      Nate didn’t know what this was, this feeling so fierce and primal. He’d thought that he had gotten rid of all these feelings. But now, it was all the way it had been back then. He hadn’t felt like this around any of the other girls he’d been with since Jenna. 

      And there had been so many. 

      Nate drew his attention back to her, to the way her breath came in ragged gasps, the way she tugged at his clothes with her one hand, as if she wanted to get rid of it all. 

      She could undress him. No one would bother them here. 

      Nate wanted to fuck her on the bar, and then he wanted to lay her on a blanket behind it and make love to her. With his body, he wanted to tell her everything he had thought he’d forgotten. 

      “Oh my God,” Jenna said, breaking the kiss. “What the hell are we doing?” 

      Nate chuckled. “I can give you an idea, if you want. I was pretty sure you knew what happens after this.” 

      Jenna shook her head and pushed him away. She fixed her bra and her blouse. 

      “What’s wrong?” Nate asked. 

      “We can’t do this,” she said. “This is a mistake.” 

      Just like that, she slammed the door in his face. Just like that, he wasn’t good enough anymore. Again. Fuck. 

      “Are you kidding me?” Nate asked. His belt was still undone. His cock was still throbbing in his pants. “You do this to me and then you’re leaving me hanging?” 

      Jenna shook her head. “I shouldn’t have come.” 

      She walked to the door, her arms folded over her chest like she was trying to hold herself together.

      “Yeah, you’re damn right you shouldn’t have come,” Nate called after her, but the door had already swung shut. 

      And he was left in the wake of her destruction. What the hell? What the fucking hell? How could she do this to him? 

      But no, this wasn’t her fault. It was his. He had let himself feel things that he shouldn’t have. Just because it was Jenna didn’t mean he could let down his guard. In fact, because it was Jenna, he had to push it up higher. They had both been drinking. And she was still the woman that was damn good at walking away. 

      Evidently. 

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. 

      Nate had been a fool to let her in at all. Back then, and again, now. This was the easiest way to ruin him. 

      He pressed his hand against his head. Maybe if he went home and sobered up, he could pretend this had never happened. He knew sure as shit that was what she was going to do. 

      Best they all played the same game.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Jenna

      Jenna woke up the next morning, disoriented, unsure about where she was. Everything looked familiar, but it felt wrong.

      The realization of where she was hit her about the same time a huge headache did. She sat up and groaned.

      Oh yes, that was right. She had gone out drinking with Naomi last night. She’d drank far too much.

      And…oh God. She’d gone back to the restaurant and made a complete fool of herself.

      She collapsed back on the pillow and groaned, squeezing her eyes shut and covering her face. She should never have gone back to talk to Nate. She had insisted on speaking her mind, but all that had happened was…and then it hadn’t happened at all.

      Jenna wasn’t sure which part she regretted more.

      It happening at all, of course, she told herself. She couldn’t regret that they hadn’t slept together. It wasn’t right. She didn’t feel anything for him anymore.

      She ignored the fact that butterflies had erupted in her belly when he had kissed her. She ignored the fact that she had wanted him just about as much as he had clearly wanted her.

      But she had been sober enough to think straight, at least. And to stop anything from happening.

      It would have made everything complicated. Jenna wasn’t back. She wasn’t planning on staying long. She couldn’t reopen old wounds.

      When Jenna came out of her bedroom, she tiptoed to the bathroom so she wouldn’t wake her mom. After brushing her teeth and flushing the toilet, she crept out of the bathroom again. But she heard Carol in the kitchen and gave up trying to be quiet. She padded on bare feet to the kitchen.

      “Morning,” Carol said. She was trying to sound bright, but her voice cracked at the end of her sentence. “How did you sleep?” The recovery had been almost seamless, but Jenna hadn’t missed it.

      “I slept okay, thanks. How are you feeling?”

      “Perfectly fine,” Carol said. But she had circles beneath her eyes and she looked pale. And she seemed out of breath, even though she was only making breakfast.

      “Mama?” Jenna asked. “Are you sure? You’re winded.”

      Carol shook her head. “I’m perfectly fine,” she said again, but, as she did, her knees buckled. Jenna lunged forward and grabbed her. Carol wouldn’t have gone down, as she managed to catch herself, but Jenna had seen that, and that was definitely not fine.

      “Come,” she said. “We are going to see Doctor Harris.”

      “Oh, no,” Carol complained. “He’s just going to take away more good stuff to eat and tell me that I need to drink more pills and sleep more. How much can a woman sleep? It’s outrageous.”

      “Rather safe than sorry,” Jenna said. “Maybe it’s nothing, and then we can come right home. Or we can go out to breakfast, my treat.”

      Carol grumbled. “Okay, fine. But just because you’re offering breakfast.”

      Jenna waited for Carol to get dressed, just in case something went wrong before she went to her room and changed into clothes, too. She loaded her into the rental and they drove to the doctor’s offices.

      Doctor Harris was willing to see them immediately and Jenna was glad, but the fact that he was willing to make a space for Carol was a bad sign. It meant that things were even worse than Jenna had thought they were.

      “Tell me what’s wrong,” he said gently, looking at Carol.

      “You better ask her. She’s the one that insists I’m not well. I feel fine.”

      Jenna glanced at her mom before she explained to Doctor Harris what had happened. He nodded and took Carol to an examination room, taking her blood pressure, doing a couple of tests.

      When he came back, he smiled at Jenna. “Can we talk alone?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Be right back, Mama,” I said.

      Doctor Harris and Jenna stepped into an empty office and he closed the door.

      “I am not going to pretend that this isn’t serious,” he said. “Her system is completely run down. She is not resting. The heart attack didn’t do enough damage to kill her, but her heart isn’t as it should be. And everything else is working overtime to make up for it. She needs to rest more. She needs to do less. And she has to stop drinking caffeine.”

      “She’s only drinking decaf,” Jenna said.

      Doctor Harris shook his head. “I don’t think that’s the case, not when you’re not around. Just watch her. And please, make her sit down.”

      Jenna nodded. “I’ll see what I can do,” she said.

      “It would be better if there was someone who could watch her twenty-four seven,” Doctor Harris said. “Or if she starts using one of our facilities.”

      “You mean the retirement home?”

      Doctor Harris nodded. “It is more an assisted living place. We have a few elderly people using them and there are no complaints. It’s really very comfortable, and we have the medical team on standby at all times.”

      Jenna nodded again. She’d looked into the retirement village that had been built a short distance from Smithville. She’d thought it was a great place to go. But Carol refused.

      “I’m not even fifty-five,” she always complained. “I don’t belong in the retirement village.”

      Jenna couldn’t argue with her, but her heart attack had made her body act like it was a lot older than she really was.

      “I’ll see if I can convince her,” Jenna said.

      “That would be great,” Doctor Harris said. “In the meantime, don’t hesitate to come to me whenever you need to. Even at night. I will always clear my schedule for her.”

      Jenna thanked him, grateful that there was a doctor in such a small place who was willing to help. Technically, there shouldn’t have been a doctor at all. Not at all times like he was.

      When Jenna walked back to the waiting room where Carol was sitting, she was scowling.

      “You can’t make me go to that place,” she said.

      “I am not trying to,” Jenna said. “I was going to ask what you want for breakfast.”

      Her face lit up. “An omelet would be great.”

      Together, they left the doctors’ offices and headed to a small café that was open early enough for breakfast. While Carol ordered, Jenna took out her phone. She had a missed call from Sabrina.

      “I’m just quickly going to make a call,” she said and stepped away from the table while Carol argued with the waitress about the menu.

      “How are things?” Jenna asked when Sabrina answered.

      “Chaotic,” she said. “But I’m managing. Sort of.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m managing, sort of,” Jenna said, feeding her own words back to her.

      Sabrina chuckled. “Good luck.”

      “You, too,” Jenna said, and they ended the call.

      God, she wanted to go back to New York. She wanted to go back to the office where she knew how everything worked and she knew what she did. Here, Jenna felt like she didn’t have control of anything. Carol was even sicker than she had thought, and she was being stubborn about it. And Nate…Jenna should never have gotten involved with him again. She should have left things the way they were. But those eyes and those lips…she hadn’t been able to resist him.

      Jenna walked back to the table and sat down.

      “They’re saying they won’t do an omelet with only egg whites,” Carol said. “Doesn’t that sound ridiculous? They should keep up with the times, everyone does egg whites now. I read it online.”

      “This is Smithville, Mama. I doubt they’re going to keep up with the times.”

      In fact, it was one of the reasons why Jenna had left. “I’m sure it will be okay if you have whole eggs. Otherwise, let’s have something else. Pancakes?”

      Carol pulled up her nose. “I can make pancakes at home.”

      “You can make omelets at home, too,” Jenna pointed out.

      Carol snorted. She lifted her hand into the air.

      “What are you doing?” Jenna asked.

      “Changing my order,” she said.

      The waitress came back, trying not to roll her eyes. Jenna mouthed “I’m sorry” to her before she arrived.

      “Cancel my order,” Carol said. “And bring me cake.”

      “Mama, cake for breakfast?” Jenna asked.

      Carol narrowed her eyes at Jenna. “Are you telling me what to do?” she asked. Jenna sighed and shook her head. “No, I’m not. I just want you to look after yourself.”

      “Well, you took me to the doctor and there was nothing wrong. So I’m going to enjoy myself while you’re paying.” She winked at Jenna. “Come, have cake with.”

      Jenna gave up the fight. There was no use going against her anyway. And why not? One piece of cake for breakfast wasn’t going to kill either of them.

      Carol and Jenna both ordered black forest cake and tea. When the waitress left, Carol giggled like a child.

      “I just love bending the rules. Don’t you?”

      Jenna looked at her mom, sadly. There was something juvenile about her, but Jenna was starting to worry that it might border on senility. She never used to be like this when Jenna was growing up. She had always been so responsible, so strict. The woman Jenna saw now was fun, for sure. But that meant something was wrong. Carol had never been like this before.

      “So, how is everything back home?” Carol asked. “Are they coping without you?”

      Jenna nodded.

      “Good,” Carol said. “Then you can afford to stay awhile longer and spend time with me.”

      Jenna started shaking her head. She needed to get out of here. She needed to get away from her past as soon as possible. Because if she stayed, who knew what she was going to do? She didn’t trust herself back in the small town, she didn’t trust herself so close to Nate. Just a couple of drinks and look at what she had done.

      She couldn’t let this place drag her down again, trap her so that she never left.

      “Mama, I’m not going to stay long,” Jenna said.

      “Are you just going to rush back to the city and leave everything behind again?” Carol asked. “It won’t kill you to stay a little longer and remember who you are.”

      Jenna took a deep breath and let it out slowly. There was no point arguing with her. Even though she was juvenile, childlike, she was still Jenna’s mother. She still had to respect her, and Jenna couldn’t argue with her when she saw things a certain way.

      She would just have to make her own plans and stick to them. The way she had before. She had escaped this place in the past, she could do it again. And back then, no one had agreed with her leaving, either. She would just go ahead and do what she wanted as she always did.

      The problem with that was that no matter how she planned it, if Jenna left, people got hurt. And she hated hurting people. She hated that taking care of herself meant that other people suffered from it. She wished that she could just make decisions without it affecting anyone else that she cared about.

      Jenna tried not to think too hard about the fact that Nate had popped into her mind the moment she’d thought about people she cared about.

      But they had been together for a long time. Of course she still cared about him. Caring about someone was very different from loving them.

      Carol had said that it wouldn’t kill Jenna to stay a little longer. The problem was that Jenna was scared that it might.
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      Nate

      Even though Nate had worked until two in the morning before the last of the customers had left, and then he had counted up all the cash and cleaned up as much as possible, he didn’t sleep at all when he returned to his apartment.

      His mind was reeling with thoughts of Jenna. Not just what had happened between them at the bar, but everything that had happened between them from the start.

      Nate and Jenna had been happy. They had been together. For the longest time, too. Sure, they had been the cliché high-school-sweetheart couple. It had all been very storybook, the type of stuff you saw in movies and read about. But Nate had believed it was perfect. He had believed that even though everyone snorted at their young love, and some people told them that it wouldn’t last, he had believed that they would make it for the long haul. After all, he had loved Jenna.

      And she had loved him.

      At least, that was what he believed until the moment he realized she had skipped town without even telling him about it.

      Nate knew that he should have been pissed. He knew that he should have held it against Jenna, that he should have thrown it back in her face when he saw her again. And he had been more than ready to do that when he finally saw her in his bar again.

      But then she had come back to the restaurant, demanding to speak to him, sounding almost childlike in her drunken state, and, even though the conversation itself had been ridiculous, Nate had felt everything he had felt for her before. All the love, all the affection.

      And when they had touched each other, when they had nearly taken it all the way, Nate had known that it didn’t matter how much time they had spent in the past, or how she had left, they still had it. They still had that same love that he had known and believed in from the start.

      Which was why, despite not having slept and working the whole day, Nate was pumped with adrenaline and energy, cleaning up his apartment and running the words through his mind again and again. He was planning what he was going to say to her. How he was going to tell her that he wanted to be with her again.

      Because the past was in the past. If things were between them the way they had been last night, there was absolutely no reason to look back at what either of them had done wrong. They could pick up where they had left off. It didn’t matter that she had been gone for six years.

      It was almost nightfall when Nate left his apartment and traveled to Carol’s house. The house where he had picked Jenna up countless times to take her to school with him. Where he had gone to meet her in secret a thousand nights in a row. Where at least half of their memories were situated.

      He parked his truck in front of Carol’s house and climbed out, trying not to slam the door too loudly. He knew Carol was sick, and even though he was sure everyone would be awake, he didn’t want to intrude. He just wanted to talk to Jenna.

      He knocked on the door and took a step back, waiting.

      A moment later, Carol opened the door.

      “Nate,” she said with a smile. “How good to see you.”

      “Likewise, Mrs. Carey,” Nate said.

      Carol shook her head. “Come on, how many years has it been? How many times do I have to tell you to call me Carol?”

      “At least one more time,” Nate said with a grin. “Is Jenna home, by any chance?”

      Carol raised an eyebrow. “And here I was thinking you came to visit me.”

      Nate chuckled and shook his head. “Unfortunately not. We have some unfinished business to discuss. But next time, it will be all about you.”

      Carol laughed and opened the door wider. “Come in, make yourself at home. You know where everything is.”

      Nate nodded. Carol’s house had been his second home for the longest time. He did know where everything was. But the only thing he was looking for right now was Jenna, and he knew exactly where to find her. In her room, just as before.

      Nate knocked on the open door once to announce himself before he stepped in. Jenna lay on her bed, looking up at the ceiling. Nate glanced around. The room looked just like it used to when he would visit her. Somehow, it felt like they had traveled back in time, like no time had passed at all.

      “Nate,” Jenna said, sitting up when she saw him. “What are you doing here?”

      She didn’t look as happy to see Nate as he had hoped. But she looked like she had a headache. The way she drew her brows together when she looked at him was one of her tells. Nate was shaken by how well he knew her. Of course, after how much she had been drinking, she would still be suffering from a hangover.

      “I wanted to talk to you about last night,” Nate said.

      Jenna shook her head. “No, no, no. There isn’t anything to talk about.”

      Nate frowned. Jenna shifted to the edge of the bed, looking uncomfortable in her own space. This wasn’t the Jenna Nate knew.

      “What do you mean? There is a hell of a lot to talk about. You can’t just pretend it didn’t happen.”

      Jenna nodded vigorously. “Oh yes, I can. I was drunk, Nate. You know that. I am not going to go there with you. Last night was a mistake.”

      Nate shook his head, struggling to process what he was hearing.

      “Are you seriously going to pretend that it didn’t mean anything?” he asked. “After everything we’ve been through—”

      “That’s all in the past, Nate,” Jenna said.

      Nate was getting angry. Why the hell did she have to be so difficult?

      “Look here, Jen. You can’t just come back to town and waltz into my life as if nothing went wrong between us, only to backpedal and pretend it didn’t happen at all. You don’t get to decide this by yourself.”

      Jenna shook her head. “I made a mistake, okay? Yes, there is still some leftover emotions, things we never took care of.”

      “Because you left,” Nate pointed out.

      Jenna nodded. “Yeah, fine. That’s on me. But I left. And I’m not back.”

      “What are you doing here, then?” Nate asked. This was going so differently from what he had imagined. He had thought that they were going to be reunited, that they were going to pretend like the past hadn’t happened. Everything between them had been perfect since day one.

      “I’m here to make sure my mom is okay. But I live in the city now. I have a job there, a life.”

      “And a boyfriend? Husband?” Nate asked. He knew he didn’t want to hear the answer, but he couldn’t help himself.

      “That’s none of your business,” Jenna snapped. “Why the hell are you here, anyway?”

      “Because I thought the Jenna I used to know was still here. But it looks like it’s just you.”

      Jenna winced as if Nate had punched her. For a moment, Nate felt bad. But he couldn’t be responsible for her reaction when she was treating him like dirt.

      “I can’t do this,” Jenna finally said, her words so soft that Nate could barely hear them.

      “Are you just going to run away again?” Nate asked. Anger grew in his chest, heat spreading through his veins. He clenched his fists so hard his knuckles turned white. How was it possible that someone like Jenna could drive him crazy and infuriate him at the same time?

      “I’m not going into this with you,” Jenna said firmly. The vulnerable moment had passed. Nate was glad—she couldn’t stand her crying, never had been able to deal with it. And for a moment there, he had worried that it would go in that direction. But emotionless Jenna was back. This person that had left him behind, the person he didn’t know at all.

      The person that hadn’t even said goodbye.

      “So, you are running away,” Nate confirmed. “Maybe not physically, not yet, but you are refusing to face the music.”

      “I have too much going on with my mom. Seeing that you live in town, I’m sure you know she isn’t well. I can’t deal with this and be emotionally strong for her, too. I am going to have to ask you to leave.”

      It was Nate’s turn to wince. Jenna was so cold, so emotionless. Nate knew that it was hard with her mother being sick, he knew that Carol had been struggling, but he had somehow, at the back of his mind, figured that he could be there for her. That they could go through this together.

      Instead, she was pushing him away. She didn’t even need to leave.

      Go figure.

      “I was wrong,” Nate finally said.

      “About what?” Jenna asked.

      “When I saw you last night, I was almost a hundred percent sure you were still the same person, the person I fell in love with. But I was wrong. That person left at the same time you did. And even though you’re standing in front of me, that Jenna never came back.”

      Nate didn’t wait to see what effect his words had on Jenna. He spun around and left the room, storming through the house and out the door before Carol could stop him and offer him a glass of orange juice. He was furious. How was it possible that Jenna could throw away everything that had happened between them and not bat an eyelash about it?

      Had their relationship meant so little to her? Had it all been a lie?

      Because it had meant everything to him.
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      Jenna

      Jenna and Carol sat in the living room on Monday night, watching television. It was some kind of cooking game show. Jenna struggled to pay attention. Her mind kept jumping all over the place. Back to New York where work was waiting, where she wasn’t sure if Sabrina was on top of things. Even though, when Jenna called, she said that she was fine.

      Her mind also jumped to Nate. A lot more often than she was comfortable with. Jenna didn’t like thinking about him. If she thought about him, her mind flipped back to Saturday night, after she had returned to the restaurant. To the way that he had touched her, and how it had felt like home.

      And how embarrassing it had been when she realized that she had fallen into that trap—that she had run right back into his arms even though she had told herself she wouldn’t do it the moment she came back to Smithville.

      God, why was she still weak? She was furious with herself.

      Her alarm went off on her phone and Jenna stood.

      “What’s that for?” Carol asked.

      “It’s a reminder to take your medication,” Jenna said.

      Carol sniffed indignantly. “I don’t know why all of you insist on giving me medication. I am fine.”

      Jenna didn’t even try to argue with her mother. Carol was living in denial, and there was no use going into it. Jenna was just going to do what she needed to do—make sure her mom took her medication, watched her in case something went wrong, and, when everything was back to normal again with Carol in a stable place, Jenna was going to leave town.

      She liked her course of action.

      In the kitchen, Jenna opened the cabinet that contained all of her mother’s medications. When she had seen it after arriving, she had bounced back in shock. There were more pills than Smithville sold at the local pharmacy. But, since talking to Dr. Harris, Jenna understood Carol a little better. And now that she knew what to expect, it wasn’t nearly as bad.

      Rather her mother was taking medication, even if there was a lot of it, than Carol not taking anything at all. The medication in the cabinet was proof that her mother was still trying to some extent to take care of herself.

      That gave Jenna some peace of mind. If Carol was willing to take medication, Jenna could go back to New York without worrying about her mother’s health too much. After all, for Carol to get better, she had to want it herself.

      Jenna got out the right bottles and counted out the pills Carol needed to take. Medication for her heart, for her stomach, since she had a reaction to the heart medication, calming agents to help her sleep, so many different kinds. Worry crept up on Jenna and tapped her on the shoulder. How long would her mother be around? But Jenna pushed the questions away. She couldn’t afford to go there.

      Because, if she considered that her mother might be in a bad enough space to worry about how much time she had left, Jenna would be trapped. She would have to stay in Smithville much longer than she planned, and Jenna couldn’t do that. She had to get away as soon as possible. Sooner now, since Nate had paid her a visit.

      Jenna got a glass with water and carried the medication in a small bowl to Carol, handing her the glass of water. She watched as Carol took her medication, making sure that everything went down.

      She was calm on the surface because she wanted to spend some quality time with her mother, but, silently, Jenna was seething.

      Who the hell did Nate think he was? She was furious with him. How could he have come to her house and demand that they go back to the way things were? That she not have a say in the matter? He wanted to pretend like nothing had changed.

      But everything had changed. Even though he had said that the Jenna he knew and loved wasn’t there anymore, and his words had hurt, he had been right. Jenna wasn’t the same person she had been before. Now, she was someone who chased her own dreams. And that was something she didn’t have to be ashamed about. She wasn’t going to let Nate make her feel like she was wrong for doing what she needed to do.

      Jenna didn’t want to focus too much on how she had left—that would mean she would have to admit that she had done it wrong. But everyone made mistakes. And it was six years later, for God’s sake. Surely, he could get over it.

      Jenna wasn’t going to let Nate tell her to be someone and do something she didn’t want.

      “Thank you, sweetheart,” Carol said when she finished the glass of water.

      Jenna blinked, surprised. “Are you thanking me for the medication you hate so much?”

      Carol laughed and shook her head.

      “Don’t get excited. I am never going to agree with you about all the medication I need to take. I still think both you and Doctor Harris are overreacting. I am saying thank you that you are back here and trying to take care of me. There is nothing wrong with me, but I can appreciate the gesture when I see one.”

      Jenna smiled and took the empty glass back to the kitchen before she joined her mother in the living room, sitting down next to her on the couch again.

      “Harry Jensen is getting old,” Carol said, pointing at one of the guest judges on the screen. “Is that what we all look like now?”

      I shook my head. “Everyone gets older, Mom. But you didn’t age badly. He, on the other hand…”

      Carol laughed.

      Jenna tried to let the game show and the time she spent with her mother distract her. But every now and then, she caught herself thinking about Nate again, her mind wandering to the memories they had shared and the conversation they had had last night.

      It would have been so easy if Jenna felt absolutely nothing. It would have been a breeze to tell him to leave her alone and walk away without thinking about it twice. The problem was that Jenna still had feelings for him.

      She had hoped that being away from him for so long would have numbed her, that eventually the feelings would have gone away. But seeing him again, kissing him again, had only brought it all back. And somehow it felt stronger than before.

      You’re an idiot, Jenna scolded herself. She should never have gone to the restaurant. Maybe, with Naomi, it had been fine because it had been a party with a hundred other people. But afterward, when Jenna ditched Naomi in the fast food joint; that part had been a mistake.

      Jenna was irritated. Not just with herself for what she had done, but with Nate for trying to convince her that everything could be as it used to be. She was irritated that, somehow, no matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t stop thinking about Nate. She couldn’t stop feeling for him. Because he was the boy who had stolen her heart. Her first. With everything. And no matter what, when she saw him, butterflies erupted in her stomach. She wanted to be with him when she was around him.

      It was how she had felt since the moment she first laid eyes on him.

      It was bullshit that she still felt the same. But, no matter how hard she tried, Jenna couldn’t stop thinking about Nate. She couldn’t help but wonder how hard it would be to leave Smithville behind again.

      And that only pissed her off more. Because she wanted to be able to leave the small town behind and not look back. She wanted to be excited about her life in New York, about going back and doing what she did best.

      But the more time Jenna spent in Smithville, the more she started to see New York as an escape. A place to run to where her past couldn’t find her.

      It only meant that Jenna had to get back home as soon as possible. Carol needed to get better, she has to get used to the medication, and Jenna needed to leave. The longer she stayed, the more trouble she was in. She couldn’t afford to run into Nate again, not even one more time. Not even just in passing. Because then it would all start over again, the emotions that kept returning. The memories that wanted Jenna, even when she slept now.

      If she went back to New York soon, perhaps in a day or two, Jenna could pretend none of it had ever happened.

      She was getting so good at that, after all. It was what Nate had accused her of. Pretending that nothing had happened. But it was the only way Jenna knew how to get rid of the emotions that wouldn’t leave. It was the only way Jenna knew how to forget that she loved him at all.

      The alternative would be to be heartbroken, to pine over him. And since she had been the one to make that decision, since she had been the one who had decided to leave, Jenna couldn’t afford to be heartbroken. She needed to stand up, suck it up. Whichever was necessary.

      Because this was what she had chosen. This was what she had wanted.

      “Honey?” Carol asked, and Jenna realized that her mom had been talking to her and she hadn’t heard a word.

      “I’m sorry, what?” Jenna asked.

      “Is everything okay?” Carol asked.

      Jenna nodded. “Perfectly fine.”

      Why was it so easy to lie about it?

      “You know,” Carol said. “It’s not a terrible thing to like being back home.”

      Jenna shook her head. How did her mother know what she was thinking about?

      “Who says I don’t like it?”

      Carol glanced at Jenna sideways. “You forget that I am your mother. I may be sick, but I’m not senile. I still know you. And you might want to pretend like you’re someone else, this big city girl who has made a success of her life and forgotten her roots completely. But you’re still my Jenna. And I know that this is hard on you.”

      Jenna shook her head, feeling flustered. Her mother was far too wise, especially considering how Jenna thought just the other day that she might be bordering on senility.

      “It’s just a lot to take in,” Jenna finally said, hoping that it would deflect what her mother was saying.

      “It doesn’t have to be so difficult,” Carol said. “You’re making it a lot harder than it needs to be.”

      Jenna became irritated. “I am trying my best here, okay?” she snapped, even though she knew that Carol wasn’t the person she was angry with. No, she was angry with herself. But it was much easier being angry with someone else than it was to admit that she might have made a mistake.

      Whatever the case, Jenna wasn’t going to admit for one moment that she liked being back, that she wished she had done things differently. She was going to continue with her plans and she was going to like it, no matter what it took. Because she had made her bed and she was damn well going to sleep in it.
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      Nate

      Nate’s restaurant was one of the most popular places in town—with a town as small as Smithville, there really wasn’t a lot of options when it came to dining out. Nate was proud of being at the top of the food chain, so to speak.

      The downside was that whenever he wanted to go out on a date, there weren’t a lot of options if he didn’t want to treat a woman in his own restaurant. And since Nate wanted to feel like he was off duty, he had to settle for less.

      His competitor was a diner called Bella’s, and even though it wasn’t exactly the same as The Twisted Cow, it was good enough for what Nate needed.

      He arrived at Bella’s a little early. He liked to be early for a date so that he was there first; he didn’t like being the one to make an entrance. He much preferred to watch everyone coming toward him.

      Ten minutes later, Janet walked in. Nate lifted a hand and waved at her, and she smiled and walked to the booth he had picked out.

      “Were you early, or am I late?” she asked, shuffling into the booth opposite Nate.

      “I was early,” Nate said with a grin.

      Janet nodded and smiled. “Great, because I hate being late, you know?”

      She was already earning brownie points. A woman who worried about being on time was a good thing. So many women were late and didn’t really care.

      Nate sat back in the booth and studied Janet for a moment. She was beautiful. Not exactly in the way Jenna was, not like she had stepped out of a magazine. But she took care of herself and she had a pleasant face. Her hair hung over her shoulders, slightly curly, a dark brown.

      Not blonde, like Jenna. But it would have to do.

      Nate was on a date again. Why not? If Jenna was going to be full of shit, there was no reason for Nate to stop dating around. He had been more than willing to give everything up for Jenna, the way he had once before. He was more than willing to stop sleeping around. But if she thought it was okay to screw with his feelings like that, Nate would invest them elsewhere, just as he had done before.

      “So, tell me about yourself,” Janet said. It was a cliché line. Nate hated this part—the part where he didn’t know anything about someone and they didn’t know anything about him. It took so damn long to find a middle ground, to know enough about each other for the conversation to go somewhere that mattered.

      But this was the game, wasn’t it? Besides, Nate wasn’t looking for anything serious, just a good conversation and a good fuck.

      They talked for a while. Janet was from a different town. If you wanted to find a soulmate out here—hell, if you wanted to find someone you hadn’t grown up with—you needed to look a little further than just the town borders. There were a lot of small towns in the county, and everyone was willing to travel around a little. Nate explained what he did and Janet did, too. She worked at a bookstore.

      What struck Nate the most was that, even though Janet was kind, funny at times, and the conversation flowed relatively well, the whole date felt empty.

      Why? It hadn’t been like this before. But, of course, Nate had been pushing Jenna out of his mind before. Now, it was as if she were everywhere. After she had left, Nate hadn’t compared anyone to her. In fact, he had made a point of finding anyone who was the opposite of who Jenna was.

      Now, he was very aware of the contrast, of how there wouldn’t be anyone quite like Jenna.

      He was irritated with the fact that, this time, it bothered him. Somehow, since she had come back, Nate wanted more.

      In fact, he wanted Jenna. No one else.

      But that wasn’t going to happen, was it? She had made it quite clear that she wasn’t interested in going back to the past, in trying again. She wasn’t interested in anything other than going back to the city and continuing her life there, her life without Nate and all of the other people she had left behind.

      Nate tried to draw his attention back to the conversation.

      “Am I boring you?” Janet asked.

      “What makes you think that?” Nate asked.

      Janet pulled up her shoulders. “You just seem distracted.”

      Nate rubbed his eyes. “It’s been a long weekend. You know, working late, all that jazz.”

      Janet nodded. Janet, so close to Jenna, and yet far.

      God, what was going on with him? Nate rubbed his face with one hand and focused on Janet. He tried to concentrate on what she was saying, tried to forget about Jenna completely. But no matter how hard he tried, it was as if she was everywhere.

      “How long has it been?” Janet asked.

      “What?” Nate asked.

      “Since you spent the weekend without drinking,” Janet said as if Nate should have known what she was talking about. He probably should have. When she had asked how long, he had thought she meant since he had had sex. Or since he had dated, or something like that. Wasn’t it the kind of shit women always wanted to know?

      “I don’t know,” Nate admitted. “It’s a part of the job, it’s impossible to stand behind a bar and not drink, too.”

      “I don’t know if I agree with that,” Janet said.

      Nate fought the urge to roll his eyes. Was she going to expect him to stop drinking if they were going to do something together? He wasn’t there to be changed by someone, to be groomed to be the perfect partner. He just wanted to have a good time.

      Every now and then, new diners came into the restaurant. The bell above the door rang annoyingly, announcing every arrival. Whenever someone walked in, Nate glanced up at who it was. He knew most of the people who dined there and his mind wandered to his restaurant. Why weren’t they eating lunch at his place? Just because he wasn’t there didn’t mean it was closed. Greg was running the show, and his chef had his grill fired up and ready.

      The door opened again, the bell jingled, and Janet rolled her eyes.

      “Whose bright idea was the bell? The bookstore has one of those, but it’s a little different. I have to know if there are customers that need help.”

      “I have no idea,” Nate said. His eyes followed the woman who had walked through the door. Because he knew her. Not in the way he knew everyone else.

      What was Jenna doing in the diner?

      “Hello?” Janet asked.

      “Sorry,” Nate. “I just thought I saw…”

      He was still looking at Jenna and she turned, her eyes locking with his. It only took a moment before she noticed Janet, her eyes flicking to the other woman, the shock registering on her face.

      Interesting. Why did she have an emotional reaction at all? What did she care who he was having a meal with? It served her right. She needed to know that he wasn’t just going to wait around for her to decide what she wanted. She had told him he should go away, so she was going to live his life.

      Jenna walked to the counter, and it was even harder to concentrate on what Janet was saying. She was talking about the store where she worked, her hours or something. Nate wasn’t really paying attention. His eyes were on Jenna as she ordered coffee.

      Was she going to come over there and say something to him? Confront Janet? Nate almost wanted that. He wanted a reason to be upset with Jenna so that he could ignore all the other feelings that kept popping up when he saw her.

      Instead of doing something that pissed him off, Jenna collected her coffee, paid for it, and left the diner again. She didn’t even sit at the counter to drink it—she had requested a takeaway cup.

      And with her, as she walked through the door, Nate felt his heart leave, too.

      What the hell was he doing? He didn’t want to sit here and talk to some random woman that he would end up getting into his bed for a night, maybe for a couple of nights in a row, before he cast it all off again. All he wanted was Jenna.

      He had tried for a while to forget about her, but since he had kissed her again, that was practically impossible.

      “You really don’t seem like you’re invested in this date,” Janet said.

      Nate focused on her face. Her brows were pulled together, her lips pursed in a thin line.

      “You’re right,” he said.

      Her frown only intensified. “I am?”

      Nate nodded. “This was a mistake. I thought I was ready to move on, but I don’t think I am. I am sorry I wasted your time.”

      “Are you saying this date is over? Before you really got to know me?” Janet asked.

      Nate pulled up his shoulders. He fished out the handful of coins to pay for the coffee he had ordered for them both. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I realize what I want a little too late.”

      “Which means that what you want isn’t me,” Janet said thoroughly.

      “It’s not personal, darling,” Nate said. “I just should have come to this conclusion a long time ago. I’m sorry.”

      He stood up out of the blue and left the diner, leaving Janet behind to make her own way home. He felt a little bad that he had gotten her to drive all the way to Smithville when he wasn’t even going to offer her a place to stay the night. That had been his initial intention. But he didn’t want to spend time with Janet.

      Because she wasn’t Jenna. And Jenna was the person he wanted. Even if she didn’t want him. Even if she was so full of shit, she drove him crazy.

      Even if she had ripped his heart out before.

      Nate wasn’t just going to let this go. Walking away from a good thing without trying to make it happen was a sin. A crime, and Nate wasn’t about to let himself be punished for another six years. Yes, Jenna had been the one in the wrong.

      But never let it be said that Nate didn’t go after what he wanted.

      He hopped in his truck and drove through town. The diner was on the opposite end of where his restaurant was.

      Nate didn’t go straight to her place. Instead, he stopped at the apartment first. He ran inside, opened his closet, and fished for a shoebox that was wedged behind some old work boots. He yanked it open and rummaged through the folded notes, faded photos, and other crap that he hadn’t had the heart to throw away.

      There it was. One of the last notes that folded open. A note where Jenna had told him that she loved him, that she would love him forever.

      He put the shoebox down and flipped the lid onto it, not waiting to see if it landed properly or fell off again. He hurried out of the apartment and jumped into his truck. He drove the short distance to Carol’s house, his mind spinning, palms sweaty. Either this was going to work, or it wasn’t. But he had to shoot his shots.

      Nate took two deep breaths before he climbed out of the truck and walked to the front door. Before he reached it, before he could knock, the door swung open and Jenna stood in front of him.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Hi,” Jenna answered.

      They stood there, staring at each other for what felt like an eternity, before Jenna stepped aside and let him into the house.
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      Jenna

      Jenna had been at home trying to get forget about Nate. Because he had clearly moved on. And it was what she had wanted, wasn’t it? It was what she had told him to do.

      But when she walked into the diner and saw him with someone else, she felt her heart drop to her stomach. Seeing him with someone else had been awful.

      And now, he was here. At her mom’s house. She had heard his truck pull up and, even though she told herself it would be better to ignore him, she walked to the door and opened it for him.

      “What do you want, Nate?” Jenna asked. She tried to sound hostile, but her voice came out thin and unsure instead. She hated that she couldn’t hide her emotions as well as she wanted to.

      “I want to talk to you,” he said. “Just talk, I’m not here to try to cause trouble.”

      Then you shouldn’t have come, Jenna thought, but she didn’t say it out loud. Because she was glad that Nate was here. But it was going to cause trouble, she just knew it.

      “Look. I don’t know how you could just walk out on me. I don’t know how you could just throw away everything we had and pretend it never happened.”

      Jenna shook her head. “That’s not what I did.”

      “Just hear me out,” Nate said, interrupting her.

      Jenna nodded and closed her mouth, her blue eyes boring into his.

      He took a deep breath. “I can’t do this,” he said. “I can’t just pretend like nothing happened. I can’t move on and act like we didn’t have something, something great, something people don’t just find.”

      “Nate…” Jenna started. She didn’t know how to react. He was being the person he had always been, the person she had fallen in love with. The person she had abandoned, left behind. And Jenna felt like she was going to cry. If he did anything nice now, she was going to doubt her decision to go back to New York, to leave this place behind a second time, to pretend yet again like it didn’t matter.

      But it did, didn’t it? Who was she fooling? She had tried to tell herself for so long that it wasn’t a big deal. But here Nate was, larger than life, attractive, holding all the memories together in his hands, and she couldn’t just pretend that it never happened.

      “I still love you, you know,” Nate said.

      Jenna’s breath caught in her throat. She shook her head.

      “You can’t do that,” she said in a hoarse voice.

      “What?”

      “You can’t come waltzing in here and declaring your feelings as if it’s not going to have any repercussions.” Jenna fought back her tears. Why did it feel so good for Nate to tell her that he still loved her? Why was it so hard to think that he might have moved on?

      “Who was that woman you were on a date with?” Jenna asked, trying to turn the conversation in a different direction. Even if they fought, it would be easier to handle than this.

      “She wasn’t you,” Nate said in a gentle voice. He took a step closer to Jenna. “And that’s all you need to know. That is why I am here. Because it doesn’t matter who I go on a date with. If it’s not you, I will never be happy.”

      Jenna shook her head, looking away, trying to snap out of this. Because Nate was saying everything she hadn’t realized she wanted to hear. He was making everything difficult. She didn’t know how she was going to go back home if he was being this person, this knight in shining armor who had somehow come to save her, even when she hadn’t realized herself she needed saving.

      “You can’t do this to me,” Jenna said again, her voice so thin it was barely a whisper.

      Nate didn’t say anything else. What else was there to say? And he didn’t expect her to say anything in return, either. He didn’t stand there, demanding for Jenna to tell him that she loved him in return. Instead, he closed the distance between them, his body pressed against hers, and he cupped her cheeks, tipping her head up so that he could look into her eyes. His eyes were drowning deep, his face so close, lips within kissing distance. As little as a sigh would press them together.

      “Not everything is an equation that needs to be solved,” he said in a voice that was deep, husky, and filled with sensuality.

      Jenna wanted to argue, but Nate kissed her. And, just like that, every thought left her mind and all that was left was her body against his, the way he touched her, and the way that no matter how hard she had fought to forget about him, fought to move forward with her life, she was home.

      The kissing turned urgent almost immediately. Jenna threw her arms around Nate’s neck and kissed him back, opening her mouth so that he could slip his tongue between her lips. She moaned softly as he tasted her, exploring her mouth. His arms were around his waist and he pulled her tightly against him, tight enough that she could feel his erection.

      He ground himself against her and she shuddered.

      Nate broke the kiss and looked at her with half a frown. “Where is your mom?”

      “She’s asleep,” Jenna said. “Some of the medication she has to take makes her exhausted.”

      “I don’t want us to bother her.”

      Jenna shook her head. “We won’t.”

      Nate only hesitated a second before he kissed her again. His hands ran up and down her back, slid onto her ass, squeezed her cheeks. Jenna ran her hands over his arms and shoulders, feeling the familiarity of his form, and yet, how new it was. He had changed in the time since she had seen him. He had grown up.

      And he had become even more attractive.

      As they kissed, Nate walked Jenna to her bedroom. She stumbled a few times, but his arms were there to catch her every time. As soon as they were in the bedroom, Jenna closed the door. Nate pushed her up against it, kissing her hard. She let out a soft moan.

      “We’re going to have to be very quiet,” Nate mumbled against her lips.

      “I’m sure we can figure something out,” Jenna gasped.

      Nate slid his hands onto her breasts, kneading them for a moment before he ran his hand down her stomach and pushed them under the hem of her blouse. He cupped her breast, running his thumbs over her erect nipples, feeling them through the material of her bra.

      “God, you feel so good,” Nate muttered.

      Jenna only answered with a needy groan. She wanted Nate, she wanted all of him.

      Nate pulled up her blouse and Jenna lifted her arms, helping him get rid of it. He tossed it aside and kissed a trail of fire down her neck, making his way onto her chest. He nipped her breast just above the bra and she let out a small yelp, but it was more pleasure than pain. Nate ran his tongue along the edge of the bra and Jenna broke out into goosebumps. While he paid attention to her chest, his arms reached around her back and she arched it away from the door. He unclasped her bra and she let it slide to the floor.

      As soon as she was topless, his hands moved up to her breasts and he rolled her nipples between his thumb and forefinger, looking her in the eyes as he did. It was incredible. Nate had always known how to use his hands, but he was in a different class now.

      For a moment, Jenna wondered how many times he had done this. But she shoved the thought away as quickly as it had come. She had slept with other men, too. None of that mattered.

      Instead, Jenna pulled Nate’s t-shirt over his head and glanced down at his body. His muscles were defined, proof of hard work, and every inch of him was as delicious as she remembered. When she looked up at him again, he chuckled, a glint of mischief in his eyes.

      “Do you like what you see?” he asked.

      Jenna blushed. Of course she did. She bit her bottom lip and nodded. Why was she so shy around a man that she had been with countless times before? But this was different. This was as if they were getting to know each other all over again. It was like coming together with someone she had known forever and finding someone new at the same time.

      Heat washed through Jenna’s body and pooled between her legs. She wanted Nate more than she could ever put into words.

      She ran her hands over his bare chest and unbuckled the belt of his jeans, undoing the button and zipper. She reached into his pants, wrapped her fingers around his hard dick, and he sucked his breath in through clenched teeth. 

      “Dammit, woman, you’re making it incredibly difficult to hold back,” he said. 

      “Who said I want you to hold back?” Jenna whispered. 

      Nate’s eyes darkened. He kissed her again, his body pressed against hers, her breasts pushing against his chest. 

      Nate spun her around and aimed for the three-quarter bed that she had had since she’d been a teenager. They collapsed onto the narrow bed in a tangle of limbs and Nate bucked his hips against Jenna, rubbing himself against her through their clothes. She opened her legs for him and he ran a finger up to her crotch. She shivered, the sensation incredible even through her own jeans. 

      Nate pulled her jeans off. He did it slowly, sensually, undressing her as if he were unwrapping a present. And his eyes roamed her body as he did, admiring her. When he looked at her again, Jenna blushed. 

      “You’re blushing,” Nate said with a grin, the kind of smile that had always driven Jenna crazy. 

      “You’re looking at me like you want to devour me.”

      “You’ve always known how to read me,” Nate said, and Jenna shivered. 

      He pulled the jeans off completely and spread her legs with his hands, diving between her legs. He licked a line from her entrance to her clit and Jenna cried out, turning her head into the pillow to muffle the sound. She bunched the sheets in her fists as Nate alternated sucking on her clit and flicking it with his tongue, sending pulses of fire through her body, making Jenna feel like she was coming undone at the seams. 

      She was getting closer and closer to an orgasm and she gasped and moaned as Nate carried on, relentless. 

      When he pushed two fingers into her while he licked and sucked her, it was more than Jenna could bear. He pumped his fingers in and out of her and it only took a moment or two before she fell apart, shattering into an orgasm that rocked through her body, shaking her to the core. 

      And he hadn’t been inside of her. 

      The moment she thought it, Nate crawled up, hovering over her body. He pressed himself against her entrance and Jenna shivered, holding her breath in anticipation. She hadn’t been with Nate in the longest time, but still, her body remembered.

      When Nate pushed into her, she let out a long groan and felt every delicious inch as he slid into her. When he was buried inside of her, Jenna looked up into his eyes and everything else fell away. All the years they had spent apart. This was the boy she had fallen in love with. The boy she had connected with. 

      This was the boy she would always be in love with, no matter what happened. 

      Nate started to move inside of her and Jenna’s eyes rolled shut. Nate slid in and out of her, rocking her body back and forth. His breath was hot on her skin as he rocked faster and faster, and Jenna wrapped her legs around his waist, moving with him. 

      It was pure bliss being with him again. 

      Nate moved faster and faster, bucking his hips harder and harder as he fucked her and Jenna had to really focus not to cry out in pleasure and wake Carol. Being with Nate felt right. It felt like what she should have done all along. 

      After a while of Nate rocking her world, he pulled out of her and her body protested. She wanted more. But she knew what he wanted, and when he rolled onto his back, she straddled him. This was how they had done it so many times, so long ago. This was how he liked to finish. And Jenna liked to be in control, too. She liked to be on top so that she could give him a view, so that she could look down at him and enjoy the way his face crumpled when he got closer and closer. 

      She started rocking her hips back and forth, feeling him slide out of her and back into her again, pushing deeper and deeper. She braced her hands on his chest and rocked her hips faster and faster. His hands were on her thighs, helping her move faster. His mouth was open, lips clenched in an animalistic snarl, but his brows were drawn together in a frown and his eyes were locked on hers. 

      He got closer and closer, she could hear it in the way he was breathing, the way he pushed her legs so that she moved even faster still. 

      And the friction on her clit while she rode him was pushing her closer to another orgasm. When she was so close she could barely hold herself up anymore, Nate released inside of her. His stomach contracted and he curled upward, breath forced out of his lungs with the intensity of the orgasm, and she could feel his hard dick pulse inside of her. It pushed her over the edge and she collapsed onto his chest, waves of pleasure washing over her as they orgasmed together. 

      It hadn’t happened very often in the past that they had orgasmed together, and it was incredible to feel so close to Nate again, to be so connected to him. 

      When the orgasms subsided, Jenna lay on Nate’s chest, completely satiated. He made a deep, rumbling sound in his stomach as he groaned in pleasure and lightly ran his fingers over her back. 

      “That was a hell of a lot better than I remember,” he said in a deep voice. “We’re getting better at this.” 

      Jenna smiled and nodded sleepily. She could fall asleep right there, with him still inside of her, his fingers tickling her back.
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      Nate

      Being with Jenna again was right. She should never have left. And Nate had known it after their scene together at his restaurant—albeit under the influence of a lot of alcohol, especially on her side. What had been between them was still there. He could feel it now, in the way that they moved together, the way that she lay on him, the way that everything was right with the world again. And she was so soft in his arms, so relaxed. He had missed this. God, he had missed her. 

      Her alarm started to buzz, an incessant beeping that yanked her out of the bliss that she had been wallowing in. It sent a chill through Nate’s body, too. He hadn’t expected it at that time of night—it was early evening. They had spent a long time together. But it had only felt like a moment.

      That was how it had always been between them. It was how Nate knew that they could spend an eternity together and it would feel like a snap.

      “Shit,” Jenna said and rolled off Nate. His skin was slick with sweat and, in her absence, he felt a chill in the room.

      “What?” Nate asked. “What is it?”

      “My mom needs her medication. I need to take it to her.”

      “Okay,” Nate said, putting one arm under his head. “You can take it to her, I’ll wait here.”

      Jenna shook her head. “No, you need to leave. If my mom finds you here…”

      “Babe, we are adults. I am pretty sure your mom knows what adults do, too. It’s not a big deal. I won’t come out of the room.”

      “Don’t call me that,” Jenna said, and her voice was cold. “You have to get out of here.”

      Nate sat up and frowned. “You’re kicking me out,” he said.

      “Don’t say it like that, it sounds bad.”

      “Isn’t it bad?” he asked.

      Jenna shook her head. “I can’t do this now. Why does everything have to be a complicated conversation?”

      Nate gasped in surprise. “Are you being serious?” he asked. “We sleep together, you kick me out, and then you call communicating a complicated conversation?”

      Jenna pulled up her shoulders and started looking for her clothes, pulling on her underwear, moving around the room frantically.

      “Come on, Jen,” Nate urged. “We have to talk about this.”

      “There is nothing to talk about,” Jenna said. “Seriously, I need you to go. We can’t do this again.”

      Nate climbed off the bed. “Do what? Sleep together? Or talk?”

      Jenna shook her head, glancing at Nate’s cock for a moment. He had gone soft, both since he had had his release and because her reaction was sucking the life right out of him. 

      “You’re doing it again,” Nate said.

      “What?” She pulled her blouse over her head and picked up her jeans from the floor where Nate had dumped them.

      “You’re leaving me.”

      Jenna shook her head. “I’m not, I’m asking you to leave.”

      “It’s the same thing,” Nate said. “You’re shutting me out. And you’re doing it without an explanation. What the hell did I do to you to deserve this?”

      Jenna paused, doing up the button and zipper on her jeans. “You didn’t do anything,” she said in a soft voice.

      “Then why are you being like this? Just let me stay. I will even sit in the living room like a gentleman and make small talk with your mother. You can’t just kick me out.”

      Jenna hesitated and, for a moment, Nate thought that he had gotten through to her. But then she shook her head.

      “I’m sorry, Nate. We can’t do this. I can’t be with you.”

      Nate’s ears started ringing. Saying that he needed to leave, saying that she couldn’t do this, was very different from her saying that she didn’t want to be with him. Or rather, couldn’t be with him.

      “You have to remember one thing,” Nate said tightly.

      “What?” Jenna asked, running a brush through her hair that had gotten tangled up with their sex. She wasn’t even looking at Nate now.

      “If I leave now, that’s it. I am not going to do this again, not a third time. I’m not going to let you screw me over like this and pretend that it doesn’t hurt me.”

      Jenna looked at Nate and winced. So there was a heart underneath her icy exterior. Why was she insisting on pushing him away?

      “Fine,” Jenna said, and Nate was shocked.

      “Fine?” he asked. “Is that what it is? Fine? I am about to walk out of your life for good and you think it’s fine?”

      Jenna turned her back on Nate and checked herself in the mirror. She didn’t say anything else. Nate only waited a moment longer before he walked to the bedroom door, pulled it open, and left. She wasn’t going to say anything else to him. And that told him everything he needed to know. She wasn’t interested in another relationship with him. She wasn’t interested in trying again. He had thought that they had something special, but clearly, she had just been back to…what? He didn’t even know what she had wanted from him. Because it wasn’t like Jenna to just look for sex. It wasn’t like her to use him like that.

      He just wished that he could figure out what the hell was going on. But if she wanted to be like that, she could go ahead and enjoy herself. She could live her life alone—Nate was done.

      He stomped through the house, realizing that this was going to be the last time he saw the inside of it. And along with the pang of sorrow that shot through his chest there was anger—anger that overrode any amount of sorrow he had felt.

      The anger was good. Anger, he understood. Anger, he could deal with. It was being heartbroken that Nate hated. He hadn’t known how to pick himself up and move on when Jenna had left the first time. Somehow, he had managed to fill the void with other women, people who distracted him from the emptiness inside of him.

      This time, Nate wasn’t sure how he would deal with it. But he knew for a fact that no matter what happened, Jenna wasn’t going to come back to him. Sure, she was back in town. But she had never really come back, not the way he had thought she had.

      And now, it truly was over. He should have accepted it six years ago. This time, he knew for a fact. This time, he would deal with it the way he was supposed to. The way he should have done the first time around.

      Nate climbed into his truck and slammed the door. He hammered his fists on the steering wheel, letting out a shout of rage. Dammit! He was so fucking furious. How could she do this to him?

      He threw the truck in reverse and floored it out of the drive, tearing down the road. He knew that he was being ridiculous, that he was allowing his anger to take over. But everything he had kept bottled up for years was bubbling out now. All the anger, all the resentments, all the sorrow that he hadn’t allowed himself to feel before when Jenna had left the first time. 

      He felt it all now, in full force.

      In a blind rage, Nate tore through town, hardly thinking about where he was going. He didn’t go to his apartment and he didn’t go to the restaurant. Those were places where he had been completely contained, where he had managed to keep it all bottled up. Those were the places where he had been able to carry on with his life, almost as if nothing had happened.

      This time, Nate was falling apart. It felt like he was being ripped limb from limb. And all of that over a silly woman who couldn’t make up her mind.

      God, they had been kids when they first dated. Sure, it had been a long time, and he had been madly in love with her. But they had been apart for six years. The same amount of time they had been together. He should have taken the time to mourn the relationship and move on.

      Instead, he had held out some tiny piece of hope that she would come back. And when she had, he believed it was for him.

      Now, Nate understood that he was wrong. Only when he was a couple of miles outside of town did he realize how far he had gone. He pulled the truck onto the shoulder of the road and jumped out, marching into the darkness beyond, feeling the long grass brush against his knees as he stormed ahead, not even knowing where he was going.

      So much anger raged inside of him that Nate barley knew what he was doing. 

      When he tripped over a rock, he fell to his knees. And he let out a scream, bellowing out his anger to the universe.
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      Jenna

      She had told him to leave. It was better that way. Because if she loved him again, if she allowed herself to get attached again, she was going to stay. And Jenna couldn’t do that. She couldn’t stay, she couldn’t allow her dreams to go up in smoke.

      It was the reason she had left Smithville in the first place. She had been terrified that she would become “small town,” and she wasn’t going to allow that. New York was a big city, it allowed her to dream big. She couldn’t stay in this little town and live a life that wasn’t worth remembering.

      Even though it hurt like hell to leave the place behind. To leave Nate behind. Telling him to go away had been the hardest thing Jenna had ever done. Even harder than leaving without saying goodbye.

      But what else could she have done? She couldn’t allow herself to fall back into the trap that was Smithville. She had to keep on track, she had to stay on the path she had created for herself. That was the right thing to do.

      This, too, would pass. Even though Jenna felt like she was falling apart.

      Jenna had a fitful night. She barely slept, and, when she did, her dreams were filled with Nate’s face. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get away from it. The only time it went away was when she sat up with a start in the darkness, blinking, wondering how the hell she was going to be able to escape these dreams, how long it would take her to forget this time.

      When she finally shuffled out of her room at sunrise, Carol was already in the kitchen.

      “You look like hell,” Carol said.

      “You’re up early,” Jenna answered, ignoring her mother’s comment. “I didn’t hear you pass by my room.”

      “Didn’t you sleep well?”

      Jenna shook her head.

      Carol nodded and reached into the cupboard to take out a second cup. She made Jenna coffee, adding in another spring of instant coffee so it was twice as strong as usual. Jenna was relieved.

      “I assume Nate didn’t stay the night.”

      Jenna frowned. “How do you know he was here?”

      Carol pulled up her shoulders. “I’m not in idiot, sweetheart. I might be sick, but I’m not blind or deaf.”

      She handed Jenna her cup of coffee and Jenna wrapped her fingers around the hot mug, ignoring the searing pain. Anything right now to numb the pain inside, Jenna thought.

      “When are you going to stop toying with that boy?” Carol asked.

      “I’m not toying with him,” Jenna said defensively.

      Carol raised her eyebrows at Jenna.

      “This isn’t any of your business, Mom,” Jenna snapped.

      Carol pulled up her shoulders and turned to the cupboard, taking out cereal and pouring herself a bowl. Jenna watched as her mom moved around the kitchen. Wasn’t she going to say anything else? But Carol continued to make breakfast without saying another word. And Jenna was glad. She had made her decision and she was going to stick to it. There was nothing to it.

      “When are you going back?” Carol asked after a while.

      “I don’t know yet,” Jenna said. “I spoke to Sabrina yesterday and she said they are still managing at the office. I can afford to stay another day or two. I just want to make sure you’re fine.”

      “There is nothing wrong with me,” Carol said. “So, I have to take a couple of pills. So, I get tired sometimes. So, I’m getting old. It’s about time I accept it, don’t you think?”

      Jenna raised her eyebrows, surprised at her mother’s speech. Carol had been fighting the idea of being sick and getting old tooth and nail from day one. It was Dr. Harris’s primary concern about her condition. He was worried that Carol wouldn’t take things slow. But now, she was acting like she understood what it was all about, all along.

      “This is a surprise, hearing it from you,” Jenna said.

      “If there’s anything I learned in the past couple of days with you coming home, it’s that I have to accept the inevitable.”

      Jenna rolled her eyes. “Don’t start with me, Mama.” 

      “I’m not starting with you,” Carol said. “Aren’t you the one that was so worried about me living in denial? You should be happy about what I’m telling you.”

      Jenna nodded. She understood what her mother was saying. And she was right, of course. Jenna had to be happy that Carol was accepting that she was sick. Maybe it would even mean that she would move into one of the units at the retirement village Dr. Harris had recommended. But Jenna wasn’t going to bring that up now. One step at a time. An admission was already a big deal.

      “Come,” Carol said. “I made you breakfast.”

      She put a bowl of cereal in front of Jenna. Jenna hadn’t realized that Carol had made two bowls. “Let’s eat together. In front of the television. Let’s watch a show.”

      Jenna nodded and carried her half empty coffee cup and her cereal to the living room where she and her mother sat down in front of the television.

      “What are we watching?” she asked.

      “Grey’s Anatomy,” Carol said. “I want to have a look at some hot doctors.”

      Jenna rolled her eyes and took a bite of the cereal her mother had made for her. She wasn’t really hungry, she had no appetite, but if she wanted to get through this, she had to take one step at a time. One bite at a time to keep herself healthy, one step at a time to keep moving forward. She had half expected a lecture from her mother about Nate. Her mother had always loved Nate and thought they were perfect together. Jenna was glad that her mother wasn’t saying anything.

      Carol switched on Grey’s Anatomy and started it from the beginning.

      “Why are we watching it from the start?” Jenna asked.

      “Because sometimes, it’s a good idea to know where you started, to look at the little things that you forgot about along the way.”

      Jenna narrowed her eyes at her mother. “Are you trying to give me some kind of life lesson?”

      Carol shook her head and batted innocent eyelashes at Jenna. “I’m just saying why I want to restart the series. Unless you have something on your mind and you can relate.”

      Jenna groaned. “God, Mama, stop the games. Just say what you want to say, spit it out so I can carry on with my life. These cryptic messages are driving me crazy. I already have enough to deal with without you making life harder.”

      “Fine,” Carol said. “What are you so damn afraid of? Why won’t you stay here? Why won’t you accept what you already know?”

      Jenna shook her head. “I don’t have to explain anything to you. I don’t have to justify myself.”

      “Oh yes, you do. Because you didn’t just ditch him, you know. You did to me, too.”

      “That’s not true,” Jenna said. She put down her coffee and her breakfast on the coffee table and crossed her arms over her chest. “I talk to you all the time. I fly you to New York. I do everything in my power to make sure that our relationship is a good one. I didn’t ditch you.” She made air quotes when she said the word ditch.

      “You’re refusing to come back home,” Carol said. “You don’t want anything to do with the life you had here, even though it was the only life you had. Why? What’s the problem?”

      “I can’t live here, Mama. I can’t be the person I was meant to be.”

      Carol narrowed her eyes. “And exactly who were you meant to be?”

      Jenna sawed her mouth open and closed. She didn’t know how to answer that question. If her mother had asked her “what” she was meant to be, she could say successful, a dreamer, a go-getter, ambitious, proud of what she had accomplished. But “who” was a different thing entirely.

      “It seems to me like you’re running around the world, searching so hard, but you’re forgetting what it is that you’re looking for.”

      Jenna shook her head, tears springing to her eyes. Dammit, she hadn’t wanted to cry in front of her mom.

      “I just want to be somebody who will be remembered,” Jenna finally said. Her voice had cracked and she whispered, every word catching in her throat.

      “You can’t be remembered if you don’t have anyone to remember you,” Carol said matter-of-factly. “The people who love you are the people who will honor your memory after you’re gone. Trust me, after I had my little spell, I have been thinking about this a lot.”

      “Really?” Jenna asked, surprised. She had thought her mom was only living in denial, that she didn’t for one moment think that something was wrong enough that she might die.

      “Of course. You think I’m stupid? I know everyone is making a fuss because it’s a big deal. But I can’t lie down. I can’t afford to roll over and die. I have to fight this thing, and if I tell myself that I’m healthy, eventually, I’ll believe it. Eventually, it will become true. But that doesn’t mean that it won’t be hard, and the only way I can get through it is by having the people that love me around me.”

      Jenna shook her head. “It’s not the same thing.”

      “Of course, it is,” Carol said. “Who is going to remember you in the big city? Your company? For selling great houses? That doesn’t sound like the kind of thing you want on your tombstone. Here lies Jenna Carey, a great realtor. Honey, you have to start believing that staying in a small town doesn’t mean you are a small person. You can still follow your dreams and still have the people that love you in your life. You don’t have to choose one or the other.”

      Jenna burst into tears. “I don’t know how to do this,” she said. “I’ve made so many mistakes, hurt so many people. I feel like coming back will mean that I have to face it, and what if they don’t want me anymore?”

      Carol tutted. “He was here, wasn’t he? He wants you back. And I have never stopped wanting you. This nightmare you have been living with is only in your own head. I think it’s time you wake up, sweetheart.”

      Carol picked up the television remote and pushed play, and Meredith Grey’s squeaky voice started narrating. This was it. The conversation was over. She had officially been dismissed.

      And somehow, it felt like a weight had fallen off her shoulders. What if her mother was right? What if this was where she belonged? What if she could turn around and come back, face the people she had left behind and still be happy?

      She had no idea what she would do if she moved back to Smithville. Her job in New York City wouldn’t be possible here. There just wasn’t a hell of a lot of real estate to sell in a place so small. But maybe she could figure that out. Maybe she could find a way to make a living. Maybe she could find a way to be alive again.

      Because by leaving everyone behind, she had left a part of herself behind, too. And maybe it was time to come back and find that peace again, to pick up where she left off and create a new path.

      Maybe it was time to come home.
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      Nate

      He was at home. Where else would he go? His whole world had been ripped apart—again—and the only thing there was to do when that happened was carry on. Put one foot in front of the other. Take one more breath. Until the pain wasn’t so acute anymore. Until he could figure out how to carry on again. 

      Hell, Nate had been through enough heartache in his life, right? And not even because of Jenna, either. He had lost his father, and that had been a terrible thing to get through. 

      Nate couldn’t remember his mother. He had lost her, too. But that was before he could remember. The pain he’d had to deal with was losing the man that had been by his side since he was a kid. The man who had taught him everything about life. And most things about love. 

      God, Nate wished his dad was around to talk to now. His dad had loved Jenna. He had always told Nate that if he found a woman he knew he couldn’t live without, then he had to make a plan never to live without her. “Marry that girl,” his dad used to say. “You don’t find love like that every day.” 

      Nate had thought about it often enough. He had wanted to ask Jenna to marry him. But they had been kids, and he’d thought he would wait a while longer. There hadn’t been any rush. 

      Now, he wondered what would have happened if he had done that. Would she have said yes and stayed? Or would she have shot him down just like she was doing now? Would it have hurt more because he’d actually tried? Or would it have been the same because he had felt it all for her. A ring wouldn’t have made a difference to how much he’d loved her. 

      “Dammit!” Nate shouted and punched the couch next to him. How the hell was he supposed to manage these emotions? How the hell was he supposed to deal with this pain? 

      He wished his dad was around. The old man had always told Nate what to do when he’d found the love of his life. He’d never given him advice on what to do when he’d lost it. Not even after Jenna left. Nate hadn’t wanted to talk about it. He hadn’t wanted to hear what his dad had to say about love and loss, because he had wanted to hold onto the idea that she might come back. 

      Nate should have asked. He should have spoken about it before it was too late, before his dad left him. 

      At least, with his dad leaving, it had been okay. He had been angry, but his dad had felt bad about getting sick. Nate had had a chance to say goodbye. 

      With Jenna, that hadn’t been the case. 

      Nate chuckled bitterly. He wouldn’t have the chance to say goodbye to her this time, either. Because this was it. He was done. And he had told her so. He wasn’t going to spend one more minute pining over a woman he had lost far longer ago than he had ever wanted to admit. 

      He would take his time mourning it, feel what he needed to feel, and then he would close that little box with all the emotions he had felt for her, and he would never look at it again. 

      That was the way to do this. 

      Nate picked up his phone and scrolled through his contacts list. He had so many girls’ numbers on his phone. He could call any one of them and they would come running. Most of them, anyway. But he was sure that even the scorned ones, like Amy and Janet, would come running if he told them that he needed them. 

      That was all they’d ever wanted. To be needed. Nate just hadn’t needed them. 

      And he still didn’t. What he needed was for Jenna to stop being a bitch. 

      Nate dropped his phone on the couch and stood, then walked to the fridge where he grabbed a beer. He popped open the top and took a long sip. Maybe if he drank enough for long enough, the feelings would go away. 

      But no, he had tried that, too. 

      His phone rang, and Nate walked to the couch again. 

      “Where are you?” Greg asked. 

      “At home.”

      “Why?” he asked. “The restaurant is bustling and it’s a hell of a lot more fun behind the bar. With me. We can stare at some hotties and maybe take them out later. Or home. You know, whatever tickles your fancy.” Greg laughed at his own joke. 

      “I don’t think I’m going to join you today,” Nate said. “I’ll swing by later to take care of business.” 

      “What? Since when do you pass up booze and women?” Greg asked. 

      “That’s not all I do,” Nate said. 

      “Pretty much is,” Greg said. And Nate realized he was right. 

      “I just don’t feel like it, today,” Nate said and hung up before Greg could tell him again how weird he was being. He had drowned himself in booze for a long time. He had buried himself under a pile of women. And, somehow, that hadn’t changed anything at all. 

      Instead, it had only postponed the pain. And that was ridiculous, if he thought about it. 

      What Nate really needed was to get out of the house. He needed to go somewhere, clear his mind, spend some time on the road. Maybe hole up somewhere for a couple of days until he could come back to town and walk around without seeing her face everywhere. 

      Yeah, that was what he needed. Nate walked to his closet and threw a few things in a bag, a change of clothes for a day or two, a phone charger, and a jacket in case it got cold. He grabbed a book that he’d been meaning to read and hadn’t gotten around to. 

      He was going to drop off the face of the Earth for a while. Not for too long, the restaurant needed him. But Greg could figure it out for a while. Nate’s restaurant team knew how things worked well enough that Nate could trust them to do a good job of it while he was away. 

      He walked down the stairs and out to his truck, throwing his bag into the passenger seat. 

      When he sat behind the wheel, he took one last deep breath before he started the engine. He plugged his phone into the phone holder so that he could see his maps at a glance and put the truck into gear. 

      Nate’s foot was already on the gas and he was ready to pull off when she appeared on the road in front of him. Jenna. With her blonde hair like sunshine and her eyes a color he hadn’t seen in a long, long time. The color the sky turned just before a storm. 

      He frowned and switched off the truck. 

      “You’re leaving?” she asked. 

      “You should know what that’s like,” Nate bit out. 

      “Where are you going?”

      “What do you care?” He was being a dick, but he was angry. What was she doing here? 

      Jenna looked worried; she wore that expression she used to have when she was trying to find the right words and didn’t know how. She’d looked that way before she’d first told him she loved him. 

      Nate knew he should just get back into the truck and go. It was trouble, talking to her. It was only going to make matters worse. But he couldn’t just leave her behind. She might have been able to do it, but he couldn’t. He knew what he felt for her. 

      Even if she was adamant on not feeling the same. 

      Dammit. 

      “What do you want?” he finally asked. 

      “I just want to talk to you.”

      Nate shook his head. “I don’t have anything to say to you.” 

      “I’m not asking you to say anything. Just listen.” 

      God, it sounded exactly the same as that night she had come back to the restaurant after it had closed, and she had been so hellbent on making her point, she had been cute in her drunken state. How could he resist her? How was he ever going to get over her?

      “What is it?” Nate said. The last time, she had insisted that she could do whatever the hell she wanted. “If you’re here to tell me you are allowed to leave, you don’t need to remind me. Just leave.” 

      Jenna shook her head. “I’m not here to tell you I’m leaving.” Her voice was thin. “I’m here to tell you I was wrong.” 

      Nate blinked. “What?” he asked. “Did I hear you right?” A woman never confessed to being wrong. 

      Jenna nodded. “I shouldn’t have left without saying goodbye. In fact, I shouldn’t have left at all.” 

      Nate frowned. What the hell was he supposed to make of that? What was he supposed to say? Feel? Do?

      “Was it me?” he blurted out, unable to stop the words. It was the question that had been haunting him for the longest time. The one question he hadn’t been willing to put into enough words, not even into a thought. “Am I the reason you left?” 

      “God, no,” Jenna said, and her face crumpled. She looked like she was going to cry. Please don’t cry, Nate willed. If she cried, it would be over. He wouldn’t be able to stand strong. He wouldn’t be able to tell her off if she was only there to break his heart again. “I was the reason I left.” 

      Nate shook his head. He had no idea what she was saying. 

      “You’re the reason I’m staying,” she added. 

      Nate blinked at her. “What?” he asked, terrified that he hadn’t heard her right. 

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought I couldn’t be who I wanted to be if I stayed.”

      “I never wanted anyone else than who you were.” 

      Jenna nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “I know that. I wanted someone else, though. I just didn’t know how to be who I wanted to be and still be here. But living in the city…it’s not going to give me what I want.”

      “What do you want?” Nate asked. 

      Jenna walked around the truck to the driver’s side where Nate stood, gripping the door tightly. He was worried that if he didn’t, he was going to fall over. Or something. 

      “You,” Jenna said. 

      She was so damn close now. Close enough to touch. Close enough to kiss. 

      “How do I know you’re not going to leave again?” Nate asked. 

      Jenna shook her head. “I’m not. I know it’s not enough of a promise, after I already ran away once.” 

      “Without saying goodbye,” Nate added. 

      “Yeah,” Jenna said and looked down. She felt guilty. He loved being able to read her like a book. “But I’ve been running on empty for six years. And I didn’t realize it’s because I didn’t have you. So, I’m here. Now. And I’m staying. Because I love you, too.” 

      That was it. Nate couldn’t take it anymore. Jenna was here, right in front of him, saying the one thing he’d thought he would never hear out of her mouth again. 

      He grabbed her by the cheeks and kissed her. He kissed her hard. She held onto him, and he poured everything into that kiss. The pain of when she’d left. The sorrow of losing her again, now. The love he felt for her. 

      When he finally let go of her, she was out of breath. 

      “What now?” he asked. 

      Jenna shook her head. “Honestly? I have no idea. I didn’t think I’d get this far.”

      Nate laughed and pulled her against him in a hug. She wrapped her arms around his waist and, finally, after years of feeling like he was walking through the desert, wandering around with a void inside of him, half of him missing, he was whole again.
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      Jenna

      Jenna blew a strand of hair out of her face and pushed the box into the corner of the living room, throwing her weight into it. 

      “Where do you want this one?” Nate asked. 

      “You can take that to the spare room,” she said. 

      She looked around the living room. It looked different, so empty. After she had grown up in that house, having the furniture she’d known all her life gone was a strange sensation. 

      But it was the right thing to do. A clean slate, a new start. 

      Right back where she’d started. 

      “Have you spoken to your mom?” Nate asked, coming out of the spare room where he’d piled a stack of files for storage. He walked to Jenna and kissed her. 

      “Yeah,” Jenna said. “She’s complaining about the food.”

      “Isn’t she allowed to cook her own in her unit?” he asked. 

      Jenna laughed. “Yeah, but then she’ll have nothing to complain about. The place is great, and I think she secretly loves it there. She just doesn’t want to admit that Dr. Harris was right.” 

      Nate laughed and shook his head. “That sounds just like Carol. You have a stubborn streak, too, you know.” 

      “I do not,” Jenna argued playfully. But Nate was right. How long had it taken Jenna to come home, just because she hadn’t been willing to admit that she missed the place?

      “What are you going to do with the place?” Nate asked, looking around. “It’s weird, so empty.” 

      Jenna nodded. “Yeah, it’s weird. I don’t know yet. Right now, I’m going to deal with camping chairs and a television on the floor. Until I can figure out what furniture I want. Something that’s really me. You know?” 

      Nate nodded. Since Jenna had decided to move back, she had taken a moment before making any decisions to really think about what she wanted. To really decide who and what she wanted to be. It wasn’t exactly a case of discovering herself, but it was a good place to start. She had to get used to the fact that, even though she had come back home to a small town that felt like it stood still in time, she could still move forward. 

      Since her mother had confessed that she knew she was sick, Jenna had managed to convince her to go to the retirement village Dr. Harris had suggested. Carol had been apprehensive—she had lived in the house Jenna had grown up in her whole life. It had belonged to Carol’s mother before. But she had relented, and they had gone to see the village. Dr. Harris himself had taken them on a private tour. 

      She had liked it enough that she moved in a month later. A unit of her own, with her own furniture. There was medical assistance on site and a dining hall so that Carol didn’t have to cook. She had people who monitored her and a place to be without having to worry about being too far from home. 

      And Jenna had moved into the old house. Because it was where she had grown up, and it was where her mother had grown up. And maybe, if she had kids one day, they would grow up there, too, and take it over. 

      Someone knocked on the door, and Naomi walked in without waiting to be invited in. 

      “Oh, wow,” she said, looking around. “This is weird.” 

      “It is,” Jenna agreed. “It makes me all emotional.” 

      “Don’t worry about it, we’ll have this place looking homey in no time. While we have the chance, we should use the open space instead.” 

      “For what?” Jenna asked. 

      Naomi’s eyes twinkled. 

      “Oh no,” Jenna said. “If you want a party, the Twisted Cow is just down the road.”

      Naomi laughed. “Come on, just one party for old times’ sake.” 

      Jenna shook her head, playfully shoving her friend. 

      “We have to go furniture shopping this weekend,” Naomi said. “Together, a girl’s day. It will be fun.” 

      Jenna smiled and nodded. She could figure out who she was with her best friend at her side. That was what this was all about. 

      The hardest part about coming home had been going back to New York. Jenna had flown back two days after she had made up with Nate. She had a job there, an apartment, a lot of ends to tie up. It had been harder to let go of that life than she thought it would be. 

      She had created a life there, she had made friends, she had built a home. Even though it hadn’t been the life she left behind, the life she realized she’d missed so much. 

      When she quit her job, Sabrina was visibly upset. And when she moved out of her apartment, selling all her furniture again was painful in a way she hadn’t expected. 

      It was hard to have lives in two different places. 

      But she was happy where she was now. 

      “Let’s go get coffee,” Naomi said. “My treat.”

      “Let’s go,” Jenna said to Nate, but he shook his head and glanced at his phone. 

      “I have things to take care of at the restaurant,” he said. 

      Jenna turned to him and kissed him. “Okay, I’ll see you later then. Date night.” 

      “Right,” he said and smiled, glancing at Naomi. 

      Jenna and Naomi left the house and drove to the café around the corner. They sat down and ordered coffees. 

      “I can’t believe you’re back,” Naomi said while they waited for the coffee. “I can’t believe you’re with Nate again. So much is changing all the time, it’s crazy.” 

      “And here I thought this place didn’t change at all,” Jenna laughed. 

      Naomi nodded. “It seems that way, but I think that’s what I like about it. You always know what you have, you know?”

      The coffee arrived. Jenna stirred milk into hers, no sugar. Naomi poured both into her cup. 

      “So, do you think you and Nate will live together at some point?” she asked. 

      Jenna nodded. “Yeah, I think so. Not now, though. We’re taking it slow. But eventually.”

      “Yeah. Slow,” Naomi said and rolled her eyes. “I don’t know why you bother. You two are perfect, and you’ve been together for so long, too.” 

      “We have a lot of time to make up for,” Jenna said. “And there isn’t any rush.” 

      Naomi nodded. 

      “What are you going to do about work?” she asked, holding her cup and sipping between sentences. “What do you think you’ll want to do?”

      “I don’t know that, either,” Jenna said and looked toward the window. “I feel a little lost, actually. I mean, I’m home, and I know the town and the people, but I have no idea who I am now, and what I want. Nate offered me a job at the restaurant, but I feel like that’s very dead end.” 

      Naomi shook her head. “It doesn’t have to be. You can do that while you think about where you’re headed. And give me discounts while you’re at it because Nate is stingy and never does.” 

      Jenna laughed. “Yeah, we’re definitely doing this for your sake, not mine.” 

      Naomi shrugged. 

      They finished their coffee, making small talk, laughing, and catching up. And Jenna was glad that she had come home. She had missed her friend. And, strangely, without even knowing it, she had missed this little town and all its weird people and quirks. How had she hated it so much when she was younger?

      “Are you ready to go?” Jenna asked. 

      Naomi shook her head. “Not yet.” 

      “Do you want to order something else?” 

      “No,” Naomi said. “I just want to spend more time with you.”

      Jenna laughed. “I’m here, Naomi. I’m not going anywhere. We can spend the rest of our lives drinking coffee and gossiping.” 

      “Yeah,” Naomi said. But she stalled when Jenna tried to get the bill and she took a long time working out how much she was going to pay. She went to the bathroom first before they could go, and she looked forever for the car keys in her handbag. 

      Eventually, by the time they were on the road, the sun was setting. 

      When they turned into Jenna’s street, a thumping sound filled the air. 

      “Someone’s having a party,” Jenna said. 

      Naomi nodded and pulled into the driveway. Lights flashed in the windows and the thumping sound was coming from inside. 

      “What’s going on here?” Jenna asked. 

      “It’s you,” Naomi said. “You’re having a party.” 

      Jenna shook her head. “I said no parties,” Jenna complained. 

      “You’ll like this one,” Naomi said and dragged Jenna inside. 

      As soon as she was inside the door, Jenna realized what was going on. A “Welcome Home” banner had been stretched across the living room wall, and housewarming gifts had been stacked in a corner. Greg was playing barman behind a foldup table. And everyone else in the room was someone from town, someone that Jenna knew. 

      Someone that was glad to have her home. 

      Nate came to Jenna, squeezed her tightly, and kissed her. 

      “You’re home,” he said. 

      Jenna looked around at all the happy faces, at the house that was now hers. At the life she was creating for herself from scratch. And happiness welled up inside of her. She had her friends, her family. She had Nate. 

      “I am,” she said. “I really am.”
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        Falling for my Fling

      

      

      On prom night two months ago, I had everything ready: condoms, check. Lube, check. Sexy lingerie under my dress, check. After four months of working up my nerve, I was going to finally shed my virginity. The problem? My date dumped me for someone else.

      

      I’m not going to Stanford a virgin. It’s bad enough that my body draws the wrong kind of guys, every time. If I can just tackle this last hurdle, maybe I’ll put off that confident vibe I see other girls wearing and those creepy guys will stop tormenting me. I can stop thinking about it and focus on school.

      

      I vow this summer I’ll be different. I’ll be that daring girl that has a summer fling without a care in the world. I’ll find some hot, outdoorsy guy who can show me what I’ve been missing. And when summer ends, I’ll blow him a kiss and walk into my big, bright future with my heart intact.

      

      But when my sexy bad boy target, Caleb Morgan, gives me a night I’ll never forget, and comes back for more, by the time summer ends I realize I’m in deep yogurt, because yep, I broke my own rule.

      

      How can I say goodbye when he asks me to stay?

      

      If you like the heat of Lauren Blakely and the heart of Jamie McGuire, you will love Dakota Davies’ hot new series.
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      Slowly, I sink deeper into the scorching hot water. Prickles of painful heat creep up my thighs. I resist saying it’s too hot for me because I’m determined to be a risk taker this summer. Maybe by starting with small steps like igniting my skin in a hot spring tub I can work up to the big one: ditching my virginity.

      Across from me, my new friend Annika is already belly deep in the water. “You are such a wimp,” she says with a giggle.

      I grimace at her through the soft twilight. “Not fair. You grew up doing stuff like this. They don’t exactly have geothermal activity in downtown Berkley.”

      “You get used to it.” She settles deeper into the metal tub on the wide gravel bar alongside Penny Creek. Thirty feet away from where we’re soaking, the roaring, frigid river rushes over pale cobbles. The round tub or “teacup” as Annika calls it was supposedly built by her dad when he started the family’s raft guiding business decades ago.

      I sink to my waist, gasping as the hot needles burn my bare belly. Initially, I turned down her invitation to soak because I imagined a bunch of naked strangers staring at me, or rather my chest. But she was quick to assure me the teacup only fit four people, and nobody goes in naked anymore. “The hippies that settled this place all grew up,” she told me.

      The water creeps to the bottom edge of my bikini top. My boyfriend’s—no, scratch that—ex-boyfriend’s mom once told me “girls like me” shouldn’t wear a bikini. That it “did things” to boys.

      As if I don’t already know that.

      Case in point—Hans Frey, the lanky blond tennis instructor at Camp Osprey who mutters “nice tits” every time I pass, practically drooling.

      “So, your first week working at Camp Osprey,” Annika raises an eyebrow, “impressions?”

      “I love the kids,” I say to banish Hans’ hungry gaze from my mind as the water burns over my painfully erect nipples. “Their little minds are like sponges,” I add, clenching my teeth at the searing heat.

      “You’re so patient with them,” Annika is looking up at the sky where stars are poking out of the dusk. “I totally lost my shit with Frankie today.”

      “Well, she was being a little turd. A temper tantrum? For not getting a second cookie? She’s ten.”

      Annika laughs softly. I’ve only known her a week, but it feels like longer after being her wingman at the nature camp for kids with learning challenges, one I applied to last minute when my original plans for the summer imploded. Even though I’ve never been to central Idaho, slept in a rickety cabin, or peed in an outhouse.

      I’m all about the new experiences this summer. That and getting as far away from Berkley as possible.

      “Any news about your car?” Annika asks.

      My used Volvo, which my parents helped me buy last year, limped the last fifty miles to camp after its twelve-hour journey from California, leaving a trail of white smoke from the tailpipe.

      “Yep. Blown head gasket.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “That sucks. What are you going to do?”

      “I’m not sure yet.” I have my bike, and if Annika keeps offering me rides, I can put any big decision off a little longer. “A new engine costs three grand. I’m not sure it’s worth it.”

      “Three grand?” Annika cringes. “Let me ask around, okay? I’m sure I get it done for you for way less than that.”

      “Really?” I practically squeal. “That would be awesome.”

      The murmur of voices approaching rises above the river’s rushing current.

      “Looks like we’ll have company,” Annika sighs as two guys dressed in t-shirts and board shorts step down from the road above and scramble down the bank. One of them is carrying a six pack of beer.

      Quickly, I slip into the water to hide my balloons. The sudden rush of heat explodes in my face and I bite my lip to keep from gasping.

      “They give you a break from diaper duty?” one of them calls out to Annika as they remove their flip flops and tug off their shirts.

      “Screw you,” Annika groans. She turns to me. “My brother and his charming sidekick,” she says in a low tone, rolling her eyes.

      The guys step barefoot down the slope to the gravel bar. When her brother gets to the side of the tub our eyes finally meet. My heart hiccups. He’s handsome in that devilish way which makes my already heated blood sizzle, with a sculpted chest and strong, defined arms.

      It’s as if he knows I’ve just checked him out because he gives me a little wink, then in one smooth motion, he puts two hands on the wooden platform surrounding the edge of the teacup and vaults over the edge. His plunge into the tub creates a small tsunami that pulses up to my chin then crashes onto the rocks below.

      Gulp.

      “Lori, this is Caleb, my brother,” Annika nods at Mr. Hot Stuff, then turns to the other guy, who is just as cut, with straight red hair compared to Caleb’s sandy-blond, half-wild curls. “This is Grady.”

      Grady hops up backwards to the tub’s edge then, swings around. “Ladies,” he says with a nod before dunking up to his neck.

      Caleb leans back and releases a satisfied groan that sends a jolt through my core. I try not to stare at his chiseled jaw and mischievous blue eyes. Am I panting?

      “Rough day on the water?” Annika asks them. From our many conversations over the past week, I’ve learned that most of her family members work as raft guides during the summer months.

      Grady leans out and grabs one of the beers from the six pack he brought, then offers it to me and Annika. I shake my head—I’m only eighteen. Even though I’ve vowed to be that reckless girl who says yes to everything, I’m not ready to break all the rules just yet, especially one that could get me fired, or worse, cause me to lose my scholarship to Stanford.

      Annika declines too, but I get the feeling she’s being cautious for my benefit. With an older brother, I’m sure she’s imbibed before.

      Grady shrugs and cracks the lid. “You wanna tell it? Or should I?” he says to Caleb.

      Caleb grins, making his blue eyes flash. “Teddy flipped a boat.”

      Annika gasps. “No!”

      Both guys chuckle, then Caleb must catch the look of confusion I’m wearing because he says, “The river’s really high right now, so there’s lots of water running. Normally, we wouldn’t let a rookie guide have his own boat this early in the season, but we were short today, so…” He pauses to sip from his beer.

      “There’s a giant hole river center,” Grady explains as he rests his arm on the wooden lip of the tub. “It’s after Split Rock rapids. The current pushes right into it, so you have to backstroke hard.”

      “He didn’t make it,” Annika interrupts, her eyes narrowing.

      Grady chuckles. “I was ahead, but I happened to look back in time to see the front of his boat shoot straight up.” His palm leaps skyward.

      “Everyone was okay, right?” Annika asks.

      “Yeah,” Caleb says with a shrug. “In fact, they gave him a fat tip, the prick. I was the one who rescued his swimmers.”

      “At least it was hot today.” My face is practically glowing with the heat from the water, which feels hotter now. I’m hoping they get out first because I’m not about to show myself.

      Caleb tips his beer can at me. “That’s what saved us. If it had been one of those windy, cool days like we had last week, forget it.”

      “We can’t afford any bad reviews,” Annika says, suddenly serious.

      “Relax,” Caleb says with a subtle roll of his eyes, though his shoulders don’t look relaxed.

      He breaks the tension by turning his blue eyes to me. “Where you from, Lori?”

      “Uh, Berkley,” I chastise my tongue for the stutter. Be bold. Be adventurous.

      “That’s a long way from home,” he says, his eyes twinkling. “Why trek all the way to Penny Creek? Surely you could be doing something much more exciting.”

      I ignore what this does to my stomach. I’m not about to spill my sordid story here—now … or ever. “I wanted an adventure.”

      His eyebrows arch, like I’ve just given him some kind of invitation.

      Gulp.

      “And I like teaching these kinds of kids.” This is a bit of a lie—I came here with no experience besides growing up with my half-brothers and sailing for most of my life, but I’ve since found I enjoy the challenge of teaching kids with learning disabilities. Especially a skill like sailing.

      He nods. “Better you than me.” He knocks back the last of his beer. “Thank God we don’t take kids under the age of eight. Too fussy.”

      I silently vow to not be anyone Caleb Morgan would deem “fussy.”

      “We’re running Rogue Canyon tomorrow,” Caleb adds. “Me, Grady, and Jules. We could use two more. It’s running at twelve thousand CFS. It’s perfect. You guys want to join us?”

      Tomorrow is my one day off between camp sessions, my only day to do laundry, read, and take a shower I don’t have to rush through.

      But I’m the “yes” girl this summer. “Sounds like an adventure.”

      “That’s pretty much a guarantee.” Grady crosses his arms.

      Annika’s face tightens like she’s anxious. A silent look passes between her and Caleb.

      “He wouldn’t want Rogue Canyon to be off limits just because of what happened,” Caleb says to her.

      “You’re right.” Annika’s face says something different.

      I try to read between the lines, but Annika gives me a look which says, Are you in?

      I shrug my answer.

      Annika points a finger at her brother. “No flipping us this time.”

      The boys give us both a smug look. “That was a total accident.”

      “Oh sure, it had nothing to do with seeing that chick you invited in a wet t-shirt.”

      Caleb shrugs and a sly grin takes over his face. “She loved it.”

      Annika gives a huff. “I’ll bet.”

      She glances at me. “Rogue is a little...” She forces down a tight swallow. “Wild.”

      I hide my grimace by chewing on my lip. Hopefully this adventure doesn’t require any special rafting skill because I have none. But I can fake it with the best of them.

      I risk a glance at Caleb. His gaze is asking me: Do you like it wild?

      “Who-ee I’m hot,” Annika says. “Ready for a jump in the river?” she asks me.

      My already red face explodes. “What?” I choke out.

      Annika frowns, like I’m slow or something. “It’s the best part. You get all hot and then you jump in the cold river to cool off.”

      “Oh,” I say as I realize that I’m about to get out of the tub in front of the guys, that they’ll see me.

      Annika rises from the tub and swings her legs over the side, using a big cobble resting against the side to climb down to the gravel bar.

      The hot flush in my cheeks rises to my hair follicles. “You guys going in?” I ask hopefully. Don’t be a freak.

      “I’m not quite hot enough yet,” Caleb raises his eyebrow.

      I look away and try to gather my courage.

      “Go ahead. You’ll love it, Adventure Girl,” Caleb says with a lift of his chiseled jaw.

      “Okay,” I say with a heartiness I don’t feel, then quickly stand and flip my legs over the edge of the tub then drop over the side. My feet land painfully between two large cobbles, but I bite back my cry. Thankfully, the boys don’t make any rude comment.

      Ahead of me, Annika is hurrying across the gravel bar, her arms extended for balance. Then she wades into the creek and suddenly disappears into a deep eddy pool. She comes up shrieking. I follow, wincing as my slippery feet slide into the grooves between the rocks, then plunge in.

      The frigid cold makes me gasp, but Caleb was right—I do love it. I glance over my shoulder at the metal tub where he’s watching me from the edge with a hunger in his eyes, like he can read all my secrets.

      If only he wasn’t my new bestie’s older brother, because Caleb Morgan would make a perfect first-time fling.
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      “All forward!” I call from the bow of the raft as I sweep us into the current with my paddle. The roar of the river intensifies as we enter the ribbon of white-green water and pick up speed.

      My ragtag crew digs in, stroking forward on either side of the raft, Grady and Annika on the right pontoon, long-time raft guide, Jules, and the new girl, Lori, on the left. We put her behind Jules so she can follow her lead, and it’s a good thing because it’s obvious she’s never paddled a day in her life.

      She’s also the only one without a wetsuit top. I scolded Annika for this—she should have known better, but Annika said her spare didn’t fit Lori. This sounds like bullshit because as far as I can tell, Lori’s no bigger than my sister. Our outfitting shop is too far away from the put in for Rogue Canyon, so Lori will just have to shiver a little. I vow to keep an eye on her. People can still get hypothermia, even in the summer.

      Lori’s spirited “sounds like an adventure” from last night keeps looping through my brain. But as Annika’s friend, I need to cool my jets. However, my cock didn’t get that memo because I’ve been sporting a semi since I saw her this morning in short shorts, her eager eyes bright. She even looks cute in a life jacket.

      I still can’t figure out why she bolted out of the teacup last night, as if in a hurry to get away from me. It doesn’t make sense because, damn. Those lean legs and the way her long, honey-brown hair whipped around her slender shoulders stirred me right the fuck awake.

      Maybe she’s just shy. I release a groan, but thankfully, nobody hears it over the sound of the river.

      Spray from the wave train hits my face and arms, but it’s too chilly at this late hour to be refreshing. Instead, it only heightens my awareness, that sense of being truly alive. A shiver of excitement pricks my skin into goose flesh. It’s the first time we’ve been in Rogue Canyon since what happened last spring—thirteen months ago.

      My oldest brother, Pete, looked at me like I was crazy when I told him I was running this today. Last night in the teacup, I saw Annika debating too. In the end I knew she’d come. That’s one thing about my little sis. She never backs down from a challenge.

      The wave train dumps us into a wide, shallow section that even at this flooding water level is riddled with a minefield of boulders. The raft jostles beneath us as we bump over them. The splashy water popping up from the current mists our legs and arms.

      “All forward!” I call as we round a wide bend and enter the wave train that will dump us into our first rapid: Sourdough Creek, a Class III that ends with a giant wave. I grin. Everyone’s about to get wet.

      Grady gives me a brilliant smile before stroking forward with the crew. The mineral smells of the water roaring all around me hit my senses. I practically chew on it, relishing the way it connects me to this place. Though now, since the accident, it’s almost too much.

      I lean back hard on my paddle to steer us around a giant hole in the center of the river, then swing us left to rejoin the main current.

      “Hard forward, hard forward!” I call out, needing a burst of speed to avoid the next obstacle, a sleeper rock barely visible at this water level. If we hit it, we’ll grind to a stop and the current will spin us, and I’m not about to send us backwards into the drop.

      The crew reaches and pulls through the current, and we scrape by the giant pillow of water rushing over the hidden rock. I straighten us out and we drop into the rolling wave train, each wave bigger than the last, until the final wave. The bow tips down into the trough. My stomach bottoms out while a burst of elation rushes through me. Above the bow, the final wave looms like a giant green tongue.

      Someone screams as—crash!—the wave explodes over the bow. My crew momentarily disappears in the mess of white water as the boat punches through it. I draw hard with my paddle to make sure the wave doesn’t flip us, and then I’m shaking my wet head like a dog and belting a feral cry into the evening air.

      Annika glances back at me. She’s soaked but from the way her eyes are glinting, she’s thrilled.

      “You okay?” I ask Lori.

      She looks back at me with water dripping down her face and her arms peppered with goose flesh. Then she smiles. It’s a tentative, shy kind of smile, and fuck if it doesn’t make my engine purr.

      “High five everyone,” I call out.

      Obediently, my crew raises their paddles. We tap blades in a salute above our heads, then it’s time to paddle again because this is the part of the river that gets exciting.

      We pass through a short, splashy rapid, then round another bend. The next two rapids are bigger, the last one with a giant house-sized rock smack dab in the middle of a powerful wave train. If we hit Rogue Rock, the current will pin the boat against it, and we’ll all be swimming. If we pass by too close, the hole on the other side will suck us into a dangerous hydraulic.

      “Left side, three strokes!” I call out, executing a firm sweep of my paddle to keep us away from the bank that’s undercut by the swift current. Jules and Lori stroke, their arm muscles straining, and we squeak by the edge.

      “Strainer!” Grady calls in alarm.

      I spot the giant logjam piled up middle-right. Adrenaline floods my muscles as I stand to get a better look at the pattern of water, searching for a way around it. Fuck, it’s going to be tight.

      “Back paddle, back paddle!” I bark the order as I sit back down and tuck my toes beneath the pontoon to anchor me while all four paddles jump to action.

      I strain against the current to steer us to river left. “Okay, hard left!” I call out.

      As if he can read my mind, Grady jumps to the left side and digs in behind Lori. She startles and when she glances back, I see fear in her eyes.

      I move to the right corner of the stern and Annika leans out, both of us counterbalancing Grady’s weight. It’s risky but the alternative is the boat getting sucked under the logjam.

      The river roars in my ears, blocking out my heaving breaths. If I lose a boat, or fuck … if anyone here gets hurt … not only will my brothers kill me, I’ll probably never get to drive a boat again.

      “Hard left!” I call out again because we’re too close. The current is too strong. I should have scouted the river this morning. But we haven’t had a strainer on this stretch in years. It must have been that big windstorm we had back in February. It probably blew down these big trees, sent them downstream until they piled up here, resisting the twelve thousand cubic feet of water slamming into it every second.

      The left side crew is pulling with all their might while I’m cranking hard against the current to steer us to safety. Stray branches from the downed trees brush against the bow. I sweep my rudder. Annika drops to the floor to avoid getting speared by a stray branch.

      “Dig!” I cry to my crew.

      The raft lurches forward as a surge of current lifts us. We scrape past the downed logs but the danger’s not over yet as there’s a powerful sucker hole waiting on the other side.

      “All forward!” I order, sliding to the center of the stern.

      Grady jumps back to the right and all four of my crew slams their paddles into the water.

      The raft tips dangerously to the right but our speed carries us, and we sneak by the turbulent, frothy-green hole.

      “Fuck that was close,” Grady mutters, eyeing me.

      I huff a relieved breath. “Yeah,” I say. “Do you think we should scout the rest?”

      He frowns. “Where? There’s no place to pull out.”

      He’s right—there are a few gravel bars where we could rest, but the canyon narrows here so we can’t hike ahead to scout for more surprises. We’re committed.

      Annika turns back. “Maybe that one trapped all the wood coming down.”

      I nod, hoping it’s true. “Everyone good?” I ask.

      Lori hasn’t looked at me yet, so call her name.

      She nods—still not looking at me. Is she scared? Fuck. I hope I haven’t frightened her off of river running for life.

      The next rapid goes smoothly, though we do get another dousing. A niggling worry is growing in my chest. I’ve been a raft guide for four years, starting when I was sixteen, so I know the warning signs of when a client’s fun tickets start to run out. It doesn’t happen often, thank goodness, but sometimes people get panicked.

      Just don’t cry, I beg Lori silently. I get all tongue-tied when girls cry.

      The final rapid takes all of our power, and every ounce of my focus. I call out orders like a drill sergeant and heave and draw on my paddle. Wave upon wave crashes over us, hitting my crew full-on in the face and filling the boat. The final wave slaps my visor off my head and leaves me gasping for air.

      Grady belts a rumbling war cry. Jules and Annika join in as I angle us toward the take-out, a broad gravel bar of smooth gray cobbles. The bow glides over them, and Grady hops out to hold us steady while the others exit the boat. I watch Lori but Annika and Jules close in on her.

      Grady and I pull the boat further onto the rocky beach.

      “That w-was awesome,” a voice says as I drop the boat and lift the cooler from the center.

      I spin to see Lori watching me, lips blue, her skin turned to goose flesh.

      “Glad you enjoyed it,” I say as a warm glow heats my insides. There’s a little bit of hero worship which comes with this job sometimes. I’m not going to deny I don’t enjoy it. It’s a nice change of pace from my usual role as the Morgan family fuckup. At least boating and customer satisfaction I can do well.

      But I’m worried. Lori’s not just shivering, she’s convulsing.

      “Did you bring any extra clothes?” I ask, setting down the cooler so the rest of the crew can help themselves. Grady has brought out the dry bag containing whatever each of us packed to wear after the run, and the group stands on the sunbaked cobbles trading their life jackets and wetsuit tops for warm layers and jackets.

      She watches everyone change with obvious envy. “Um, I b-b-brought a t-shirt,” she says.

      “Here, take this,” I say, and offer her my fleece coat.

      “No, I’ll be f-f-fine,” she says. Her eyes sparkle. They’re a color I’ve never seen before, a rich brown flecked with gold. As a kid, I used to go prospecting with my dad, and the tiny flecks catching the sunlight in my pan look exactly like what I see in her eyes.

      I give her my once-over frown. “I’ve got extras in the rig,” I say, and tip my head in the direction of the Suburban that’s parked just beyond the bank. “Come on.”

      I catch Grady’s attention. His eyes fill with concern when he sees Lori, then he nods at me with acknowledgement. We plan to build a fire eventually, make an evening of it, but with Lori needing warmth, I’m sure he’ll hurry to get the fire going now.

      As I lead Lori from the group, I notice Annika’s snuck a beer. She’s also broken out the batch of her peanut butter cookies. My stomach rumbles.

      “Was this your first time?” I ask as Lori and I make our way across the gravel bar.

      Her head snaps up. “What?”

      “Rafting,” I add, confused by her reaction.

      “Oh, y-yeah.” She scowls at the cobbles, as if they require her ultimate focus.

      “You’re a natural,” I say.

      She stumbles and I’m quick to steady her.

      Her skin is cold. Fuck. If I don’t get her warm, this could get serious. “Okay?” I ask.

      She nods, her suddenly serious gaze darting away.

      The cobbles turn to sand and we climb the short rise to the grassy bank. As the sound of the river fades, her chattering breaths make me hurry my pace. After crossing the sandy turnaround to the rusty Suburban, I yank open the back doors and reach for the Tupperware tub containing emergency supplies. I sift through the contents, looking for something suitable.

      “Here,” I say, handing her a black fleece pullover and a pair of kelly-green fleece pants sewn by my mom back when she used to do things like that. The pants will be way too big for her, but it’s critical we get her dry.

      “It’s best to take off anything wet,” I say, hoping the edge in my voice doesn’t spook her.

      She nods, a little frown line above her eyes tightening. “Um, w-would you…”

      “Oh, sorry,” I say, kicking myself for forgetting my manners. “I’ll wait on the side of the rig.”

      “Th-thanks,” she says while her entire body shivers.

      I step around to the side and cross my arms to wait for her. “So, are you liking Camp Osprey?” I ask to distract her.

      “Um…can you help me?” she calls out in a meek voice.

      I hurry around the open back doors to find her shaking fingers fumbling with tight clips on her life jacket.

      “Of course,” I say, and hurry to unclip them and finish the last of the zipper.

      She gives me a grateful smile, but it fades, and her face is once again drawn and pale.

      “Here,” I say, fighting my rising panic. “Let me help, okay? We need to get you warm.”

      A hint of color rises up her neck, but she nods eagerly. I pull off her wet t-shirt to reveal a black bikini top.

      I battle the awkward pause by turning my back. “Let me know if you, uh…”

      “Just, can you…” she huffs between shivery breaths. “…loosen…”

      I spin around to see she’s turned her back to me while clutching her front. I get the feeling that she’s terrified of revealing herself. A sudden sense of protectiveness floods through me. Damn. I don’t even know this girl. Why am I feeling this way?

      “How about this,” I say. “Let’s put the shirt on, and then you can do one of those presto-change-o moves you girls are so good at. Then I’ll loosen the knots and you can slip your suit off.”

      She gives a little laugh. “Okay.”

      We get the shirt on and I pull it down her sides. She tugs out her long, wet hair and drapes it over her shoulder.

      I struggle with the tight knot at her neck, then finally get it loose. I realize I have to go up the back of her shirt to loosen the tie around her middle.

      I groan inwardly. I should have asked Annika to come up here.

      But I’m trained in river rescue and wilderness first aid. I’m just doing my job. Lori needs to get warm, and fast.

      However, I realize the power difference in this situation and how intimidating this could be for her. I vow to maintain my professional demeanor and not creep her out.

      Easier said than done because even though Lori’s been drenched by river water, standing this close to her as I reach up the back of the fleece shirt, I catch a hint of what must be her scent. Maybe it’s her shampoo or maybe her skin just naturally smells like peaches. Either way, it smells really fucking good.

      My fingers fumble with the knots. Why the hell did she tie these so tight? She’s now shivering so bad she’s braced against the door, her fingers practically blue.

      I get the knot loose and withdraw my hands, trying not to notice how soft her skin feels, then turn my back so she can finish undressing. Please don’t ask me to help with your shorts.

      “You good?” I ask, banishing the image of sliding those same shorts down her supple thighs.

      “Yeah,” she says in a shaky voice.

      I step around to the side of the rig to wait, relieved. When was the last time I stood next to a woman and hope I didn’t have to undress her?

      I’ve had two weeks to kick off my summer slutting spell as a guide, but so far, it hasn’t happened. Grady’s been giving me shit about it. I just need to pick a girl and get on with it and my old mojo will thunder to life, but something feels different this year. It could be because of the accident, or finally freeing myself from Delaney, aka the biggest mistake of my life.

      I shake my head to clear the confusing emotions piling up in there. The best solution is to drown myself in pussy. Someone fun and looking for a good time, who I can pleasure until dawn, and then slip from her bed without a backwards glance.

      “Okay,” Lori says, walking around the rig’s back doors.

      “Feel better?” I ask, doing my best to ignore the way her tits fill out the shirt. I definitely don’t notice the way her erect nipples make little peaks.

      The pants are another story. She swims in them, but it only makes her look more adorable.

      “Yeah, thanks.” She’s still shivering, but at least now that she’s out of her wet things, her body heat will produce warmth instead of wasting it on drying out a damp suit.

      A thin column of smoke rises from down on the gravel bar. “Now we’ll stoke your engine with some of Annika’s cookies. And Grady’s building a fire.”

      Her eyes cloud. “You don’t have to do all of that for me.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” I scoff. “I want to make sure you have a good time.”

      “I am,” she says quickly. That toughness flashes in her eyes again, like she’s determined, though to experience what, I don’t know.

      “Even though I got you wet?” I ask, then have to hold in a curse. Fuck! Why did I say that?

      But the comment sails over her head, which of course makes me curious. I get she’s shy, but she’s definitely attractive, and as far as I can tell, a sweet kid.

      But maybe nobody’s ever talked to her like that.

      Fuck.

      “Okay, Adventure Girl, to the bonfire with you,” I joke to cover the sudden tightness in my shorts.
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      Annika and Jules swarm me when I return to the river. A growing fire cracks and pops in a ring made of pale gray cobbles, tended by Grady, his cheeks red from blowing on the flames. The river sounds blend with the soft swish of the trees stirring in the breeze and the call of what I’m fairly sure is a wren, though I’ll have to reference my bird book later to be sure.

      “I should have made you bring more clothes,” Annika says, wincing. “My fault. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I say.

      “Have a cookie,” Jules says, passing me one. “Soo good.”

      “You’re not allergic to nuts, are you?” Annika says warily.

      I shake my head and take a bite. It’s heaven. Buttery and dense and packed with yummy peanut flavor.

      “Beer?” Jules asks, raising her eyebrow. “Or I have a thermos of tea, if you’d rather.”

      “Tea, please,” I’m not much of a drinker. Most of my “nerd herd” friends back home are the same way. I’ve been drunk exactly once, on prom night, with my two best friends, which was totally justified given what happened.

      Though it numbed the pain, the next day my broken heart felt like it had been run over by a bus and my head alternately sloshed and pounded. But I dusted myself off, adjusted my summer plans, and now I’m here, ready to embrace Project Ditch the V-Card.

      The heat from the fire warms my legs and bare feet.

      The guys buzz around, gathering wood, building up the fire.

      Jules helps them carry the boat up to the trailer.

      Annika sneaks a glance at them as they disappear up the bank. “Are you really okay?” she asks with a concerned gaze.

      “Absolutely,” I reply as a sudden shiver breaks loose.

      “I could kill Caleb,” she says in a huff. “Though I should have known better too. I should have scouted.”

      “It’s fine,” I say. “Really. I liked it.”

      She sneaks another glance to where the others are up on the bank loading the boat onto the trailer. “It could have gotten ugly.”

      “I’m just glad your brother had these extra clothes,” I say.

      She raises an eyebrow. “He didn’t ask you to strip naked, did he?”

      “No,” I say as a hot blush sears my cheeks.

      I think she’s about to say something more when the crew returns, joking and laughing. Caleb has a guitar slung around his shoulder.

      It takes a while for me to fully stop shivering. I catch Caleb watching me, as if he’s worried about me, but I’m fine. It’s not like I haven’t been cold before. And I wouldn’t want the group to cut this night short because of me.

      Caleb and Grady unpack hot dogs and potatoes wrapped in foil that they tuck into the coals. Soon we’re roasting hot dogs on sticks over the fire, with conversation and laughter and Caleb’s guitar playing mixing between us.

      Above, the stars start to emerge, sparkling out from the darkening sky that’s completely unpolluted by city lights. On my first evening at Camp Osprey, I stopped to stare, completely mesmerized. In downtown Berkley, I’m lucky if I get to see the Big Dipper. But here, I can see at least a dozen constellations—Cassiopeia, Orien, even Ursa minor. I’m eager for August and the Perseid meteor shower. Here, it’ll be spectacular.

      I’m nibbling my second hot dog right off the stick when Caleb returns from gathering driftwood. He squats next to me and adds several medium-sized logs to the fire.

      “Is it hard to find dry wood this early in the season?” I ask.

      He glances to me, his strong features lit by the firelight. “Nah. You just have to know where to look.”

      “How long have you been rafting?”

      He whips out a bandana from his pocket and wads it up like a hot pad, then flips each of the potatoes baking in the coals. “Since I was three years old.”

      I watch him curiously.

      “My parents started White Cloud Rafting twenty-five years ago.” He eases back to join me on the large driftwood log I’m using as a chair. “It’s what we do every summer.”

      I swallow my bite of charred hot dog, which for some reason tastes incredible. “What do you do when it’s not summer?”

      “Now? College.”

      I get the feeling he’s being evasive, though I don’t know why. I don’t know even him.

      “It must get cold here in the winter,” I say, trying to lure him back to my original question. Not only is Penny Creek at five thousand feet, it’s surrounded by mountains—the granite spires and glacier-carved valleys of the Sawtooths to the east and the bulky, formidable White Cloud Mountains to the west. To the northeast is the remote Selway-Bitterroot Range.

      “Last January it got down to fifty below.”

      “Whoa!” I gasp. “Do you even go outside?”

      “Hell yeah,” he says with a grin. “You just have to bundle up.”

      I picture him dressed like the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man. To cover my giggle, I take another bite of my hot dog. Even though I’m no longer cold, another shiver jolts through me.

      Caleb sees it. “Here,” he says, unzipping his down jacket and handing it over.

      I wave him off. “I’m okay.”

      But his look is firm, unwavering. “Nope. You’re putting this on.”

      I give him a scowl, but I take the coat and slide it on. Not only is it warm inside, it’s imprinted with a scent uniquely his—river rock and sweet Ponderosa and something spicy, like sage.

      “Thank you,” I say. At least my fingers have warmed up enough to work the zipper. I swim in his coat made for a broad-chested, muscular guy, but it’s like I’ve just donned my own personal heater because my torso heats up in seconds. Though maybe it’s not the coat.

      Since our conversation at the teacup last night, I’ve been replaying the way his teasing eyes watched me and how his fit, taut body moved so easily, confidently. Another shiver races over my skin, but thankfully Caleb doesn’t notice.

      I cannot develop a case of the hots for Annika’s brother. That’s just wrong.

      “What about you?” he asks, stirring the coals with the blunt end of a length of driftwood before picking up his guitar again. “When summer’s over, I mean.”

      “College.” For some reason, I withhold the details about my acceptance into Stanford. Maybe I don’t want to kill the buzz of attention this river God is bestowing on me. After all, I’m New Experiences Girl, not Nerd Girl, this summer.

      His fingers stroke a series of chords I recognize. “What are you going to study?” he asks.

      “Not sure yet,” I reply, then cringe at the lie. I absolutely know what I’m going to study—biology. Though whether I’m going with genetics or more of an ecology path I’m not yet certain. Definitely not microbiology. I don’t want to spend my life looking into a microscope, no matter how fascinating viruses are.

      “How about you?”

      His eyes tighten, but it’s gone before I can fully register it, replaced by a sly grin. “Not sure yet.”

      I wonder what year he is—sophomore, junior? He should know his path of study by now. “Music?” I ask because he’s good.

      He laughs. “No, I just play for fun.”

      “Are you at Boise State, like Annika?” Annika already shared her plan to study business.

      “Yep,” he says. “I can’t wait to haze her this fall,” he adds with a wild gleam in his eye.

      “You have older brothers, too, right? Where are they?” Maybe I’m curious about his family because I only have half-siblings, both of them much younger than me, so I pretty much grew up as an only child. As a kid, I always wished for a sister. It might have made some of what I endured more bearable.

      “My oldest brother, Peter, will start his second year of medical school this fall, at the University of Washington.” The fire pops, sending out a shower of tiny sparks that make both of us jump backward, but the embers die on the cobbles. “Wyatt’s at Oregon State. He’s in training, so won’t be here this summer.”

      “Training for what?” I ask.

      He studies his fingers on the strings for a moment. “The Olympics,” he replies, then plays several chords. “He’s a swimmer. Distance.”

      “Wow, is he going to make the team?”

      “Looks like it.”

      I sit back, impressed. A doctor and an Olympic swimmer.

      A burst of laughter sounds from across the campfire. My gaze finds Annika’s, who is looking at both of us curiously, but then she’s back to debating something with Grady. Both of them are smiling like they’re enjoying the exchange.

      “Is there something going on between them?” I blurt before I can stop myself.

      “Grady and Nika?” Caleb frowns at his fingers as he switches chords. “Besides the fact that Grady’s my best friend…” He strums softly. “We have a rule guides can’t date each other.”

      I shoot Annika the same curious look she gave me earlier but she’s quick to turn away. “Annika isn’t a raft guide.”

      His eyes go dead serious. “Might as well be.” He strums another series of chords.

      My curiosity is pegged, but I don’t push. Maybe Annika will tell me more about it later.

      Caleb sets his guitar down and uses his bandana again to roll the potatoes out of the fire, then peels one open and squeezes the ends together. It splits open in a burst of white steam.

      My mouth starts watering.

      Caleb repeats the potato-splitting maneuver then sets both on his bandana between us.

      “Does the same rule go for your clients?” I ask. This might be the boldest thing I’ve ever said to a guy. Maybe it’s the promise of sharing fire-roasted potatoes on a wilderness river twenty miles from the nearest town, or the feel of his coat wrapped around me, like a shield.

      He gives a wry chuckle. “You’re somethin’ else, you know that?”

      I shove the tip of my empty stick into the base of the fire, where the coals glow red-hot. I chicken out from the snarky comment perched on my tongue. “How so?”

      He pauses from playing, as if sizing me up. “You got spunk, that’s all I’m sayin’.”

      I try to read if this is a compliment or a carefully disguised put down. “I had a lot of fun tonight,” I say.

      “Uh, your stick’s on fire,” he says.

      “What?” I yelp, then yank on my stick.

      “Whoa!” Caleb shouts as a flaming torch flies at our faces.

      He gently returns my stick to the fire. “Just leave it there,” he coaxes, suppressing a laugh. The rest of it catches fire in a burst of yellow flame.

      “You got a lot to learn, don’t you, city girl?” he teases, his brow knitting with amusement.

      My face flushes with heat. If you only knew. “Maybe…you could teach me,” I reply as my heart lodges into my throat.

      His eyebrows shoot up. “Game on.” Then his eyes narrow slightly. “Where should we start?
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      Whoa, I didn’t expect that from her, holy fuck.

      Is she blushing? I’m used to girls in my boat fawning over me, flirting shamelessly. I’ve even had two of them fight over me.

      This feels different. Lori’s sweet, and tougher than she looks, and seems genuinely interested in talking with me. But watching her nibble on that hot dog made it impossible not to imagine other things I’d like her to do with her mouth.

      Thankfully, she takes the conversation in a direction that brings me back from these fantasies.

      “How did you know how to get us past that logjam?” she asks.

      From across the bonfire, I sense the weight of someone’s gaze. I glance into Annika’s watchful eyes and give her a “What?” expression in return. Lori and I are just talking.

      However, she’s right—as my sister’s friend, Lori is off limits.

      I play a few chords to recalibrate my brain.

      “Experience,” I say. “I’ve been running rivers my whole life.” I pause my playing to create a demonstration with my hands, showing her how the current works against obstacles. To my surprise, she nods along, asking pointed questions about flow dynamics, like she’s some kind of physics genius.

      “So why would the raft get sucked under?”

      I shake my head. It’s hard to convey how powerful water can be. “Think of the kind of pressure at the bottom of the sea that crumples submarines. That’s what we’re dealing with.”

      Her eyes have widened. “Have you ever gone under a logjam?”

      My gut lurches. Why did we end up at this story, of all the possible stories? “No, but I’ve lost a raft before.”

      “Did you end up swimming?”

      I suppress a shiver. That fateful spring day my dad and two older brothers got into serious trouble, but like usual, my dad laughed it off. “If you hit a strainer, you never, ever want to end up swimming.” I shuffle my feet. “The only way to survive it is to climb on top of the logs, either hope for rescue or try to get onto the bank.”

      She cringes. “What did you do?”

      “We got onto the strainer and it ate the raft for lunch.”

      “Did that happen here?” she asks.

      I nod. “Different spot though.”

      “Were you scared today?” she asks.

      “No,” I scoff, though this isn’t entirely true. But I don’t tell her that the edge of fear is what makes this game so fun. For all the many falling outs with my dad, at least he understood this one.

      Too bad it was this same game of risk that got him killed.

      “Good,” she says, her features relaxing.

      “Were you?” I ask.

      “No,” she says quickly.

      “C’mon, tell me the truth,” I say, knocking her shoulder softly with mine.

      Her face turns scarlet. “Okay, maybe a little.”

      That she’s just shared this with me feels big somehow, but I play it down. “There’s several runnable creeks around here. When the water’s high like this, we usually try to pack in a bunch of day trips in between guiding. You’re welcome anytime.”

      She practically glows. “Thank you.”

      From the corner of my eye, I notice the others packing up and realize it’s gotten late.

      Lori notices too and groans, a low sound that vibrates through me. “I guess we should go,” she says, but it’s wistful, as if she wishes she could stay. “Annika and I will have ten new campers tomorrow.”

      “Better you than me,” I say, shaking my head.

      We both rise, and I stretch before I sling my guitar over my shoulder. “I’m terrible with kids.”

      “How is that possible when you have so many siblings?”

      “It’s because of my big family that I’m not good with kids. I know how evil they can be.”

      She laughs, and it’s a sound so pure and light that my stomach does a loop around my spleen. I’m used to girls giggling and acting all googly around me, but this laugh isn’t like that. It’s genuine, true.

      Grady spreads the coals of the fire then uses the bail bucket doubling as his seat to douse it with river water. In an instant, a plume of smoke rises into the air and we’re plunged into blackness.

      Next to me, Lori gasps in surprise. I almost don’t hear it. That protective side of me jumps to life again. I reach for her hand, then wonder what the fuck I’m doing.

      Before I can pull away, her small, smooth hand squeezes back.

      We fall in behind the others. She’s unsteady on the cobbles, but doesn’t really need my help, though I tell myself I’m still holding her hand to make sure she doesn’t twist her ankle.

      At the rig, we all pile in, Grady up front with me while the girls pile onto the bench behind us.

      Grady flips the radio on, and we roll the windows down as I drive up the long, sandy road, bumping over rocks and washboards until we’re back to the highway. Grady’s telling me a story about last week’s pickup soccer game I missed because I was busy getting the gear ready for the season, but my mind is replaying my conversation with Lori.

      Back at our outfitting post at the edge of town, everyone pitches in to store the raft and gear. Then Jules walks to her car, and Grady goes to his truck to wait for me while I lock up.

      “Thanks again for a great time,” Lori says before heading toward Annika’s hand-me-down Hyundai that thank fuck is no longer mine.

      “You’re welcome,” I say for what feels like the tenth time.

      “I’ll get your clothes back to you tomorrow,” she says.

      I wave her off. “Just give them to Annika. She’ll get them to me.”

      “I’ll get what to you?” Annika says, joining us after saying goodbye to Jules, who drives off with a wave. Grady starts his truck.

      “My stuff,” I say, nodding at Lori.

      Her eyes narrow at me, but to Lori she says, “No problem.”

      I say goodnight and turn away, but two steps later, Annika’s right behind me.

      “I see what you’re doing,” she says, practically hissing in my ear.

      I turn to face her. “What are you talking about?”

      “She’s not going to be one of your conquests, okay? I like her. She’s nice. If you nail and bail, who do you think she’s going to blame?” Annika’s fierce eyes flare in the darkness. “Me,” she adds, pointing at her chest, “and this summer will suck.”

      “We were just talking,” I say, annoyance lacing my voice. I love my sister’s fire, but I’m not taking orders from her.

      Annika’s jaw tightens. “Don’t, okay? Find some other fuck buddy.”

      “Hey!” I growl, keeping my voice low. “Who says I’m looking for a fuck buddy?”

      She just shakes her head.

      I watch her walk away, then turn and climb into Grady’s truck, still fuming.

      Grady waits until the girls have driven off before leaving the empty parking lot.

      “What’d you do to piss off Annika this time?”

      I brace a sandaled foot against the dash. “She thinks I’m trying to get into Lori’s pants.”

      Ahead of us, Annika’s little white car follows the winding curves of the canyon.

      “Aren’t you?” Grady asks, raising an eyebrow.

      I groan. “We were just talking.”

      “She’s seriously hot. Did you see the size of her tits?” His cheeks puff with a loud sigh.

      Is that why she couldn’t fit into Annika’s top? “Yeah, I guess.”

      Grady gives me a look. “You guess? I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so perfect in my entire life, dude.”

      Yeah, I noticed her fantastic curves and her long, lean legs, but her sparkling brown eyes and her laugh are what come to mind now, and the way she listens. I’m not used to that. I’m not used to girls wanting anything from me but a good lay.

      For about five seconds, I thought Delany might be different, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. Annika’s accusation still stings a little. Why does nobody think me capable of being a good guy?

      “Lori’s really smart,” I say, resting my arm on the windowsill. Ahead of us, Annika’s car hugs a long curve in the road, her headlights illuminating the sharp drop to the river below and the steep cliffs rising up to the right.

      “She could be an astrophysicist and it wouldn’t matter.”

      “Do you even know what an astrophysicist does?” I raise my eyebrows.

      “Fuck no,” he replies. “My point is this: you like her, she seems to like you—”

      “She does?”

      Her hand felt so soft in mine, but there must be something wrong with me because hand holding is the wrong move. I should have kissed her, or insisted I take her home. Grady would have hitched or shacked up in the outfitting office. We’re tight like that.

      “Dude, are we back in eighth grade?” he scolds.

      He’s right. I’m acting like a moron.

      “So, go get laid and we can get on with our summer.”

      To avoid explaining what’s in my head right now, I shoot him a pointed stare. “What about you and Annika tonight?”

      Grady gives me a look like a wet cat. “Dude, come on. We’re friends.”

      “Good.” I love him like a brother, but knowing what I do about his heartbreaking ways, I would never let him get involved with Annika. Plus, White Cloud does not need any drama this summer. My brothers and I have our hands full as it is.

      “That strainer scared the shit out of me today,” he says as the canyon widens to the broad river valley between the Sawtooths and the White Clouds.

      “Scared me too,” I answer.

      Grady is probably the only person I can tell this to. He’s been my best friend since fourth grade and even if I tried to hide my feelings from him, he’d see right through me. Nobody can read me like him, except maybe my mom, but it’s been a long time since she’s tried.

      We pass a cluster of cabins, then the entrance to Sutter Ranch, a hoity-toity resort I’ve been snuck into more than once.

      For some reason, this makes me wonder where Lori sleeps at Camp Osprey. Does she have her own cabin, or does she share it with the kids?

      “Did they ever find…” Grady gives me a sideways glance, then refocuses on the road.

      “Yeah,” I say with difficulty. Even with Grady, I still have a hard time talking about the accident. I sure as hell can’t tell him about the fight my dad and I had the morning he decided to run Rogue Falls alone and never came back.

      “Your family doing okay?”

      We reach our cross street and Grady turns right, away from the river. We pass a series of businesses—the grocery store, fly-fishing shop, Sourdough Gil’s, Penny Creek’s oldest bar.

      By “family” he means my three youngest siblings still living at home, and the way my mom is struggling to cope on her own. But I can’t tell him about how the spark has gone out of my mom’s eyes now Dad’s gone, how she’s drifting further and further away from us. I know I should feel more empathy or whatever—she lost her sidekick in this crazy life they built—but it’s complicated.

      “Yeah,” I reply, trying to keep my tone light. I’ll check in with my mom tomorrow.

      “Well, if you guys need anything,” he says as we pull up in front of our simple one-story rental cabin.

      “Thanks.” We both hop out of the truck. His door squeaks shut, cutting through the silence like an alarm.

      We walk to the door and enter the living room. Grady tosses his keys on the kitchen counter and stretches.

      “You feel like hanging out?” He yawns.

      “Nah,” I reply. “We got a full day tomorrow.”

      He grins. “Right. Our job is so demanding. Donuts and coffee at ten a.m. and clock out by four, with several phone numbers in hand.”

      I roll my eyes. “Slut.”

      “Night, dude.” He saunters off to his room.

      I collapse onto my bed and blink at the ceiling with only one thought in my mind—Lori. Annika’s accusation burns through my gut. She’s right. I should just find someone else.

      My cock protests. I grab my shaft and force alternate images into my mind. The threesome video I watched last week. The girl at the diner in Boise with the perky tits. A longtime fantasy involving my seriously hot English comp teacher last year.

      But Lori’s, “maybe you could show me” comment persists, and soon I’m coming into my hand with the image of her soft lips wrapped around me.
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      A week later, instead of joining Caleb and Annika on another river trip on my day off, I spend it recovering from nineteen bee stings after a nature walk went wrong the day before. This is a major blow because I’ve been thinking about Caleb nonstop since the Rogue Canyon trip. Every day, I replay our little interlude at the back of the Suburban. That and the feel of his calloused hand in mine. Every time I think about it, shivers race over my skin.

      Fortunately, only a few campers got stung by the bees, meaning I must have been the one who stepped on the nest. How was I supposed to know not to step off the trail at that spot?

      Luckily, Annika was in the back of the line, but she took one look at my rapidly swelling face and started barking orders to get me to the clinic.

      Though my reaction wasn’t life threatening, the doctor suggested I lay low for a day and not overexert myself.

      “You sure you can’t come?” Annika says from the edge of our cabin door before heading out to join her brother and the others.

      My whole body throbs. Even the places that didn’t get stung burn. And my face is still swollen, making my eyes look sunken, like one of those Cabbage Patch dolls.

      “No, I’m going to take an oatmeal bath in the staff bathroom, drink a gallon of water, and read my book.”

      She gives me a concerned glance. “I’ll bring you some cookies, okay?” On every day off, she disappears, returning with goodies she makes at home. She says she does it for her younger siblings, but she must make extra. Last week it was those peanut butter cookies and her “squaw bread” we used to make sandwiches. I wonder what she’ll bring today.

      “Say hi to Grady and Caleb for me,” I say.

      She cocks her head. I haven’t told her I have the hots for her brother, but I wonder if she can read my mind.

      Am I stupid for thinking he could be my summer fling?

      Though how am I going to get this to happen when I’m stuck in camp today? I suppress a groan.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll get to see them on the Third and Fourth of July,” she says, sliding her backpack onto her back.

      A thrill races through me. On the third of July, White Cloud Rafting throws a huge party. Then, on the Fourth, the town of Penny Creek has a parade, a 5K race, a carnival, the whole small-town shebang. We get an extra day off camp duties, too, so I’ll be able to fully enjoy the festivities, fireworks, and what’s likely to be a late night.

      I imagine Caleb and I making it a late night.

      Fireworks sizzle in my stomach.

      “Text me if you need anything,” Annika adds, then slips through the door.

      The staff bathroom is in the main lodge, on the second floor. Most of us don’t bother visiting it. We use the common bathrooms at off hours, like late at night or early in the morning. But the staff bathroom has the only bathtub. I lock the door and run the water—lukewarm, otherwise it’ll irritate the stings—and add the oatmeal bath packet recommended by the pharmacist.

      I stack my towel and clean clothes then check the lock one more time before I undress in the chilly room. When I peel off my sports bra, I wince. There’s a new welt from the band, under my armpit. It must have happened on the nature walk. The welt burns in the water for a moment, then settles to a dull throb. My stings also subside. After my half-hour soak during which I read my WWII spy novel, I start to feel normal again.

      I put my book down and wash my hair, then arch my back to rinse. My breasts react to the cold air, my nipples tightening painfully.

      Shea loved my boobs, so much so I started to like them, too. Almost. Or at least I started to understand how good they could feel. When we made out, I would get so turned on I’d be gasping for breath. If only I hadn’t been so shy about taking the next step. I should have explored more. I should have told him what I liked. So what if I didn’t love him? You don’t have to love someone to have sex. People do it all the time.

      I get the feeling Caleb fits into this category, and immediately, my mind swoons. Those gray-blue eyes of his, gah! Mischievous, playful, but also stern when he’s serious. And don’t get me started on his body.

      Tingles spread over my skin and my thighs give a little jolt, pressing together.

      Sometimes, after Shea took me home, I would lie in my bed and touch myself, then feel frustrated afterwards. Why didn’t I let him keep trying?

      I look around the wood-paneled staff bathroom and wonder how naughty I’d feel doing that in here. I giggle. No way, not here.

      I force my attention back to my book, but the story takes a tantalizing turn when the spy takes the heroine to bed. It’s one of the reasons I love this author, because beside a thrilling plot, there’s always a few short, uber hot sex scenes. My heart races as I read through the juicy parts, imagining what it might be like to be touched and pleasured like my heroine.

      Would Caleb kiss me like that? Would I scream his name or is that just a fantasy?

      A shudder passes through me.

      I put the book down and close my eyes. My breasts are aching, the nipples poking out of the water like periscopes. Unable to stop myself, I caress each one, swirling, then gently pinching. Between my legs, desire thunders to life, so powerful it aches.

      Maybe if I take care of myself, I can get Caleb out of my mind.

      I’m so going to hell for this, I think as I dip my fingers into my folds.

      I lose myself in the sensations, driven on by some kind of crazy need, until my hips are rocking and I’m clenching my lips shut to contain my cries.

      When it’s over I blink up at the ceiling and wait for my heartbeat to calm. I suppress another giggle. Yep, headed for hell in a handbasket.

      But as I climb out of the tub and the water drips down my body, it feels like Caleb’s hands skimming down my sides. What would his lips feel like on my skin?

      So much for getting him out of my mind.

      After dressing and packing my things plus giving the bathroom a quick sprucing, I unlock the door and step into the breezy hallway. My still-wet hair is wrapped up in a towel—I’ll blow it dry in the camper’s bathroom, so I don’t monopolize this one.

      I peer both ways down the hallway to make sure the coast is clear, though I shouldn’t have to worry about Hans—I saw him leave camp this morning—then take the path past the flagpole to the lake edge. A breeze skims the surface of the water, and I inhale its mineral scent while following the dirt path toward the girls’ cabins.

      The sudden sound of footsteps approaching makes me spin.

      I’m expecting Hans, but instead, it’s Caleb sprinting toward me.

      “Oh, good,” he says, sounding breathless. “I was hoping that was you.”

      My face heats to nuclear because ten minutes ago I was imagining his lips wrapped around my nipple.

      Thank God he’s not a mind reader.

      “I heard about the bees,” he says, looking concerned.

      That I’m standing here in a pair of sweatpants and a faded long-sleeved t-shirt, my hair in a towel and my face puffy while he looks drop-dead gorgeous in two-day scruff, a t-shirt that seems to outline every edge of muscle, and his tanned limbs with that golden man-fur I’m longing to touch, wipes every thought from my mind.

      He doesn’t seem disturbed by my mute reaction because he adds, “I brought you this,” and holds out a small tub of what looks like lip gloss.

      Curious, I pluck it from his hands.

      “It’s witch hazel,” he says. “Family recipe.”

      “You made this?” I ask, trying to reconcile hot raft guide with natural plant alchemist.

      He shakes his head. “My mom does.” A pained look passes through his eyes, but it’s gone before I can make sense of it. “Put it on the stings. Annika said they were ground bees, right? This’ll help.”

      I’m momentarily blown away. “You came out here to give me this?”

      He grins, and my heart flutters up my throat.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Annika should have remembered,” he says gruffly.

      “Sorry I can’t come today,” I say, then hold in my gasp. Holy moly did I really just say that?

      He shoves his hands in his short’s pockets while his eyes flash with a spark of mischief.

      Oh, my stars. Does he know how dangerous he looks right now?

      “You can come another time,” he says.

      It’s like the ground has suddenly tilted because I’m hopelessly tumbling into space.

      “Yeah,” I manage.

      “You’ll be at the Third of July party on Wednesday, right?” he asks.

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

      “Well, I better get going. I got two runs this morning, then it’s play time.”

      “Have fun,” I say, finally finding my voice. I clasp the tub he brought me. “And thanks.”

      “Feel better,” he replies with a wink, then turns and trots off.

      I shamelessly drink in his cute backside and wild curls while my heart hammers inside my chest. Was that little comment purposeful, or is he teasing me?

      I groan out loud. Waiting a week to find out is going to be torture.
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      Normally, we’d have the Third of July party at my family’s house, but Annika, Peter, and I agree that’s not a good idea this year. Instead, we set up at my place because it’s at the edge of town and there’s a huge backyard. Pete offered to host, but he’s such a neat freak I know he’ll spend the night nagging me to clean up after everyone, and where’s the fun in that?

      I’m talking with two extremely cute blondes I invited after our afternoon float when Grady parts the crowd and lasers in on me.

      “We’re gonna run out of beer,” he says in my ear.

      Reluctantly, I excuse myself from the conversation and lead him to the garage, where I’ve stockpiled enough alcohol to choke a herd of goats.

      “Oh,” he says. “Sorry, I didn’t see you had a separate stash.”

      “Dude, I always have a separate stash.”

      He nods.

      I help him carry a couple of cases back through the house. “Your sister and that girl she brought on the Rogue just showed up.”

      My pulse jumps.

      “I think she was looking for you.”

      “I better hide Annika’s keys,” I say to make it sound like I don’t care that Lori’s here. I don’t really need to watch over Annika, though I do feel responsible for her, especially with my dad gone and my older brothers doing their own thing.

      Grady leads through the back door. “If you don’t get laid tonight, I’m calling 9-1-1.”

      I blow him a flat tire.

      He raises his eyebrows. “What? It’s totally justified as an emergency. You’ve been broody and sullen all week.”

      I ignore his jab. Broody? What the hell. “I was well on my way when you interrupted me.”

      “In your dreams,” he says as we make it through the house to the noisy backyard. “You were just warming them up for me.”

      I unpack my case into the ice tub on the edge of the back porch while he tucks the cans from his into the neighboring cooler.

      “You ever had two?” he asks under his breath.

      I pluck the last cold beer from the ice tub and crack it. “Not yet.”

      Grady starts to reply but my focus locks on a woman standing across the yard, wearing a simple blue dress with sandals. It’s Lori, her frame partially turned so I get her in profile.

      She’s talking with Annika, my brother Peter, and a woman I don’t know—probably Peter’s date—and tucks a strand of her long hair behind her ear. A little glint of silver dangles there. She laughs and though I can’t hear it from across the crowded space, the way her cheeks glow and her soft, pink lips open releases a flock of dragonflies in my stomach.

      I realize Grady’s still talking and snap back to the conversation.

      “Godspeed,” he says, then gives me a fist bump.

      I grunt my reply and follow him into the backyard with the sound of fireworks fizzing and popping from neighboring yards rising above the steady hum of conversation and laughter.

      It takes me longer than I like to reach Lori. This party might as well be a reunion, and some of these friends I haven’t seen or talked to much since I returned home almost a month ago.

      “Having a good time?” I ask when I finally get to Lori.

      Lori whips around, her brown eyes locking with mine.

      “There you are,” Annika says.

      Peter introduces me to his friend, but as soon as that’s taken care of, he makes some excuse about being hungry and slips into the crowd.

      “I heard you kayaked Silver Creek today,” Annika says, her eyes narrowing.

      I shrug. “Yeah, so? It was awesome.”

      She gives me a “come on” kind of look. “I hope you didn’t run it alone.”

      I return her “come on” look. Even I wouldn’t paddle a class five creek solo.

      “How are the stings?” I ask Lori.

      “Better, thank you. That stuff you brought me really helped.”

      “What stuff?” Annika asks warily.

      “Witch hazel, right?” Lori asks me.

      I nod and take a pull from my beer. Fuck, she looks good—rosy cheeks, tanned skin, and a sleeveless dress that hugs her curves just right. I wonder what kind of panties she’s wearing, then quickly shut that train of thought down.

      Off. Limits. I coax a slow breath through my nose.

      “Caleb brought me some,” Lori adds.

      Annika side-eyes me. “Did he now?”

      Time to skedaddle. “Well, have fun tonight,” I say, then step away from Annika’s calculating glare.

      But an hour later when I head back inside to wash my hands after slicing up a watermelon, she follows me.

      Annoyed, I give her my “What now?” look.

      “Hey, so I need to talk to you,” she says.

      “I haven’t touched her,” I say, lifting the faucet handle with my wrist. Cold water splashes over my hands.

      Her eyes fill with confusion. “It’s about mom.”

      Great, just what I need tonight. “Is she okay?”

      Annika scowls. “Why haven’t you been there to see for yourself?”

      Because I can’t stand it, I want to say.

      I shut off the faucet and reach for a paper towel. “Okay, okay,” I say with a sigh. “What?”

      “I think we need to do something,” she says, leaning her hip against the side of the sink. “The house was trashed. I had to clean for an hour before I started.”

      “So? It’s always a mess. Having seven kids will do that to a place.”

      Instead of taking my bait, her face tightens. “I’m worried about them.”

      By “them” I know she means our three youngest siblings. Dylan is fourteen and the twins are twelve.

      I toss the paper towel into the trash and cross my arms. “What do you want to do?”

      She looks troubled. “I don’t know. I talked to Pete about it.”

      “Fuck, why? He’s been such a prick since...”

      Her face pales.

      “Sorry,” I grit out. “But Mom’s got it hard enough without Pete’s righteous attitude coming down on her.”

      “I think she needs help.”

      “She’ll figure it out,” I say. “The rest of us have.”

      A group of guests flood through the house, heading for the front door. “The cross-country team is streaking!” someone calls.

      Lori’s being carried along in the crowd like driftwood in a river. I leave Annika standing in my kitchen and hurry to grab my Lumberjack bedroll from my room, then catch up with the crowd.

      “I didn’t know you were such a voyeur,” I tease Lori when I catch up to her.

      “I didn’t either,” she replies, her face lighting up when she sees me.

      “Want a better view?” I ask and take her hand. To hell with Annika and her worries, I’m turning this night around this instant.

      “Okay,” Lori replies.

      I tug her from the center of the crowd now standing outside the rickety fence bordering my front yard to the side of the house with the giant tree.

      Lori stands at the base, looking up. “Uh, I’m not exactly dressed for tree climbing.”

      “Come on, Adventure Girl,” I tease, and put the bedroll down so I can lace my fingers together to make a step.

      Her uncertain expression fades, replaced by determination. She grabs my shoulder with one hand and braces the other against the tree, then places her foot in my hands. As she steps up, her body floats by me and I get a hint of her scent, like peaches ripened in the sun.

      Quickly, she disappears into the branches, which is a good thing, or I’d be tempted to start nibbling her thighs.

      I toe off my sandals and sling the bedroll across one shoulder, then jump up to the lowest branch. Bracing my bare feet against the trunk, I lunge for a higher branch, then continue monkey-style to the higher branches.

      “I’m not getting how this is a better view,” Lori says, looking up into the crown of the tree.

      “So impatient,” I tease. “Follow me.” I inch out on one of the branches until I’m over the edge of the roof.

      “Is this safe?” Lori asks behind me.

      I’m buzzed just enough to be dangerous. “It’s all about trust, Lori,” I reply. I step down to the gritty roof tiles, then use the branch as a handrail to walk up the roof to make room for her. “Do you trust me?”

      From near the trunk of the tree, her uncertain gaze follows my every move. “Should I?”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “Come on,” I encourage, holding out my hand.

      She inhales a big breath, which stretches her dress across her tits.

      I warn the sudden tingle in my dick to cool it. I’m just trying to make sure she has a good time. Then I’ll go back to the blondes.

      I shake my head because it’s instantly clear I’m not interested in them. Lori’s the only girl I want to be with tonight.

      Not good.

      Lori has to crawl down the branch on her knees, the sight of which brings on a burst of fantasies that mainlines hot blood to my dick, then she eases one foot at a time to the edge of the roof.

      She reaches for my hand and I grab it, pulling her up. To my surprise, she hugs me, her rapid heartbeat thumping against my chest. But then she pushes back, looking embarrassed.

      Fuck.

      “There’s a place to sit at the top,” I manage. I adjust the bedroll then tug on her hand.

      We climb to the apex. The roof on the opposite side is flat, so I spread out the sleeping bag flannel-side up and sit with my legs dangling over the edge. Lori copies me, her body nestled close to mine.

      “Wow,” she says. “Do you come up here a lot?” she asks, trying to sound relaxed but I hear the edge in it.

      I’m guessing she missed the discarded blunts from when Grady and I come up here to blow off steam. Sometimes we even sleep up here. “Now and then.”

      “They’re coming!” she says, looking up the road.

      Sure enough, a group of about a dozen cross-country members are running buck naked down the middle of the street—mostly guys but a couple of gals too.

      The crowd of partygoers in front of my house goes wild, cheering and hollering.

      Next to me, Lori curls her shoulders inward. “Jeez, I could never do that.”

      “What? Run naked?”

      “Yeah,” she says, looking almost pained. “I used to run. I loved it.”

      “What made you quit?”

      She shrugs but I easily read it as a cover up. “Just moved on, I guess.”

      The team passes my house and continues down the hill toward the main road, their white butt cheeks flashing in the dusky light.

      Just then a rocket soars into the air above us and explodes in a burst of color. Two more fire off with a boom-hiss. I follow the line of gray smoke into the sky and watch each one explode.

      “Wow!” Lori says.

      “Just wait until tomorrow,” I say. “We’ve stockpiled a half ton of explosives.”

      She frowns in disbelief. “That’s a thousand pounds.”

      Not that this is a sign that she’s some genius or anything, but her knowing this fact off the top of her head tells me something about her.

      The crowd in front of my house shuffles back inside, but Lori and I don’t move. More fireworks pop and fizzle from all corners of our little town. It really is an awesome view up here, with the Sawtooths carving their jagged outline against the darkening sky to the west and our little town sprawled below us. It’s even more special because Lori is up here with me. I’ve never brought a girl up here before. Why tonight? Why her?

      “You going to the carnival tomorrow?” I ask.

      “Annika invited me, yeah.” She grins. “I heard I’ll have the opportunity to dunk you in the dunk tank.”

      “Would you like that?” I ask, the energy inside me surging to life.

      She tilts her head in a way that makes her silver earrings flash with light. It’s so sexy I have to hold in my groan.

      “Maybe I would,” she says, her eyes sparkling.

      “There’s a pie eating contest too. You up for a challenge?” I say, practically vibrating off the roof because pie and eating combined with her scent and the way her body warms the space between us is putting all kinds of dirty thoughts in my head.

      “Sounds messy,” she says. The spark in her eyes is still there, but there’s something else there, too, something serious, like I’m looking into the depths of a churning hole, the kind I may never get out of.

      “It can be,” I reply as electricity zips between us. “If you do it right.”

      Her breath catches, and suddenly, I don’t care about the consequences.

      I need to kiss this girl.

      Now.
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      I close my eyes as our lips meet. My swirling thoughts spin into a frenzy, making me feel off center which is not a good thing considering where we’re sitting.

      Caleb kisses me softly, his lips locking with mine, tugging a little on my lower lip. My blood heats and surges through my bloodstream. He caresses the side of my face and down my neck where his calloused fingers brush the place behind my ear.

      I shiver, though I’m not cold.

      A loud boom startles me, followed by a bright explosion of light overhead.

      Caleb pulls back and smiles. We both look up at the sky, where the last of the trailing golden sparks fade to pale gray smoke.

      I lean into him again, practically begging him to kiss me. This time, his tongue flicks between my lips. I let him inside, and soon our tongues are dancing while my pulse thumps hard against my temples.

      He caresses the section of my bare thigh just above my knee, his touch sending little earthquakes through me. I force myself not to startle or do anything that might give away how new this all is.

      Slowly, so slowly, he caresses higher and higher until he’s just under the edge of my dress. My legs are pressed firmly together, but not because I don’t want him to touch me. I do. I’m just…what if it all goes wrong, like every time before?

      Another loud boom detonates from somewhere close by, but I’m lost in his kisses, his scent, like river rocks drying in the sun mixed with woodsy spice, and the sound of our lips feasting on each other. It’s the sexiest kissing I’ve ever experienced. Time seems to bend and arc in new ways, speeding up, slowing down. At some point, I realize it’s dark, the gravel road below lit by the glow from inside his house.

      “Maybe we should get off this roof,” Caleb says, resting his forehead against mine. He’s breathing fast, too.

      “Right,” I say, holding back my disappointment. It’s dark and private up here, though it’s hardly comfortable enough for anything besides kissing.

      His expression shifts to something almost pained. He runs his fingers through his hair. “You okay with this?” he asks quietly.

      “What? Kissing you?” I ask. “Yes,” I add, my voice surprisingly firm.

      His lips tighten. “Okay. Good.”

      “Are you worried about Annika?” I ask him.

      He scoffs.

      “She warned me about you,” I say. But she didn’t need to. I’ve had Caleb pegged from the minute I met him.

      He twitches his lips. “I’ll bet she did.”

      “She said you’re not boyfriend material.”

      He crosses his arms and gazes at me. “Well, I hope this doesn’t come as a surprise, but she’s right.”

      “Good, because I’m not girlfriend material.”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      My heart skips a beat. “Maybe,” I say at the last minute, then bite my lip. “I mean yes. I … just want to have fun this summer.”

      Hunger flashes through his eyes. He leans in to kiss me again, and this time, there’s an urgency behind it, like before he was holding back but now it’s go time.

      “But promise me it won’t be weird,” I say, stopping him before our lips touch.

      His lips twitch in disapproval. “You mean, like, after?”

      “Yeah. We won’t be able to not run into each other. And I liked rafting. I’d like to do it again.”

      Finally, he kisses me. “You’re welcome in my boat anytime.”

      I lean back. “So, we’re good?”

      In one long stroke, he caresses all the way up to my hip, his thumb tracing the edge of my underwear. “More than good,” he says.

      His eyes flash with hunger again.

      Gulp.

      He scoots backwards, taking me with him so that we’re centered on the blanket. There must be too much blood in action right now because my head spins a little with this sudden shift.

      Another firework explodes from somewhere far off. But I don’t flinch. Instead, I look into eyes that have gone serious. I do one final check to make sure my heart is tucked safely away so I can enjoy this night, then lean in, reaching up to caress the top of his shoulder. He’s firm and perfect. I’m feeling so incredibly lucky I’m here with Caleb, a bona fide river God.

      We kiss, and the blood in my veins starts to sizzle all over again. Caleb caresses up my thigh again, and I force my muscles to relax so I can enjoy the sensation of his calloused fingertips on my skin. I reach under his t-shirt and caress him.

      Wow. He’s solid and wonderfully warm. I glide up his chest, brushing past one small, erect nipple. He makes a sound in the back of his throat, a sound that makes my innermost place clench.

      He reaches behind his head and grabs a fistful of t-shirt, then yanks the whole thing off, giving me the freedom to touch him everywhere. As we kiss, our tongues lashing and swirling, I continue to caress his chest, my fingers exploring the taut muscles, his smooth skin.

      My dress is now bunched in the seam of my lap while he strokes my thighs, softly, up and down. Then, he tugs the fabric up, gently easing it from under me, then expertly lifting it over my head. I’m now completely exposed in just my bra and undies.

      I brace myself for some kind of comment, like Shea’s Oh my God, you’re big, followed by a lustful squeeze the first time we fully made out. But Caleb leans back in for a kiss—a tender one, as if he knows these struggles. He strokes down my arm, which gives me a violent case of goose bumps.

      “Come here, doll,” he murmurs, and urges me to lay down. Flat on my back, with the bright stars twinkling above us, my mind starts to empty. Caleb kisses me while his fingers explore, starting with my shoulder, then down my arm, then up and down my thigh. I squirm a little because he’s missed all my tingly places. Is he doing it on purpose to get me even more excited?

      He pulls back, wearing a salacious grin, then dives in to kiss the crook of my shoulder. A zing of energy explodes everywhere, forcing my stomach muscles to clench.

      He chuckles but doesn’t stop, kissing down the top of my chest, sliding the edge of my bra strap to kiss beneath it.

      My breathing quickens. I caress his shoulder as he lowers further, his wet lips making my skin jump like it’s a live thing, with a mind of its own. If it had a voice it would be saying kiss me, lick me, bite me.

      Maybe he can hear this secret language because he brushes his lips over my now-aching nipple. I try to hold in my gasp, but it escapes through my teeth. Caleb caresses my other breast while continuing with his mouth on the first, wrapping his lips around me, then grazing with his teeth.

      “I want to touch you,” he says, moving back to the other breast.

      “Yes,” I breathe, arching my back when he slides his hand there to unclasp the bra.

      The kind I wear has four rows of tight hooks in the back, but I shouldn’t have worried because in one deft flick, Caleb releases them and slides the bra from my arms.

      An ache electrifies my breasts now that there’s nothing between us. I’m still arching to him when he lowers his lips, his hands coming under to cradle and caress my skin while his tongue flicks and swirls. My fingers grip clumps of the flannel as he sucks me inside his mouth, his tongue caressing in a way that makes my toes curl.

      Oh. My. God.

      Within minutes I’m squirming and panting. He attends to each breast with such focus, his fingers and tongue stroking, teasing, tasting. Hot blood is thumping painfully between my legs now, and the ache to feel Caleb is so intense I have to bite my lip to keep from begging him to touch me.

      I’ve only dated two guys in my life, and though we fooled around some, I’m no expert, but neither of them turned me on even half as much as this. I’m like a rocket, engines gearing up for liftoff.

      Caleb gently squeezes my breasts together, alternating licks between each one, a soft groan rumbling from the back of his throat.

      He kisses the underside of one, and I flinch because he’s found the welt.

      Caleb leans back to inspect my skin. “Ouch,” he says with a concerned gaze.

      “It’s nothing,” I say quickly, reaching down to caress his shoulder.

      His eyes darken. “Doesn’t look like nothing. What’s it from?”

      I shrug it off. “My anatomy,” I reply.

      He gives me a confused look, but instead of dwelling on something so very unsexy, I roll on top of his chest.

      His eyes go wide for an instant, and then he’s pulling my face to his for a kiss.

      “Fuck, you feel good,” he groans, shifting my frame slightly so that my thighs fit inside the V made by his. The firm ridge of his erection presses against my pelvis, but the base of him presses into the exact spot where I’m pulsing.

      He’s hard. Unyielding.

      I shudder. Back home, only two of my nerd herd friends have done it: Hannah and Charlie. Hannah’s steady is in college, so they did it on like their second date. She said her first time sucked. She was nervous and he was really excited, but since then it’s gotten better. Charlie told me it hurt so bad she had to stop, and the guy got pissed.

      Caleb caresses down my bare back to the edge of my panties. His fingers slip underneath, and he strokes over my butt. Startled, I press my hips into his. He strokes me in circles, his thumb dragging slowly around and around. Then he cups me softly and tugs me against him.

      He groans as the ridge in his shorts grinds into my hip.

      He urges my chest up. My heavy breasts swing free. He grasps me gently and draws one and then the other into his mouth. The pressure of his hard shaft against where I’m throbbing coupled with his slippery, sensual tongue starts a fire in my belly. I start to grind against him in little pulses, urged on by the way he’s rolling against me too.

      This must send some kind of signal because he rolls me to my back and quickly unzips his shorts, then he’s naked and kissing down my body. I start to shiver again but he doesn’t seem to notice.

      He tugs my underwear off. I force the tension out of my thighs. I’m so turned on right now there’s no way this is going to hurt.

      “Mmm, you want this, don’t you?” Caleb says as he comes back and parts my thighs. He gives me a glance with those smoldering eyes but I’m blushing so hard I can’t speak.

      “Let me make you come,” he says.

      I pinch my lips shut to counter my shock. “Oh, um, that’s okay,” I manage. Shea could never get me there, and I’m not about to lay here all night watching Caleb get frustrated.

      He gives me a curious look.

      “Really,” I say to close the subject. “I want you … the other way.”

      He chuckles, and I get a look at his cock. It’s like a mini version of him, thick and long.

      Freaking heck, this is it. It’s finally happening.

      He kisses up my body, slowly, lingering at my breasts until I’m practically begging him to stop because it’s so intense. He reaches down and caresses my folds, gently. Everything is slippery and full and pulsing and incredible.

      “You sure I can’t take you there first?” he asks, poised above my breasts.

      I nod. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      His eyes cloud. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” I reply quickly. “It just … feels so good.”

      He grins, then urges my thighs apart and kneels between them. He pulls a condom from his shorts pocket and rolls it on.

      I try not to stare—he’s much bigger than Shea. Like a lot.

      Then, he kisses up my belly and grips himself, guiding the tip to my center.

      I force a breath through my nose and concentrate on all the sensations of this moment: our fast breaths, the bright stars, the soft flannel, his smooth skin, my hot, needy blood.

      Slowly, he pushes inside, creating a delicious fullness that takes me by complete surprise. He arches out slightly and then in again. This time, I feel a pinch of discomfort.

      Caleb groans. “Fuck, you’re tight.”

      I get scared he’s going to realize what that means and shift my hips. He glides deeper.

      Caleb arches down to kiss me, a deep, firm kiss that makes all rational thought leave my mind.

      His next stroke fills me completely. I gasp because though it’s not painful, it’s … intense.

      “I’ve been thinking about this since that night on the river,” he says in a gruff voice, his hips rolling firmly against mine.

      My world is spinning like a kaleidoscope, but I manage, “Me too.”

      He groans, leaning down to suck on the crook of my shoulder. “This isn’t going to be enough for me,” he says, moving faster. “Stay with me tonight,” he adds.

      Inside me, everything is heating, pulsing. There’s a tingle happening at the base of my core. It’s thrilling, intoxicating.

      “God you feel so fucking good,” he groans, and arches his spine to reach my breasts.

      I gasp as he kisses me there—it’s almost too much.

      “I want you to come,” he says, his voice rough and needy.

      “Oh, don’t worry about me,” I say in a rush.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” he asks, looking up from between my breasts. “This isn’t a solo flight.”

      “Really, it’s okay,” I say.

      “Fuck,” he groans, clenching his eyes shut, as if in pain. He comes up to kiss me as his hips arch faster, his body pressing firmly into mine. Everything feels so good, and maybe if I had more time, with his lips tugging at my breasts the way they just were, something might happen. But I’m too shy to ask. He’s obviously ready and I’m not about to hold him back.

      With a grunt he arches into me firmly once, twice, then again, hard. It’s so sexy and primal that a pulse of desire coils inside my core.

      As his face clenches tight in pleasure I get a sudden craving. I want this again.

      Caleb rests his body on top mine while our chests rise and fall together. The steady weight of him feels so good. He’s so strong and warm, but his kindness and desire to make me feel good too is just as reassuring.

      “That was so unfair,” he groans.

      With a huff he slides out of me, kissing his way down before flipping over to sit. He slides off the condom, disposing of it in a bandana he pulls from the pocket of his shorts.

      My body pulses with a soft heat. Inside, I’m tingly, yet empty. It’s a strange feeling to have.

      “You’re not gonna pull that on me later tonight,” he says, eyeing me shrewdly.

      “Pull what?” I ask, baffled.

      “Whatever you did that made me come like a freaking fifteen-year-old,” he says, exasperated. He lowers back down next to me and props his head on his elbow.

      “I didn’t do anything,” I protest.

      He wags his finger, chiding me. “Just for that you’re going to come at least twice next time.”

      A tense shiver runs through me. “Oh,” is the only word I can muster.

      But he’s focusing on where he’s caressing up and down my body. “You’re so freaking perfect.”

      Heat creeps up my neck and I want to protest—I’m far from perfect.

      A series of snapping, loud pops erupts from somewhere close by, which seems to break him from his trance. “Maybe we should get back,” he says.

      He hands me my clothes and we dress in silence. “But I meant what I said,” he says, pulling me to stand. “You’ll stay?”
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      I’m sure I’m glowing like a goddamn roman candle as we re-enter the party, but I try to keep my cool. Though Lori and I naturally separate—Annika grabs her to play a game of cornhole and the beer tubs need more ice—I don’t take my eyes off her.

      Damn.

      My high from our rooftop fuck slowly fades, but my limbs retain a zippy spark, like I could do a back handspring.

      This isn’t going to be enough for me echoes through my head. Even though it came out a total surprise, I meant it.

      Lori’s soft skin bathed in starlight plays over and over in my mind. That and the way she reacted to my touch. I groan and thankfully, nobody hears me. She totally blind sided me with that whole I’m not girlfriend material thing. Direct and to the point. I love it.

      I’m kicking myself for not insisting I make her come first though. And then to not get her there? I grimace. Pleasing a girl is one thing Caleb Morgan does not fuck up. Later, she’s going to come for me, all right, at least twice, even if it takes me all goddamn night.

      After tending to ice bucket duty, I join my circle of friends, but my eyes fix on Lori. I imagine all the ways I want to touch her, taste her. From where she’s playing with Annika, her laughter rises above the din of conversation and the muted zips and pops of fireworks. I’d like to hear that laugh again, but just for me.

      A little voice in the back of my brain is flashing a warning sign, but I ignore it.

      The party’s winding down and I’m inside taking a leak when I remember the love glove wadded up in my bandana. When I hurry to dispose of it, a red stain stops me in my tracks.

      Like some scientist, I straighten and peer at it in the light. Why is there blood? Fuck, did I hurt her?

      I search through everything that happened, replay every moment. Was I too drunk to notice something like that? I shake my head. I wasn’t drunk.

      I grimace at my reflection. This is totally not cool. I may be a fuckup in a lot of areas of my life, but this is not one of them. I don’t hurt girls. In fact, I would say that I give way more than I get, and that’s the way I like it. Gives me something to hold onto.

      What gets me even worse is that if I hurt her, why didn’t she say anything? And why would she agree to stay if she thought I might do it again?

      I brace my hands on the counter. Think, you bastard.

      In a flash, it all makes sense.

      After washing up and tossing my bandana in the laundry pile, I march out to the party. By now, only a handful of people remain so I instantly spot Lori sitting around the fire pit.

      Her eyes grow wide when I approach. Probably because I’m practically breathing fire.

      “Can I talk to you?” I ask, barely containing my frustration.

      “Okay,” she says, and rises from the bench she’s sharing with Annika, who gives me a suspicious look.

      I lead Lori inside but there’s two people I can’t identify making out on the couch, so I keep walking until we’re standing on the street.

      I wheel on her. “So tonight,” I begin, giving the roof of my house where we were naked only hours ago a quick glance. “Were you … a virgin?”

      Her eyes widen, then she chews her lip and looks away. Finally, she nods.

      I rub the back of my neck. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Her shoulders lift and drop in a one-second shrug, her gaze focused on the ground.

      I huff a giant sigh.

      “I didn’t want it to be a big deal,” she finally says.

      I try to reel in my emotions. “But it is a big deal.”

      “See?” she says, her head snapping up. “I was right. Would you have slept with me if I’d told you?”

      I frown. “Yeah. But I would have done things differently.”

      She crosses her arms. “Like what?”

      I grab onto her arm and it’s all I can do not to shake her. “Everything.”

      Heat flashes in her eyes.

      I need to stay mad at this girl. I don’t like being lied to. It reminds me too much of Delaney and the shit show she made of my life.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, looking pained. She hugs herself and gazes up at the stars, as if yearning to escape there.

      “It was supposed to happen at prom,” she says. “I…had everything ready.”

      A handful of the partygoers exit my house.

      I nod up the gravel road. “Let’s go for a walk,” I say because this sounds like a story. “There’s a playground up there. We’ll have it to ourselves.”

      Lori falls in next to me and we climb the gradual rise, the gravel crunching under our feet. We reach the top of the hill, which faces the broad plain that leads up to the mountains, but it’s so dark they’re a jagged, black cutout against the bright stars.

      “Halfway through the night, I found my date making out with the class slut.”

      I sigh, but I don’t think Lori hears it. “Jeez, Lori. That sucks.”

      We reach the edge of the playground, the swing set glinting in the muted glow from a streetlight. I step onto the cool grass, which wets my exposed toes.

      “Were you guys serious?” I ask. I’m still pissed, but my protective side is pegged. I would definitely enjoy kicking this guy’s ass.

      We each sit on a swing. “Yeah. Four months.”

      “I’m sorry, Lori, that’s shitty.”

      “The ironic thing?” she says with a bitter edge to her tone, “He was with someone else because he was tired of waiting.”

      I’m reading her loud and clear now, and it sucks, what happened. “So, I was your revenge fuck?”

      She spins to me, her eyes wide with shock, but then she sees my grin. “Wait, are you teasing me?”

      I shrug. “Maybe. Would you like me to?”

      Conflicting emotions battle for dominance on her face. Then, she bites her lip, and it’s all I can do not to pull her into my arms and kiss her.

      “I just wish you’d told me,” I say, tugging on a pinch of her dress.

      She rocks back and forth on her swing, pivoting on her heels. “You’re right.”

      “Did I hurt you?” I ask, bracing myself for her reply.

      “No,” she says, her eyes wide with surprise.

      A breath of relief empties my lungs. “Okay, good.”

      “It’s sweet that you care,” she says.

      I scoff. “Of course, I care.” I raise an eyebrow. “I’m a regular softie.”

      She smiles. “Totally didn’t expect that.”

      I tap my fist into my chest and gasp like she’s wounded me. “A guy can’t win these days,” I groan. “If I’m nice, girls think I’m a limp dick. If I come on strong, I’m a possessive asshole.”

      “Why not just be yourself, and let the cards fall where they may?” she says, lifting an eyebrow.

      I give her a look. “Speaking from experience, Adventure Girl?”

      She glances away—ha! Busted.

      “You wanna tell me about that?” I ask.

      “Tell you about what?” she replies, looking away.

      “Don’t get me wrong, that thing your forehead does when you decide to do something is fucking adorable.”

      “What little thing my eyebrow does?” she asks, her eyes flashing.

      I laugh, then point at where her brow is pointed like Captain Spock’s. “There.”

      “Ugh,” she groans in frustration.

      I reach for her hand. “Sorry to tease you.”

      “Is it really?” she asks, softly.

      “Is it what?”

      “Adorable.”

      I grab her face and kiss her, a soft, tender kiss that ignites my blood. “Yes,” I say. “Now tell me what you’re so goddamn determined about.”

      She smiles, and I release her.

      “Maybe when that happened with Shea—”

      “Whoa, this prick’s name is Shea?” I can barely get the name out before I crack up.

      “Yes,” she groans.

      “Okay, okay, sorry, continue,” I say quickly but I’ve leapt ahead to an image of what this dorky bastard must look like and how good that first punch would feel.

      “I decided that I was being too careful. I was holding myself back from experiencing things.” She gives me a warning look. “Not just in the sex department.”

      “There’s a department?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “God, is sex all you ever think about?”

      “No.”

      Her nostrils flare as if to challenge me.

      “It’s true!” I protest. “Sometimes I think about music. Or hockey.”

      “Hockey?”

      I shrug. “Yeah. We all play, my brothers, even Annika. My parents always wanted enough kids to make a hockey team.”

      “But aren’t there seven of you?” she says, all rapid-fire, like we’re having a debate.

      “Number six turned out to be twins,” I reply just as fast.

      “Wow, seven kids,” she says, and I watch her think this through. “I thought living with my two stepbrothers was a lot. What was it like in the bathroom in the mornings?”

      “Busy. Now let’s talk go back to what you said about experiencing things.” I suck in a breath because that slide show of what I want to do to her has taken over my brain.

      She narrows her eyes, like she can read my thoughts. “This summer, I told myself I wasn’t going to say no to stuff.” She gives a shrug. “In school, I worked really hard, and while I’m proud of my accomplishments, after what happened with Shea, it feels like I sacrificed something.”

      “Maybe I can help with that,” I say, tracing up her thigh. So many things I could show you, rattles through my mind.

      She squeezes her lips together, trying to hold back a smile. “You already did.”

      “Take your own advice, though,” I add, still stroking her thigh, slowly, with just one finger. Her supple skin and the way she trembles fills me with a piercing ache. “And be yourself.”

      “But I am,” she says, a slow grin lighting up her face. “I feel like I’m discovering things I didn’t know I liked.”

      “Like sex on the roof with a hot raft guide?”

      “Cocky much?” she asks, her musical laugh ringing into the night.

      I cross my arms. “Nothin’ wrong with being confident.”

      She rolls her eyes. “More like working with kids. Rafting.” She extends her hands, as if to take in the sky. “This. I’ve never spent so much time outside.”

      “Cities are nice too,” he says.

      She peers at me. “Don’t you miss this place like crazy when you’re away?”

      “No,” I reply. “It’s so fucking small here.” Then I reach a little deeper. “But yeah, I do miss it a little.” I gaze up at the stars. “I miss these mountains,” I add.

      “I think I’m going to miss all of this after the summer’s over.”

      “Then come back next year,” I say as a warning bell blares again from the back of my brain because this sounds like I’m asking her to, and I’m not.

      She seems to give this matter some thought, but then her expression shifts. She looks away so I see her pretty face in profile, a silver earring dangling from her lickable ear.

      “You’re right, though, I did like being up there with you,” she says.

      We share a look, and fuck if her eyes don’t smolder. It makes me want to sling her over my shoulder and carry her to my room.

      “You want another go up there? I was thinking you might like my bed better, but…”

      Her laughter fills her eyes with a sweet sparkle. She presses her lips together, as if she can’t quite say what she wants, then that determined look is back. “The bed, please.”

      The way she says please speaks directly to my dick. I shift position to try to relieve some of the pressure, but it only throbs harder.

      “Whatever you need, doll.” I lift her chin, so our eyes connect. “But this time you’re coming first.”

      An anxious look takes over her face. “Good luck with that…”

      I lift an eyebrow. “You’ve never had an orgasm?”

      Her cheeks redden with embarrassment. Fuck is it hot.

      “Not with someone, I haven’t.”

      I get the meaning behind her subtext. “But you’ve taken care of yourself,” I say to confirm.

      She giggles.

      “Come on, tell me,” I urge.

      Her flush reaches all the way to her temples. “Okay,” she says. “Yeah, I have.”

      “You’re going to show me that,” I say, my voice like a growl.

      She looks at me like I’ve grown a set of horns. “Yeah, right.”

      I palm her warm, nimble thigh and pull her to me. “I’m dying to make you come.” I picture her head thrown back in ecstasy while her hips urge me on, and suddenly, it’s all I can think about.

      “Wow,” she says, her voice this breathy little gasp that adds gasoline to the flames.

      “Come on,” I say, pulling her to her feet.

      We walk back hand in hand with only the intermittent fizz and pop of fireworks to break the silence. Eagerness rushes through my veins and I take a moment to savor it, to let it fill me with anticipation. I like this girl, I like her determination, her laugh, and obviously, the feel of her naked skin on mine.

      Is this why I haven’t taken any girls to bed yet this summer? Because I was holding out for her? I tell myself I was just gun shy after Delaney.

      Outside my house, I pull Lori to a stop. “I get why you didn’t tell me, but do me a favor?” I say, brushing the side of her face with my thumb.

      She looks at me curiously.

      “Don’t do that again.” I grasp her shoulders. “I don’t like being lied to.”

      Her eyes fill with remorse. “I promise I won’t.”

      “You can tell me anything, okay?”

      She nods. “Okay.”

      I give her a kiss, and the space between us glows hot. Finally, I break away and there’s that moment when her dark lashes are still resting against her cheeks and her face is calm, like she’s momentarily lost in the sensations. I file this look away so I can enjoy it again later.

      “Now,” I say, lacing my fingers with hers, “let’s get inside so I can make this right.”
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      Inside, my trashed house is dark, silent. Murmurs filter through the walls from the direction of Grady’s room, but it could be him snoring, which he totally does even though he denies it.

      Once we’re safely in my cramped room, I take Lori’s face in my hands and kiss her, my lips locking onto hers.

      She holds onto my waist, her fingers tentative, and I remember how new this all must be to her. Take it slow, I tell myself even while my need to touch her, taste her, is burning through me like wildfire.

      Gently, I part her lips with my tongue, and she responds with a soft flick of hers against mine. I caress down her shoulders and arms to her waist, where her fast breaths expand her sides into my hands.

      “Can I take this off?” I ask, eyeing her dress.

      She nods, and I reach back for the zipper, peeling it down her back, the fabric fluttering down her arms. I slide it off and it falls to the floor in a soft heap. I take another mental picture of this exact moment—her body, the yearning look in her eyes.

      I step closer, kissing her again while my hands slide over the silky fabric of her bra to her small, hard peaks.

      She gasps into my mouth, her fingers tightening on my waist.

      Our tongues lash and swirl, lips smacking, tasting, and I get lost in the sensation of touching her and listening to her soft, panting breaths.

      This time, I don’t ask. I don’t need to—she’s telling me with her body what she wants, and I get a surge of confidence because this is what it’s supposed to feel like, this way of being in tune with her, understanding her needs. I unsnap her bra, managing what feels like an unreasonable number of hooks, and slide it from her frame.

      She sucks in a breath as I cup each breast. I moan at the lush, ripe feel of her, and brush my thumbs over her peaks. I kiss her neck and stroke her in little circles. They quickly harden beneath my touch.

      “My God,” she says, a desperate hitch in her voice.

      Just you wait, I think. I lick behind her ear, and her hips jolt into me.

      I shuffle her toward the bed, then yank off my shirt. When I scoop her into my arms, she gives a little yelp, her eyes wide with shock. I climb onto the bed, jostling her. She gives another shriek and grabs my shoulder.

      “I got you,” I say to reassure her.

      Her eyes lock on mine as I lay her down and kiss her again.

      One would think that after coming inside her once already I’d be able to think straight, but her soft skin and the sounds she’s making as I take one soft breast into my mouth makes that nearly impossible.

      I wish I could punch the bastard who broke her heart like that. Instead, I’ll make this good for her. I realize I like her more than I should. It’s not that I’ve never had a girl stay over, but it’s usually them asking, not me.

      There’s something about this girl that’s drawing me in. Maybe she’s just so … normal compared to Delaney or the messed-up world that is my family right now. Or maybe she’s a distraction, something to numb the pain of this last year. Right now, I don’t care.

      As long as I get to hear her come.

      I kiss the other breast while kneading the first, rolling her peak between my fingers. Her hips press into me, as if begging for contact. I grin but keep it to myself. I love how quickly she’s heating up. I fantasize about getting her close then making her wait for it—but I’m not going to torture her.

      At least not tonight.

      I suck on her perfect tits until she’s writhing and gasping, then kiss slowly down her belly, using plenty of tongue. Her skin tastes like summer and smells like sweetgrass. I kiss her belly button and dip my fingers beneath the hem of her panties. She gives a little jolt.

      “You okay?” I ask, glancing up her body.

      “Yeah,” she replies on an inhale.

      “This is going to feel so good,” I say, kissing to the top edge of her panties. “But if it’s too intense, you tell me, okay?”

      She nods. “Okay.”

      Slowly, I peel down her underwear—simple cotton with a little bow that for some reason makes me hard as a fucking rock—exposing her soft curls. I kiss her there, inhaling the clean scent of her arousal. Her hips release a little tremble.

      Fuck is this hot, and I haven’t even touched her yet. Tasted her yet.

      “No one’s ever done this for you?” I ask.

      “Done what?”

      I dip a finger between her folds.

      Her hips tense.

      Sweet heaven, she’s wet. I can’t stand it another minute and slide her panties further down her thighs, then flick my tongue between her hot folds.

      She yelps a little cry, her hips bucking.

      I chuckle. “That,” I say.

      She gazes down at me, her eyes wide, but there’s a yearning there, too. “No,” she says.

      I grin. “Lay back, doll, so I can make you feel good.”

      A nervous look races through her eyes. “What if I can’t…”

      “You let me worry about that,” I say, tugging her panties the rest of the way off.

      I urge her thighs apart and kiss my way up while stroking her with just my fingers.

      Lori’s breaths come sharp and fast. Finally, I can sense her anticipation, and caress her with my tongue. She bucks again. I reach up and spread my palms over her hip bones, wanting to feel every twitch of her muscles, every roll of her belly.

      I’ve been with a few girls who’ve admitted that their ex never went down on them, or tried, but never seemed to enjoy it. It makes no sense to me because tasting a woman and having her come on my tongue is one of life’s sweetest pleasures. I may not ever be capable of love, but to be trusted like this is an honor. I intend to savor every minute of it.

      “You taste so fucking good,” I moan, gliding up and down.

      Lori doesn’t answer, and I hope it means she’s floating on a cloud of lust right now. I explore, tuning into her reactions when I swirl around her clit or move in certain ways with my mouth, learning what turns her crank. Her fingers grip my shoulders, her breath in little gasps.

      That’s it, I think. Give in to what you want. Let me take you there.

      Her hips start to rock, the muscles tensing, like she’s drawing everything in.

      I move in time with her, focusing my attention on her clit which has become hard. I suck it into my mouth and release it, using just the edge of my teeth.

      She inhales sharply and her fingers dig into my shoulders.

      Oh, baby, here we go.

      I continue sucking and grazing and using my tongue against her folds.

      She breathes faster until she’s gasping, every muscle in her body coiling.

      I lick her harder, then nibble her clit just so.

      Her hips go wild against me while her cries erupt from somewhere deep inside her. I move with her, gliding and tasting, milking her pleasure for every last drop.

      Suddenly, she bucks away from me and gulps a full, shaky breath.

      I kiss to the top of her thigh and rest my head there while she trembles. Sometime during this dance, she’s grabbed hold of my hand and is still holding on tight, our fingers woven together.

      I bring it to my lips and kiss the back of her hand, listening to our breathing.

      But I don’t rest long. Doing that to her has driven home just how bad I want her again. So, I kiss up her body, trying to take my time but my blood is practically jet fuel.

      “I think you enjoyed that,” I say, gently kissing each breast but staying away from her nipples which I know will be too sensitive right now. Later, though, I have big plans.

      She gives a little giggle.

      I lay next to her, propping myself up on an elbow. My free hand roams her body, savoring her now-moistened skin and perfect curves.

      “Wow,” she says, then giggles again. “What the heck did you do down there? I’ve never felt anything like that. Ever.”

      “I’m not revealing my secrets,” I say with a mock-serious frown. I lean over for a soft kiss. “Gotta keep you coming back for more.”

      Her pleased expression drives a spear of satisfaction straight into my soul.

      Her eyes turn serious. “What’s that like for you?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Fucking incredible, why?”

      She shrugs. “Just curious.”

      I caress down her arm. “Hearing what I do to you is a major turn on.”

      She glances down to where my cock is straining against my shorts. “Apparently so,” she says, her eyes widening.

      She bites her lip and gives me a look that’s part curiosity, part desire. “Can I?” she asks, her voice tentative.

      Amused, I roll to my back and tug my shorts and boxers off. “Knock yourself out.”

      She pushes to a sitting position, her hair falling over her shoulder, and reaches out to touch me.

      I close my eyes and savor her silky skin on mine, the contact sending sparks through me.

      Her fingers wrap around my shaft and stroke, slowly, her grip tightening around my head. “Like this?” she asks.

      I groan.

      She moves faster, her full breasts swaying slightly. My precum coats her fingers, making everything slick and hot.

      I stroke over her nipple. It quickly hardens. Her face tightens in pleasure. I push up on one elbow so I can pull her face to me for a kiss. Parting her lips with my tongue, my mind starts to empty, reducing down to the taste of her tongue and my cock in her grip.

      But I know my limits, and pull back, savoring once more the way her long lashes look against her freckled cheeks.

      I grab a condom from my side table drawer and peel the wrapper open. “I want you on top this time,” I say, rolling it on. “I so I can touch you.”

      Her eyes still.

      But I don’t let her think about it for long, and shift her body so she’s straddling my thighs, my cock pressing on her folds.

      She looks unsure, almost vulnerable above me, so I draw her down to me and kiss her, stroking her back. Her breasts brush against my chest and I groan in satisfaction. They feel so good against me, soft and plush. I push her shoulders up and draw one breast into my mouth, swirling and flicking with my tongue.

      Lori tenses, her mouth open in a soft O. My hips start to move against hers, my cock gliding along her folds in little pulses. I continue sucking and teasing and rocking until we’re both gasping and grinding and I know she’s ready.

      I grasp the base of my shaft, then lock onto her center.

      She tenses.

      “Deep breath, doll,” I say as our eyes connect. “I promise I won’t hurt you.”

      She obeys with a slow inhale, then nods—her determined expression taking over her face again.

      Unable to hold back a second longer, I slowly inch inside.

      The look on her face—surprise mixed with lust, need—imprints on my brain.

      She’s so wet and ready I slide all the way in. “Come here, beautiful,” I say, and pull her to me for a kiss.

      Our lips crash together, tugging and teasing, our tongues lashing. I grip her ass, pulling her onto me that last little bit.

      She inhales a soft gasp.

      “Fuck, you feel so good,” I groan. I was right about needing her again. It’s even better this time.

      “You feel good too,” she says, kissing me.

      This, of course, is music to my ears. “I want you to come this time, okay?” I say, catching her eye.

      “I want to,” she says.

      “You will,” I reply, guiding her hips to rock. “Even if it takes us all night.”

      “Oh wow,” she says.

      I push her up again to nibble on her breasts. She’s eager for this, resting her hands on my shoulders and arching her back.

      I sink and rise inside her tight softness, her body welcoming me. I tell myself to hold on, but she feels so good I’m afraid I won’t last. I focus on sucking and tasting each breast, squeezing and caressing until I’m pinching, sliding my teeth against her nipple.

      After what I did to her with my mouth, I know what she needs, and reach down with my thumb to swirl her clit—gently at first.

      Her hips give a little tremble, her thighs squeezing around me.

      I arch faster, our bodies finding a rhythm. Her breaths move faster, louder, and her eyes are closed. But I need more control.

      “Sit up and touch yourself for me,” I say, pulling off her nipple.

      She blinks her eyes open. “What?”

      I sit up with her so she’s fully upright and give her a reassuring kiss. Then I take her hands and place them on her breasts, my fingers on top of hers.

      That blush blooms up her chest. “I … can’t,” she says, tugging her hands away.

      “Come on, Adventure Girl, do this for me.”

      “For you?” she asks, a skeptical look on her face.

      I chuckle and lay back so I can get a full view. “Yeah, for me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s crazy hot,” I say, and toggle her slippery clit.

      She inhales a sharp breath, her face tightening with desire.

      I place her hands on her again. “Show me,” I growl.

      Her expression tells me her mind and fingers are having a little war. Her mind wants to suppress what it thinks is naughty, but her desire is in charge of her fingers. Slowly, she feathers her hands over her nipples.

      I grip her hips and rock her firmly. “Good girl,” I praise.

      Her lashes flutter closed against her flushed cheeks. I move us faster, arching deep into her. A shudder pulses through her and she squeezes me.

      “Fuck,” I groan. “Yes, like that.”

      She squeezes me again.

      I suck in a breath. Jesus, this girl.

      A look of desperation pinches her face. I move us faster, taking one hand off her hip to stroke her with my thumb.

      She’s pinching herself harder; getting lost in her need. Fuck if it isn’t a turn-on, watching her let go like this, watching her learn to trust her desires, trust me.

      She so aroused right now that everything is slick and hot and the sounds our bodies are making blend with our breaths to make a playlist I’d like on repeat.

      Her walls squeeze me tighter. An anguished look crosses her face. She’s so close. She just needs to let it come, let it consume her.

      I pinch her clit while she tugs at her nipples and suddenly, her mouth opens in pleasure. “I’m coming, oh my God,” she pants, her head dropping back, and her mouth opens, releasing a series of soft cries. Her fingers fly to my wrists while her walls tighten around me with her release.

      Her soft, pale breasts swing as we rock, and I cradle them firmly, rising up to suck and bite.

      Lori yelps, her hips grinding against me. She cries out again, louder, her climax exploding. I arch into her harder, faster, my mind narrowing to nothing.

      Lori shudders into me but I don’t stop, my own release like a runaway train. I grab her hips again and thrust, filling every inch of her. With a groan, I come, pumping hard until I’m empty and spent.

      Lori collapses on top of me, her chest heaving into mine, our moist bodies touching everywhere.

      Lazily, I caress her skin as the details of the room slide back into focus.

      “See?” I say, giving her now-salty shoulder a wet kiss. “Worth the do-over.”

      She nuzzles closer. Though I can’t see her face, I feel her smile against my collarbone.
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      Caleb falls asleep almost instantly, his arm wrapped across me twitching, but I just lay there blinking at the ceiling.

      Come on, Adventure Girl, do this for me.

      A shudder shakes my limbs. Adventure Girl.

      Am I that girl? I certainly was tonight.

      It’s weird being in someone else’s bed. Shea and I made out in his room plenty of times, but he always took me home. I know I could probably call Annika, ask her to come get me, but I have a feeling it’ll start some kind of family feud.

      I tell myself that it’s fine. Just … weird. But what’s going to happen in the morning? Will he take one look at me and wonder what the hell I’m still doing here?

      As if to mark my point, a door creaks open somewhere in the house, followed by low murmurs, then footsteps pass outside Caleb’s door. A moment later, the front door shuts.

      Does Caleb expect me to leave like Grady’s companion? Is there some hookup etiquette I should have studied before coming to Idaho?

      

      I wake to pale light sneaking in under the blinds. Caleb’s body is curved against my back like a spoon, with his arm around my waist. It’s incredibly sweet, how he wants me close, even in sleep.

      After slipping from his embrace, I put on my clothes, but the room is chilly, giving my skin goose bumps. From the back of a chair, I grab a thick, plaid flannel shirt and slide it on, wrapping myself up. It smells like Caleb: river mist and pepper. I stand there reliving his kisses and the way he felt moving inside me for a long moment before forcing my feet to move.

      Rounding the corner to the kitchen, I stifle a gasp. Did the partygoers really consume this much alcohol last night? Empty bottles and cans are everywhere. The trash can is overflowing. The counters are coated with something that looks sticky even from this distance.

      I start with collecting all of the recyclables, trying not to wake anyone, and fill two garbage bags. Then, I collect all the garbage and half-eaten food and add it to the trash bin against the side of the house. When I’m outside, a faint pop sounds from somewhere and I grin in wonder that somewhere, the party’s still in full swing.

      Will I ever think of fireworks without Caleb again? Without remembering this incredible night?

      Back in the kitchen, I start on the countertops, then tackle the sink. I’m sweeping the floor when Caleb steps into the room, looking half-asleep and sexy as hell.

      “Sorry, did I wake you?” I say.

      He shakes his head. “You did not have to clean my house.”

      “I was awake.”

      He crosses his arms. “So. You okay?”

      A tickle weaves through my belly. Am I? “Yeah.”

      He steps close enough to touch me. “Sore?”

      I try to stifle my blush, but it heats my neck anyway. “A little.”

      He beams like he’s won some kind of prize.

      I can’t help but smile.

      “You know the perfect remedy, don’t you?” he asks, pulling me into his arms. His body feels warm and soft and he smells remarkably good despite the hour.

      He kisses me then steps back for a giant yawn, and coupled with the way he’s shirtless, wearing only a pair of faded jeans, the tingle in my belly turns molten.

      “Hey, so, Grady and I are gonna ride Sunbeam Valley today, before the carnival.” His eyes turn hopeful. “You wanna go?”

      “Ride, as in bike?” I ask.

      “Dirt bike. You can ride on the back of mine.”

      I’ve never been dirt biking and though I’m not opposed to trying it, I’m not crazy about the idea of being the third wheel. “Maybe another time?” I say. “I … need to wash my hair.”

      He chuckles at my joke, then walks slowly toward me, his eyes smoldering. “Maybe you should let me do that.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “It’s an extremely complicated process. There’s the shampoo, then the conditioner. Brushing it too. There’s a fine balance between being firm and gentle.”

      “Ah,” he says, stepping close enough so his heat radiates through me. “I think we found that balance last night,” he adds, brushing a lock of hair over my shoulder and planting a soft kiss right below my ear.

      My body reacts instantly—thighs clenching, breath hitching.

      Oh boy did we.

      He steps back, watching me with a kind, knowing look. “I’m happy to take you home, if that’s what you want.”

      “I think that’s best,” I say, heaving a breath to calm the sudden throbbing in my blood.

      “Have you been to Growly Bear Bakery yet?” he says with a twinkle in his eyes.

      I shake my head. “Why would I need to with Annika always bringing me treats?”

      He chuckles. “Annika doesn’t make bear claws, or good coffee.”

      My stomach rumbles.

      “I’ll just grab a shirt,” he says, and disappears down the hallway.

      Why is he taking me to breakfast?

      Moments later we’re leaving his front door, his hand reaching for mine. It’s still early, with dew coating the grass. To my surprise, he leads me to a motorcycle parked on the other side of a black truck.

      “Is this yours?” I ask, then bite my lip because…duh.

      He chuckles. “Yes, it’s mine.” He lets go of my hand and straddles the bike.

      “I’ve never been on a motorcycle,” I say, still standing there.

      “It’s easy. Just hold on tight and do what I do. If I lean, you lean. If I slow down, try not to slam into me.”

      He hands me a helmet, tucks into his, then he starts the bike and backs it up so we’re facing the street.

      A little thrill shoots through me as I climb on the back, tucking in the hem of my dress so I don’t flash half the town as we ride. The position makes my soreness intensify. I wrap my arms around him and try to savor the way his body feels against mine.

      Caleb accelerates onto the road, turning right, toward the center of town. A few turns later, we’re pulling up in front of a handsome log house, the honey-colored wood glossy in the sunshine. It’s barely eight o’clock and the place is buzzing. Hikers, mostly, with their zip-off nylon pants, trekking poles, and hiking boots, but there’s also a few old guys who look like fishermen here to top up their thermoses before heading out for the morning.

      After Caleb parks in front, we leave our helmets with the bike, and climb the weathered plank steps to an order window.

      Caleb nods to several people—a waiter and one of the old dudes. One waitress—stick-thin with long, blonde hair—seems to frown at me, and I wonder what I’ve done.

      “You want to eat outside?” Caleb asks, running a hand through his bedhead hair. “Or we can go inside, order in there,” he adds, pointing to where a line of people extends onto the porch from an open door.

      “Outside,” I say. It’s sweet that he’s being so thoughtful.

      He steps up to the window and chats with the woman, who proceeds to ask him questions about the guiding business and if he’s ready for the Fourth of July carnival.

      I’m impressed by his patience, answering each question thoughtfully. I get the feeling this is part of everyday life in a small town, especially with his big family.

      “Your ma doin okay? I haven’t seen her around much,” the woman asks.

      Caleb’s face tightens. It’s so quick I almost miss it.

      “She’s all right, thanks.”

      “Well, tell her I’m keeping her in my prayers. Now, what can I get you two?” she asks.

      Moments later, I’m wrapping my fingers around a thick ceramic mug of steaming hot coffee and shuffling to a table on the side of the bakery, tucked beneath a fabric canopy.

      “Sorry, Claudia’s always chatty.”

      “It’s okay,” I say quickly, adding cream to my coffee.

      Caleb squeezes a blob of honey into his.

      The comment about his mom is stuck in my mind, but I’m not sure if I, the slumber party guest, have the right to pry. “In a town of five thousand people, it’s probably impossible for people not to know your business,” I say, stirring my coffee.

      “You got that right,” he says with a sigh.

      The waitress who glared at me arrives with our bear claws on two mismatched plates, her clogs clomping on the wooden planks.

      Caleb seems startled to see her.

      “Hey, Del,” he says in a voice I’ve never heard from him, strained and tense. “I didn’t know you were working here.”

      “Why would you?” she answers in a huff, then plunks our plates on the table and stomps off.

      Caleb looks worn out. “Sorry,” he says weakly.

      “Old flame?” I tease, pulling off a corner of the pastry.

      He lifts his coffee cup to his lips, eyeing me across the top. “No flame, just … a mistake.”

      “Did something happen?” I ask, nibbling a bite. It’s heaven—thick and buttery and loaded with almondy sweetness.

      I expect some kind of cocky reply, something to make light of this girl’s reaction, but his eyes are dark. “We grew up together.” He chews a bite of his bear claw, then slurps a sip of coffee.

      “She turned up at Boise State this year. Transferred in.” He shakes his head. “She always had a crush on me, growing up. I knew getting together with her was a bad idea, but…”

      “Hey, it’s not my business. You don’t have to explain.”

      His face is troubled. “No, it’s okay. I think I was just really missing home, you know? But I had to break it off. She’s sort of nuts.”

      I cringe. “That must have been hard.”

      “You have no idea.” He takes another bite. “I wouldn’t have brought you if I knew she was working here.”

      “It’s fine,” I say, surprised that he cares so much. I mean, I’m just a fling, right?

      “I love this place,” he says, looking around with a wistful gleam in his eye. “I grew up coming here. It’s home.”

      “I love that you shared it with me,” I say, wanting to touch him but not sure PDA is a good idea here. “Thank you.”

      His eyes brighten. “You’re welcome.”

      After lingering on our breakfast where he entertains me with stories from his childhood—family outings, how he fell in love with music, and how he and Grady became friends—he drives us to the highway, then up the gravel road to camp. I feel a little bit like royalty pulling up outside the entrance on my motorcycle chariot, and this sensation only strengthens when he parks the bike and dismounts in order to kiss me goodbye.

      “You’ll be at the carnival, right?” he asks, after pulling back from a kiss that makes my thighs clench.

      I nod, shy from how easily my body reacts to him. This is supposed to end, right? We had our little fling, and now we’ll go back to being what we were. Only I’m not sure what that is, except a lead up to this.

      “I’m going to warm up my pitching arm so I can get you wet,” I say. I’ve never flirted like this with a boy and it’s intoxicating.

      His gaze sears me with a dagger of heat. “That’s my job.”

      I can’t contain my giggle and slap my hand over my mouth.

      He tugs on my waist, making me sway toward him. “You have a very dirty mind, Adventure Girl.”

      “No, I really don’t!” I protest.

      He grins at me. “I think maybe you do. I think I bring it out in you.”

      “Maybe,” I say, trying to hide my smile.

      He kisses me again, and this time it’s longer, deeper. His lips are so soft and warm, and I drift lazily along on a gentle current.

      “See you later,” he says after stepping back.

      Still trying to catch my breath, I stand and watch him drive down the gravel road, unprepared for the ache in my heart when he dips out of sight.
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      The camp is practically deserted, so I take a long shower without worrying about using up the hot water. Annika texts me as I’m getting dressed:

      Annika: Girl you are in so much trouble.

      We exchanged a glance last night as she left without me, but we haven’t talked.

      Me: With you?

      Annika: First, are you okay? That’s what matters.

      And then what, I wonder? Will we still be friends?

      Me: Yeah. I’m fine.

      More than fine, I don’t add.

      Me: Are you mad?

      Annika: No, silly. Where are you now?

      Me: Back at camp.

      Annika: Be there in 10

      I brush out my long hair and tuck into my flip flops, then hurry across camp to the parking area. The dust trail from Annika’s car rises up from the road below. I can practically time her arrival to the second.

      “Thanks for coming to get me,” I say when I jump into her little car.

      Her brows knit together in worry as she scrutinizes me with a long look. “Without giving me details…was he an asshole?”

      “No!” I protest.

      “Whose idea was it to stay the night?” she asks. “My phone’s been blowing up ever since. Everyone’s wondering what the heck is going on.”

      My eyes widen. I hadn’t counted on starting a scandal. Is this just small-town dynamics or is Caleb the reason?

      “Wait, before you answer that, have a cookie,” Annika says, pointing to the small glass jar filled with a stack of half a dozen peanut butter cookies.

      I take one out and bite into it, the rich flavor returning me to that evening in Rogue Canyon and where my feelings for Caleb went off the rails.

      “Yum,” I say.

      “My brother’s a one and done kind of guy,” Annika says. “But somehow you stayed all night.”

      “He asked me to.”

      Her eyes widen. “Interesting.” She nibbles on the edge of a cookie. “But then what?”

      “We agreed to stay friends.” At least, that’s what I think happened.

      Her eyes narrow in disbelief. “Oh-kay,” she sings. She engages the clutch, and we set off down the road.

      “This is probably weird for you, but we’re good. I had a good time.”

      Annika stops me with her hand. “Stop there. I don’t need to know anything else.”

      “Just so you know, I don’t normally do that. We just sort of hit it off.” Hit it off? A zip of heat tingles through my core, calling my bluff.

      “I’m not judging you,” Annika says. A breeze scented with dry sage blows through the cab. “Just worried he’s going to break your heart.”

      I gather my hair to keep it out of my face and take another bite of cookie. “He won’t,” I reply with certainty. No way am I falling for Caleb or anyone else this summer.

      “There was a girl named Del at Growly Bear Bakery,” I say as we approach the bridge.

      “He took you to Growly Bear?” she asks, looking even more surprised than before.

      “Yeah, why?”

      Her lips twitch. “Just … never mind … how did Del react?”

      I watch Annika for a moment, not sure I should be prying like this. “Angry.”

      “She’s totally psycho.” Annika sighs but it’s more like a groan. “He was such an idiot to sleep with her.”

      “He said that he was missing home.”

      A sad look captures her face. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense.” The car cruises over the wooden bridge. The clear river below cascades over pale cobbles, bringing its mineral scent into the car. “I only heard about it later. Small towns, you know? I just wish she’d leave him alone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She practically stalked him. Transferring to State so she could be at the same school.”

      “Were they dating?”

      “No.”

      “Yikes. That’s creepy.”

      “Our moms are friends, used to be really close.” She takes a big breath. “So, we kind of grew up together—Delaney and Ian, her brother.”

      I polish off the last of the cookie. “It must be so hard when everyone knows your business. How do you stand it?”

      She shrugs. “It can be good, too. People really come together. Like when my dad died last year, they were like one big extended family.”

      “I’m sorry, Annika,” I say, wincing. A bunch of questions get solved all at once: Caleb feeling homesick, Maggie’s comment about their mom.

      “Thanks,” she says, her eyes pinched at the edges.

      I want to ask how he died, but I’ve intruded enough.

      Annika turns left onto the highway. “So, big decisions,” she says as she accelerates. “Pie eating, dunk tank, water balloon toss, cake walk, or pitching contest.”

      Thankful for the transition, I roll up my window slightly to reduce the amount of hair blowing in my face. “Which cookie did you enter into the baking contest?

      “My molasses crinkles and Cowboy Heaven.”

      “You have to win,” I say. Her cowboy cookies are aptly named—crispy on the outside and soft in the center and loaded with peanutty goodness.

      Annika just shrugs. “There’s also a high school baseball game and square dancing.”

      “Square dancing? People still do that?”

      “Heck yeah, they teach it in P.E. all through middle school.”

      I laugh out loud. “That’s fantastic. I’d love to see it.”

      “Careful, some old timer will probably ask you to dance.”

      “That actually sounds really sweet.”

      “Oh, and don’t forget the carnival too. Nothing crazy. Ferris wheel, the Zipper, ring toss, stuff for the little kids.”

      Normally, I’m not much of a ride person, but the “yes” plan is working for me, so why turn it off now? “I’ll do whatever you want.”

      “Okay,” Annika says, brightening, as if I’ve just given her a gift.

      “Oh, and I’m buying your tickets,” I say.

      “What? You don’t have to do that,” she says with a look of shock.

      “I want to,” I say. “You’ve done a lot for me.”

      She shakes her head.

      “Think of it as payment for these,” I say, stealing another cookie.

      “If you put it that way, all right,” she replies, turning off the highway at Penny Creek.

      “By the way, my friend Sam’s older brother can fix your car.” She eyes me. “Nine hundred bucks.”

      “Wow, really?” I say. “That would be awesome.”

      “Cool,” she says. “I’ll let him know. You’ll have to get it towed to his shop.”

      Annika and I walk from where she parks on a side street into town. We join the many other people heading the same way, as if we’re all ants returning to the nest. Along the way, Annika introduces me to about a dozen people, and when we meet up with a few of her friends, some of which I met the night before, they pull me into their group like we’ve known each other for years.

      We watch the floats pass—two marching bands, classic cars, the mayor, and an old, wooden ore train pulled by a dozen huge horses. The biggest surprise is the two hockey players roller blading behind it to scoop poop off the streets: Caleb and Grady, dressed in sports jerseys and shorts.

      The moment our eyes connect, my stomach drops into my knees. Caleb grins, his whole face lighting up. Butterflies fill my chest and my skin prickles.

      He swoops by scooping a pile of poop into his giant snow shovel, then circles back to where another teammate mans a trash bin on wheels.

      Caleb circles back, coming to a hard stop right in front of me. His brow is damp with sweat and his curls are loose and wild. I relive their silky texture gliding between my fingers while we kissed. A low ache starts thumping between my thighs.

      “Having fun?” he asks with a grin.

      “Yeah,” I say, practically breathless.

      “I’m in the dunk tank at three,” he says with a wink, then skates off, his powerful muscles making the work look easy, graceful.

      The looks I’m getting from Annika and her friends makes me blush. “What?” I say. “I promised to play. It’s for a good cause,” I add because who wouldn’t want to support the volunteer fire department?

      Then the Homecoming King and Queen arrive on a majestic float—kids Annika and her friends obviously know, so they all blow kisses and exchange frantic waves with the Queen.

      Meanwhile I’m watching Caleb skate down the road after the horses, his body gliding over the pavement with ease. But across the street, tucked into the crowd but easily visible because of her glare, is a woman I recognize: Del. She looks away before I have time to react, instead turning her attention to Caleb.

      After the parade, we drive a few miles up a dirt road to the county fairgrounds. As we crest a slight rise, the rows of cars glint under the bright sunshine. Beyond are the rides, a large barn, and what looks like an arena.
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      By three o’clock, I’m feeling sunburned and my feet ache but it’s the most fun I’ve had since my family vacationed at a theme park when I was in eighth grade. Annika and I have eaten cotton candy, been soaked by water balloons, ridden the Ferris wheel, and driven bumper cars.

      “Can we visit the dunk tank?” I ask.

      She gives me a knowing look. “Absolutely. I can’t wait to see the look on Caleb’s face when I slam that bullseye.”

      When we arrive, Caleb is climbing onto the little seat inside the cage. His gaze roams the crowd. Once again, I get that jolt when our eyes meet.

      Grady’s first in line but misses his first pitch.

      “That’s all you got, asshole?” Caleb cries.

      Grady winds up again but the ball goes high.

      “Ha!” Caleb says. “Last try. Bet you ten bucks you miss again.”

      “You’re so going down, Morgan,” Grady calls. “How about twenty?”

      “You’re on,” Caleb says, then shifts in his seat, his eyes on Grady.

      “C’mon, Grady,” Annika cries.

      Grady gives her a steely look. I swear Annika blushes. Maybe I’m not the only one playing with fire this summer.

      Grady winds up and throws. The ball hits the mark and Caleb falls into the water with a giant splash. He comes up hooting, then swims to the ladder and flips his head to clear the hair from his eyes. His completely wet t-shirt outlines his sculpted chest and arms. I have the sudden urge to run my fingers over his chest, or maybe peel off the shirt and lick him.

      A shudder passes through me, but I fight it. What the heck is wrong with me?

      “Just wait until your turn,” Caleb says to Grady with a laugh. “You are so going down.”

      “Bring it, butt munch,” Grady replies. He steps closer and the two trade a stream of insults. Grady flips him the bird and trots off.

      I step up and offer my donation to the attendant, a shirtless man dressed in red suspenders and firefighter pants. He and Annika say hello while I take my first ball and approach the line.

      “Whatcha got, sweetheart?” he taunts.

      I give him the stink eye.

      He raises his eyebrows, and it’s the sexiest look I’ve ever seen.

      I’m not a ball sports person. As a kid, I never played catch. In P.E., I was the one with my hands over my eyes when they threw me the ball. My real dad is a research scientist with little interest in sports besides his road bike. My stepdad is more of a sports guy, but we’re not chummy enough for him to teach me to throw.

      So, it’s no surprise that my first attempt flies up and over the cage.

      “Try a little lower next time,” he teases.

      “Thanks,” I reply, trying to hold back my grin.

      I try to wind up like I saw Grady doing, but this one flies too far to the left, hitting the outside corner of the tank.

      “Hey, you don’t have to go easy on me,” Caleb says. “I’m a good swimmer.”

      “Shut up, Caleb!” Annika says.

      But he just laughs.

      Annika steps close and takes the ball from my hands. “When you pull back, keep the ball closer to your shoulder, and stand sideways.”

      “Hey, that’s cheating!” Caleb calls out.

      I shift my position this time and try to do as Annika says. The ball gets closer this time but still misses.

      “Can she have one more turn?” Annika says to the attendant.

      There are a few people waiting behind us.

      “Please?” she asks them. “I think she’s almost got it.”

      “That’s not fair,” Caleb shouts. He runs a hand through his wet hair.

      “She’ll make it worth your while,” Annika says to the attendant, then urges me to cough up more money.

      I fish out a twenty. “How’s this?” I ask.

      The attendant grins. The people behind me give a collective cheer.

      I stuff the bill into the cash box, then step up to the mark painted on the grass again.

      My first throw flies wide to the right, but I’m getting the feel for it now.

      “Didn’t your dad teach you to throw?” Caleb jeers.

      “My dad taught me calculus.”

      “How’s that working out?”

      I double over with laughter while Annika warns him off.

      I throw my second ball. It soars toward the target but misses by an inch. Closer….

      “Okay, now I know what we’re doing on your next day off,” Caleb says.

      “Oh yeah?” I ask, though I’m too busy trying to channel Babe Ruth. Though did Babe Ruth even pitch? Or was he only good at hitting?

      I pick up my final ball.

      He hooks his finger at me, beckoning me closer. “Pitching practice,” he says when I near the edge of the cage.

      “What if I don’t want to?” I ask.

      “Come on, Adventure Girl,” he says with a smile as bright as the sun.

      “Baseball isn’t an adventure,” I reply.

      “Everything with me is an adventure,” he replies.

      He might as well have thrown a ball at my stomach because it lurches inward—bullseye.

      “If you miss, you have to say yes,” he adds.

      “And if I don’t miss?” I ask, poised with the ball in my grip.

      His eyes sparkle. “Then you get to teach me something.”

      My heart flutters with delight that he’s getting so much enjoyment out of this. “Like what?”

      “I’m sure an idea will come to you.”

      I bite down on the smile threatening to blow my composure. Such a dirty mind, is on the tip of my tongue. Takes one to know one, he might reply.

      I return to the line and spin to face him. After a hard exhale to clear the ridiculous thoughts spinning through my mind, I throw my ball. This time, I manage to put more power behind it.

      The sounds of the carnival fade as the ball soars through the air.
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      Slam.

      I drop into the cold pool. I come up with a splash and tread water for a moment so I can wipe my eyes.

      “Sorry,” Lori says. Her fingers wrap around the metal cage as she peers at me.

      “Nice shot,” I say, and reach for the ladder. I’m still thinking about that look on her face when I offered that she could teach me something.

      I groan. What I wouldn’t give to know what went through her mind.

      Even though riding dirt bikes with Grady this morning helped clear my head, the minute we returned, so did she. The ten minutes I spent in my room getting dressed was near torture because her scent still lingered, bringing back her soft breaths in my ear and her limbs wrapped around mine.

      I just want to have fun this summer.

      Why do things have to end so soon between us? Why can’t we just see where it goes, knowing it will naturally end when summer’s over?

      “Is it cold?” Lori asks, looking concerned.

      “Nah,” I give her a wink. “Meet me later?”

      Lori’s eyes brighten. “Where?”

      “I have an insatiable craving for pie,” I say.

      Her face blushes crimson. “Uh,” she stammers.

      “The pie-eating contest. It’s at five o’clock.”

      “Right,” she says.

      “I’ll meet you.”

      Annika grabs Lori’s hand and whisks her away, but not before sending me a warning look.

      Several of my so-called friends stop by to drench me, plus half the town seems to want to join in. I tell myself it’s because they want to support the fire department, not to punish me for my many mistakes.

      Grady gets his turn in the tank, and I proceed to empty my wallet to soak him. Then we join up with a handful of others and roam the carnival. We play a couple of games, have a bone-jarring round of bumper cars, and eat several loaded hot dogs.

      My gaze sweeps the crowd constantly, looking for Lori.

      “Congrats,” Grady says under his breath as we watch one of our friends play a shooting game.

      “For what?” I reply.

      “Getting back in the game,” he says. “Last night?” He makes a mildly obscene hip thrust.

      I cross my arms. “Whatever.”

      “Were you two on the roof?”

      “Dude, are you spying on me? That’s sick.”

      “No, someone told me they saw you two necking up there.”

      I shrug. There are no quicker tongues than in a small town. It’s why I can’t wait to leave Penny Creek for good.

      “You’ve been looking for her all night. Are you guys a thing?”

      “Is that a technical term?”

      Grady rolls his eyes. “It’s just not like you. I’m wondering if you’re getting soft on me.”

      I suppress the surge of anger. My friend doesn’t mean to piss me off. “I like her. We’re just hanging out, that’s all.”

      “Whatever you say, man.”

      At five, I peel off and head for the pie eating contest. It’s in the large tent with all the crafts, so I have to pass quilts and collections of wool and hand-carved furniture before I get to the food section.

      Not surprisingly, Annika’s cookies have won some kind of prize. She’s been winning these things since she was twelve. At least she stopped entering her baby orphan animals—the one-eared rabbit, the spring lamb, the litter of kittens. Though she still adopts plenty.

      “Hey Caleb,” a voice says from behind me. My skin prickles as I spin around.

      “Delaney,” I say. “Enjoying the carnival?”

      She shrugs. “Our pig got second place.”

      “Congrats,” I say.

      “Saw you in the dunk tank.”

      I’m surprised she didn’t jump at the chance to take her shot. Or get her brother to do it. “Yeah, for the fire department.”

      “You should wear your firefighter uniform for me some time,” she says, her eyes flashing.

      “Uh, no, Del, we’re not together, remember?”

      Her face twists like she’s just sucked on a lemon, then she looks away. “I know, but we could be.”

      For the thousandth time, I curse the moment of weakness at that party. It had been a shitty spring semester and our team had just lost the playoffs. She looked different that night, confident, wearing a sleeveless top that revealed a patch of smooth belly. When it was over and I took her home, I’d never felt more like a complete ass, made worse by the look on her face when I told her it hadn’t meant anything other than what it was.

      I cross my arms. “No.”

      “That girl doesn’t know you, not like I do.”

      I take a second to process what she’s getting at. “Maybe I like it that way.”

      She purses her lips. It pains me that they are lips I once kissed. They’re thin and pale, not like Lori’s. Lori’s bottom lip is plump, perfect for gliding my teeth against.

      “I bet I can get you to change your mind,” she says in that needy voice that makes me cringe. It’s the crazy voice she used sometimes when we were kids being forced to play together while our moms drank instant coffee upstairs, oblivious.

      “Sorry to disappoint you,” I say before spinning away.

      At the far end of the booth stands a long table lined with pies. Lori is waiting in line and I sidle up behind her. She’s gathered her hair into a ponytail, revealing the smooth curve of her neck.

      Lori senses me close and glances over her shoulder. Instantly, her eyes sparkle with delight.

      Damn, it feels good to have someone look at me like that.

      “That’s cutting,” she protests, raising an eyebrow.

      A heat wave flashes through me at her sass, making my fingertips throb to touch her. “You were saving my place,” I reply.

      She shakes her head, grinning.

      It takes everything I have not to wrap my arms around her. “So, it is weird?” I ask her, my lips so close to the back of her ear I could close the gap and lick it in less than a second.

      She turns, which makes her ponytail swish. Instant fantasies of what I could do with that ponytail flare to life in my mind.

      “Is what weird?” she asks.

      “This,” I say. “Hanging out like this.”

      She seems to think about it. “No. I guess not.”

      I try to keep my poker face, but it cracks.

      She smiles, then tries to hide it by pinching her lips together.

      We both laugh and people near us turn to stare. But I don’t care.

      “So, next Thursday,” I say. “Pitching practice.”

      Her eyes dance with mischief. “But you lost the bet.”

      My cock twitches. Fuck am I going to have fun with this girl.

      “I’ll make you a deal,” I whisper softly into her ear. “I’ll give you some pointers, and then you can give me some.”

      A pink blush races up her neck and she turns away, making her ponytail swish again.

      The attendant takes our donations, and we file down the long table. I’m near the middle, with Lori on my left and a scrawny kid of about eight on my right.

      Lori sizes up her pie, then mine. “No fair, mine is bigger.”

      “You’ll just have to eat faster.”

      She rolls her eyes. In one quick twist, she creates a knot out of her ponytail. I hadn’t pegged her as competitive, and I like it.

      Next to each pie is a scrap of fabric, and I snatch hers up. “Want me to tie your hands for you?”

      Her lips part, as if she’s about to protest. Then she spots the scrap of fabric by my pie. “Then I won’t get to tie yours,” she says with a nervous smile.

      “We’ll save that for another time,” I say, and step behind her.

      She crosses her wrists and I carefully wrap the tie around them. We’re standing so close, almost touching. My cock is beginning to throb. She shifts, as if she can feel my heat.

      “Too tight?” I ask, finishing my knot. I’ve never tied a girl up before. What can I say? I’m a simple guy with simple needs. But the way we’re both practically panting right now is giving me all kinds of ideas.

      Lori shakes her head.

      The mom of the kid next to me helps me with my tie. I thank her but silently wish it were Lori’s slender, soft fingers brushing over my skin. The mom wishes us all luck and steps behind the rope, camera in hand.

      “Ready?” Lori asks as we step forward to our pies.

      “Yeah,” I say, thankful that the waist-high table is hiding what tying her wrists did to my dick.

      The announcer goes over the rules, reminding us that we have three minutes, while the crowd behind the rope watches, many with their cameras or phones poised.

      “Go!” the announcer calls.

      I pounce on my pie, which is made of whipped cream and some kind of fruit filling. Apple maybe.

      Out of the corner of my eye, Lori gulps the pie and licks her lips. She smiles because she’s caught me looking but doesn’t glance my way.

      “One minute!” the announcer calls.

      I return to my pie, scooping filling into my mouth. It’s sweet and thick but does nothing to satisfy my craving for an entirely different kind of pie. If I don’t taste her again soon, I’m going to lose my fucking mind.

      “Time!” the announcer calls.

      All heads bob up from the table. I blink through the cream coating my face and eyelashes at Lori.

      The lower half of her face is coated with white cream, like a Santa Claus beard. She’s managed to get a smear on her left temple that extends into her hair.

      Her eyes are wide and she’s breathing slightly faster than I think is justified for a pie-eating contest. She licks her lips and watching her little pink tongue dart about brings on a vision of her on her knees, taking me inside her soft mouth.

      To my surprise, the kid next to me has completely cleaned his pie dish. When the announcer pins the blue ribbon on him, he beams and his mom races over to hug him, whipped cream mess and all.

      “Let me untie you,” I say, shrugging out of the knot holding my wrists.

      Obediently, Lori turns her back and I whip off the tie but pocket the fabric.

      We both grab the offered paper towels and wipe our faces, but I still feel sticky.

      “You missed a spot,” I say, pointing to the smear on her temple.

      “So did you,” she says, grinning. She swipes a spot on my neck.

      They’ve set up a temporary sink on the side and I pull her to it. We wait for our turn, our hands still locked.

      “What flavor was your pie?” she asks.

      “Apple,” I say.

      She nods. “Cherry,” she says before I can ask.

      Energy zaps between our hands like volts of electricity. I can’t explain what I’m feeling, I only know I can’t turn it off.

      At the sink, we take turns wiping each other’s faces. Her touch is tender, and it makes me wonder what it would be like to be cared for like that, to be the object of someone’s kindness. Someone like Lori.

      I give her a wet willy and she splashes some of the water in the sink at me. I return the splash and soon we’re both soaked and the announcer races over to kick us out.

      I grab Lori’s hand and pull her from the tent.

      “Oh my God, we’re so bad!” she shrieks as we run, though there’s no one chasing us.

      “So bad,” I say, heading for the stables.

      “Where are we going?” she asks.

      Instead of answering her, I pull her inside the barn and kiss her against the wall. From deeper inside the space comes the soft rustling of horses moving in their stalls. I briefly wonder if we’re alone, then decide I don’t care.

      Her eyes flash with surprise but then she’s kissing me back. She tastes of sweet cream and summer and I can’t get enough of her soft lips.

      I press into her, the thick base of my cock grinding against her soft center. Unable to stand it any longer, I tug her into an empty stall and frame her face with my arms pressing into the slats.

      I lean down to kiss the slope of her neck. “I need to taste you.”

      “In here?” she says. There’s fear in her voice, but her body is melting to my touch. Being naughty is new to her, but I’m pretty sure she likes it.

      “Yeah, here,” I say, kissing her mouth again.

      A wild look races across her face. “What if someone comes?”

      “Like you?” I tease.

      “Oh wow,” she says, then gasps when I grab hold of her skin and suck.

      I pull out the tie and lift her arms above her head.

      Her eyes go wide, but I give her a reassuring grin as I secure her hands to one of the slats.

      Jesus she’s sexy as fuck like this with her eyes blazing and her chest arched up to me. I kiss her again, our bodies pressing close together, the heat from her skin igniting mine.

      She gives a little moan.

      I skim down her body, taking a nip of each breast as I go.

      She gasps, her body releasing a tight shudder.

      I sink to my knees and unbutton her shorts. While kissing her smooth belly, I tug everything down.

      Drawn in by the raw scent of her arousal, I bury my face in her folds, my tongue sliding deep between her thighs.

      Lori sucks in a soft cry, her hips bucking.

      I press her thighs into the stall and taste her everywhere. She’s raw and sweet and lush.

      “Fuck you’re wet,” I groan, and lick her again, this time swirling around the tiny hood of her clit.

      Lori’s breaths are ragged, accelerating. I suck and tease, gliding up and down.

      Her hips start to rock against me. I press her thighs apart, but her shorts only stretch between them another inch. It’s all I need.

      I slide two fingers inside her, thrusting with her body’s rhythm.

      Lori exhales a trembling sigh.

      I glance up at her face to see her mouth open in desperation and her eyes softly closed.

      I swirl her clit and drive inside her tight heat with my fingers.

      When I release her with the edges of my teeth, Lori’s hips go wild.

      I attack her pussy, thrusting and nibbling like a man possessed.

      Her face clenches and her lips pinch shut, muffling her cries until she’s arching hard against my mouth.

      I feel like doing a victory dance, like I’ve just hit a Grand Slam.

      Lori’s thighs shudder and she bucks away from me.

      I kiss her thigh and reach up to stroke her warm belly that’s quivering with aftershocks.

      Rising, I pull up her shorts, then reach up and untie her. She falls into my arms, her panting breaths hot against my neck.

      I hold her tight as energy surges through me. Holy freaking hell.

      “That was the craziest thing I’ve ever done,” she says.

      “It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever done,” I say. We kiss, the blood pounding in my temples.

      “I want…” she says, then stops as a look of trepidation comes over her face.

      I raise my eyebrow while my cock pulses against her thigh.

      “…to do that to you,” she finishes, her shy expression replaced by that look of resolve. “But I don’t… I’ve never…” She swallows. “Will you show me?”

      Fuck, this girl.

      I lift her chin and gaze into her innocent brown eyes. “Get on your knees, doll.”

    

  







            13

          

          

      

    

    






Lori

        

      

    

    
      The hay scratches my knees, but I’m so turned on by this I could be perched on a bed of nails and it wouldn’t matter. I caress the stiff length of him through his shorts and he groans.

      I plant soft kisses along the top of his waistband, tasting his firm, warm skin. He loosens my bun, so my ponytail falls free, then caresses the side of my head, combing back stray hairs.

      My fingers shake a little as I unbutton him and pull the zipper down. His shorts fall to the floor and I slide his boxers down his waist. His erection springs free and I have to stifle my gasp. Even though I’ve touched him, the idea of putting my mouth on him still makes me nervous. He’s not exactly small and I have no idea what I’m doing. But I want  this. I want to make him feel good the way he did for me.

      His skin is smooth everywhere, but it’s like velvet here. I grasp him right in the middle. His scent is a mix of musk and man and it calls to me like some kind of siren song. A bead of liquid appears on the tip of him. I can’t help it—I lick it.

      Caleb hisses, his thighs shuddering.

      The rush that comes from knowing I can do this to him washes into my brain. I risk a glance up and see his eyes blazing with hunger.

      “You okay?” he asks, his thumb caressing my forehead.

      I smile my reply, then close my eyes and I wrap my lips around the tip of him. He’s warm and tastes a little salty.

      Caleb exhales a tight breath.

      I glide over the tip of him, inhaling his scent, tasting his skin.

      “Can you take more?” he asks, his voice almost desperate.

      I glide lower.

      “Fuck,” he groans.

      I glide up and down, completely consumed by his needs. I take him a little deeper, trying to relax my throat.

      “Yes. Like that,” he says. “Now suck me with your tongue.”

      Oh, right. His tongue had been what sent me into outer space, so of course the same would feel good to him.

      I grip the base of him and start to swirl as I glide. He starts rocking against me in little thrusts. He reaches down to show me how to stroke him up and down while my mouth moves. My world narrows to managing all of these tasks at once.

      Caleb takes his hand away and caresses my temple, then slides into my hair.

      He thrusts a little deeper, hitting the back of my throat. I gag and quickly pull off of him.

      “Shit, sorry,” he says.

      I go from a cough to laughing. “It’s okay,” I say.

      “It just feels so good,” he says, lifting my face to look at him.

      “It feels good to me too.”

      His eyes brighten. “I’ll try to be gentler.”

      “Don’t,” I say, giving him my warrior look.

      He raises an eyebrow. “This is your first and I don’t want to scare you.”

      “I’m not fragile,” I say. “I won’t break.”

      A hungry look passes through his eyes. “Is that a challenge?”

      I take him into my mouth.

      Caleb gives a long groan. I refocus on the feel and taste of him and tuning in to his rhythm. He starts to urge me faster, so I close my eyes and give in to the sensations.

      “Fuck, I’m gonna come,” he growls, his fingers wrapped in my ponytail.

      Even though I brace myself for it, the jet of warmth that hits the back of my throat takes me by surprise. It’s thick and salty-sweet. I’ve heard all the debates about spit or swallow but there’s no way to spit anything out from this angle and I don’t want to. It’s not something I would ever choose to consume but in this moment, it’s sort of hot. He holds me there as the last of his pulses fade, then releases me with a shudder that shakes his entire frame.

      I come off of him and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. He pulls me to my feet and tugs up his clothes, then grabs me in a tight embrace. Both of us are still breathing hard, our rapid hearts thudding against each other.

      “I think you’re a natural,” he says into my ear, rocking me side to side.

      I start to laugh. “Liar.”

      He laughs too and we stay there for another long minute.

      A shadow darkens the barn door and seconds later, a horse is being led inside.

      Caleb pulls me to the corner of the stall, and we peek through the slats as a man walks his horse down the length of the barn. As he ushers the horse inside a stall, I quickly finish zipping and buttoning up my shorts. Caleb grabs my hand, and we hurry through the door.

      Outside in the soft evening light, all the colors seem more vibrant. I’m giddy with what we just got away with, and how easy everything is with Caleb.

      In the distance, the sound of the square-dancing announcer echoes across the meadow.

      Caleb checks his watch and groans. “I hate to do this, but it’s almost time for my shift.”

      “What shift?”

      “At the first aid tent. I gotta take over for Pete at six thirty.”

      “That’s okay,” I say, “I’m supposed to meet Annika.”

      “Pete and I are in charge of the fireworks tonight,” he says, swinging my hand. “So, I won’t get to see you.” He looks crushed by this.

      “Supposedly we’re having pitching lessons next Thursday,” I say.

      “I can’t wait that long,” he says, looking pained.

      My heart hums because this is the sweetest thing a guy has ever said to me.

      “How about this?” he says, snapping his fingers. “I’ll sneak into the camp tomorrow night. Surprise you.”

      I scratch a sharp itch on my knee. “Just don’t surprise my campers. The last thing I need is to give them nightmares.”

      He gives me a confident grin. “I’ll be very careful.”

      We stop me at the edge of the main tent. His playful expression turns serious.

      I can’t help but brace myself. Is this when he’s going to tell me we should go back to the friend zone?

      “I know you said you’re not girlfriend material. I’m guessing that means not getting serious about any of this.”

      I shift so I can see his eyes better, but it doesn’t give me any more clues as to what he’s getting at.

      “Are you … looking to see other guys?” he asks, his face contorting with discomfort.

      Truthfully, I hadn’t given it much thought. I’m no sex kitten, that’s for sure. “Why are you asking?”

      He swallows. “I’m coming off of that mind-fuck with Del, so I’m in no great place for anything serious either, but we could keep hanging out like this.” His shoulders rise and fall in a quick shrug.

      My heart flutters.

      “I mean, after summer ends, we’re both leaving, right?”

      “Right,” I say as my mind spins with the implications. Last night was awesome but I was under no pretense it would continue. I went into it with my eyes wide open, hoping that after, we could be friends again.

      “But … if you wanna sow your wild oats, that’s cool,” he says, though his pinched expression reveals his effort to make this sound casual.

      “Wild oats?” I say with a laugh to cover the realization I’m in serious trouble. I don’t want to go back to being just friends. “Maybe we could just sow our wild oats with each other.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Are you talking dirty to me?”

      I give him a look. “Just so I’m clear, we’re going to not see other people, and we’re going to hang out but not get serious.”

      He nods, his eyes brightening. “Exactly.”

      A warning bell is sounding from the back of my brain, but I ignore it. Summer’s half over already. After today, we both go back to our jobs. Our days off don’t always line up. So, it’s not like we’ll have a ton of time to spend together.

      What’s the harm in a little casual fun? I’ve never done something like this before. It sounds risky and thrilling.

      “Yes,” I say. “I’m game.”

      He steps close for a long kiss. “What we did in there was fucking hot as hell,” he says when he pulls back.

      “Um, yeah,” I say as the blush works up my chest.

      “Promise me we can do that again very soon.”

      “How soon?” I ask, lifting an eyebrow.

      He gives me a warning look. “Now you’ve done it,” he groans. “I get to sit at the first aid tent for the next three hours thinking about you.”

      He’ll be thinking about me? “Oh.”

      He kisses me again, his tongue flicking gently against mine. I can still taste myself, a salty-lemony flavor that starts to make my blood hot.

      “Okay,” I say suddenly, stepping back. “You gotta go, and I need a cold shower.”

      He grins. “I like that I can turn you on like that.”

      That makes two of us.

      He gives me one last kiss. “See you soon,” he says, then dashes off.

      I watch his fit body become a blur in the crowd, then spin, trying to get my bearings. Annika said she’d be at the food tent for the judging, so I head in that direction. The movement delivers a fiery itch from my knees. I go to scratch them when I notice that my skin is bright red and splotchy. My palms are too.

      “Oh my God,” gasp, fighting the sudden urge to itch everywhere.

      It seems to be spreading. How can I stop it?

      “Holy cow, girl, what happened to you?” Annika says when I find her.

      “I’m … not sure,” I say. The need to itch is driving me insane.

      “Your face looks swollen,” she says in alarm. “Should I call 9-1-1?” she asks, looking around, as if for advice.

      “No,” I protest. “I’m fine. Just … itchy.”

      “But if it spreads to your throat then it might swell and close up. I’ve been trained to treat anaphylaxis,” she says gravely. “We better get you to the first aid tent. They have epinephrine.”

      “But what about your contest?” I ask.

      “I’ll come back for my ribbon later.”

      “Oh, you won, that’s so awesome!”

      “Yeah,” she says as she practically drags me out of the tent.

      The more we walk, the itchier and hotter I feel. By the time we step up to the first aid tent, I’m fantasizing about climbing into a bucket of ice.

      Caleb and his brother Peter seem to be locked into an argument—both faces are red and tight.

      “…stupid thing to do,” Peter says.

      “Fuck off,” Caleb groans.

      “Excuse me,” Annika interrupts.

      Both heads snap in our direction.

      Caleb’s eyes go wide when he sees me, and then he’s rushing my way.
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      “Shit, what happened?” I say, my gaze flicking from Annika to Lori’s.

      “It started after…” Lori starts, but then pauses, probably because there are three pairs of eyes staring at her.

      “Let’s get her inside,” Peter commands.

      I hate him taking charge like this. Ever since Dad died, he’s become Captain Asshole. But he’s the future doctor. I’m just an EMT.

      All of us usher Lori to one of the exam tables set up at the back of the small tent. The volunteer fire department’s ambulance is parked in the grass outside in case we need it.

      Peter runs through the patient assessment drill. Yes, she can breathe okay, no, she didn’t get stung, no, this has never happened to her before. He dons a pair of gloves and uses his stethoscope to listen to her heart, then he inspects the hives on her legs, which in the space of five minutes have almost doubled in size.

      “Where on your body did you first notice it?” I ask.

      Peter may be in charge but I’m not just going to stand here.

      “On my knees.”

      Lori’s gaze locks with mine and the realization hits. The hay in the barn.

      Pete’s eyes scrunch together in curiosity. “Interesting. Run me through your recent activities.”

      Lori’s face blanches.

      “She needs Benadryl, like now, Pete,” I say.

      “I want to get to the bottom of this,” he says, turning to me. “What was she doing on her knees?”

      “It’s from hay.” I give Lori a reassuring look. “Right?” I ask her. “Didn’t you tell me you went to the petting zoo?”

      “Oh yeah,” Lori says, the alarm in her eyes quickly softening to relief. “I got on my knees to … pet some goats.”

      Pete glances from me to Lori. Next to me, Annika releases a soft snicker. I glare at her, but she gives me her classic scolding look.

      “And you’ve never been near hay before?” Pete asks.

      Lori shakes her head.

      Jeez, she looks miserable. I feel terrible.

      “Never been in a barn before,” she replies. “To a petting zoo, I mean.” Her face flushes pink but I think I’m the only one who notices.

      Peter pulls off his gloves. “I don’t think you need epinephrine, but an antihistamine should help calm your reaction.”

      I open the first aid box and punch out two little pink pills from the foil package and grab a bottle of water.

      Lori drops the pills onto her tongue and takes a long gulp from the bottle.

      Peter glances at his watch. “Keep her here for observation. Watch for any changes in her airway.”

      “I’m not a total moron,” I say, my jaw tight.

      He gives a snort. “See you at nine. Page me if you get more patients.”

      “I’m perfectly capable, Pete.” I try to keep my voice calm, but there’s no mistaking the edge in it.

      “I wish you’d start showing it,” he mutters, so low only I can hear it.

      Once he leaves, Annika gives us both a hard stare.

      “Look, it’s not going to take long for people to put this together. Pete’s oblivious but the rest of the town isn’t.” She huffs a giant sigh. “The barn? For real?”

      Lori looks at her hands.

      “So what if people know,” I say with a shrug. “We’re just having fun.”

      She lifts an eyebrow. “If this blows up, it’ll be bad for the business, and we can’t have that right now. You know that.”

      “This has nothing to do with the business!” I say.

      Annika gives me a look. “Plus, Lori doesn’t need her name dragged through the mud.”

      “So, I’m the mud? Gee, thanks.”

      Her eyes soften. “I care about both of you, okay? I don’t want to have to be the one to pick up the pieces when this whole thing blows up.”

      “What thing?” I ask.

      “Whatever shenanigans you two are pulling.” She puts her hands on her hips.

      “We have a solid agreement,” I say, crossing my arms.

      Lori’s head snaps up.

      “We’re just hanging out for the summer, and when it ends, we’ll go back to being friends.”

      Annika’s left eyebrow arches up. “Seriously?”

      “What? We’re good with it, right Lori?”

      Lori’s gaze flicks from Annika to me. “Yeah. Just for the summer.”

      Annika groans. “So, I have to watch you make googly eyes at each other for six more weeks?”

      “No googly eyes,” I say.

      “Yeah, that’s officially off the list,” Lori adds, biting back a smile.

      Annika shakes her head. “Okay, but don’t come crying to me when it goes south. I want no part of it.”

      “Got it,” I say.

      “No crying. Promise,” Lori says.

      Annika sighs, then scrutinizes both of us with a hard look. “I can already hear the tongues wagging. Your official story is that petting zoo one, okay?”

      She spins on her toes and marches out of the tent.

      “I’ll bet you didn’t know that getting hives would give you a front row seat to the Morgan Family Feud show,” I say, slumping next to her on the bed.

      “It’s pretty fascinating, actually,” she says. “I don’t have any siblings to fight with.”

      “Ha,” I say. “Want a few of mine? I’d be happy to offload Pete right now.” The minute I say it, I regret it. “Actually, no, that’s not true. I just wish he’d stop trying to be my dad.”

      “Annika told me he passed away. I’m sorry, Caleb.”

      “Thanks,” I say.

      A long silence stretches between us.

      “I wonder if Pete feels like he needs to take over,” Lori finally says.

      “But he doesn’t,” I protest, my hackles springing to life.

      “But he must feel some kind of responsibility, as the oldest?”

      I shrug. “He’s always been so focused. Like he couldn’t wait to leave all of us behind.”

      “Maybe he’s just driven.”

      “Yeah, both him and Wyatt are.” I’m not sure why I say this. I hadn’t meant to go any deeper into my nutty family’s dynamics.

      “The swimmer,” Lori says.

      “Growing up, he and Pete were always really close, almost like twins.”

      She frowns. “Were?”

      Crap. I hadn’t meant to open that box. “We’re all still really close, but it’s different now that some of us are out of the house.” I almost laugh at how far this is from the truth.

      She nods, but I can tell my answer didn’t satisfy her. I can’t explain what happened between Wyatt and Pete. It’s too messy.

      “You and Annika seem really close,” she says.

      A tight feeling grips my stomach. “Yeah, we’re only two years apart, so it’s always been that way,” I say.

      “I wish I had a sister,” she says.

      I smile. “Fifty percent of the time, she drives me crazy. But a hundred percent of the time, I can’t imagine my life without her.”

      “You say the sweetest things,” she says, resting her head on my shoulder.

      I slide my arm around her in a soft embrace. “Despite all of our differences, I love my family.”

      “You’re lucky.”

      “It doesn’t mean I want to hang around here for the rest of my life though.”

      She questions me with her eyes. “Sounds like you have big plans.”

      “Not big, really, just…mine.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I inhale a deep breath. “Growing up with so many people in such a small space, nothing is ever really yours. I never had my own room. Everything I had was handed down: my clothes, shoes, lunchbox, my bike, skates. And we were all funneled to do the same things, have the same goals. Things like working at White Cloud. Playing hockey. Going to college.”

      “But you like those things, right?”

      “Yeah, most of them.” My math professor’s dark glare flashes through my mind. Despite studying every day for almost two hours, I failed every test. And then there’s English, a class I should have aced but again, our final grade is test-based, and I bombed all three of them.

      “I’m done being told what to do. I’m ready to make my own choices.”

      “Any idea what that’ll look like?” she asks, nuzzling closer.

      “I’m … thinking of quitting school,” I say.

      She gives me a concerned glance. “Wow, why?”

      “It’s expensive. And I don’t really know what I want to do.”

      “You don’t like your classes?”

      “Some of them. I like science and doing the experiments. I took an art class. I liked the metalwork we did.”

      “So, you like working with your hands,” she says. “You seem to like taking care of people,” she adds. “Are you interested in medicine?”

      I shake my head. “No, that’s Pete’s thing.”

      She scoffs. “It could be your thing too. The field of medicine is huge.”

      “Being a doctor is too serious. And there’s way too much school for that.”

      “Hmm, well, you could do something like a Physician’s Assistant. I think that’s only a year of school.”

      “I was thinking of just working as an EMT for a while.” I’m struck by how easy it is to talk to her. She’s not judging me like so many people feel compelled to do.

      “That’s a great idea,” she says.

      “And playing a lot of music.”

      “Ooo, a rock star,” she teases, leaning into me.

      “Speaking of rock stars,” I say, turning so I can see her better. “How are you feeling?”

      “It still itches, but it’s not as bad,” she says.

      The hives on her arms and neck look more pink than red now, but the ones on her knees are red and weepy. “I’m so sorry, Lori,” I say, wincing.

      She shrugs. “It’s fine.”

      “I hate that I did this to you.”

      She glances at me, surprised. “I was the one on my knees.”

      I relive her mouth sliding down my cock, then shake my head to clear it. “Goddamn.”

      “What?”

      “If you don’t quit it, I’m going to have to break my doctor-patient privilege.”

      She giggles. “I might like that.”

      “Cut it out!” I say, knocking her with my shoulder.

      “I don’t want to,” she says. “It’s way too fun, watching you get excited.”

      I lean over and give her a soft kiss—nothing too crazy—I know she doesn’t feel good. “I think maybe it’s time I kick you out of this tent.”

      “Didn’t you take some sort of oath? Sickness and health and all that?”

      “That’s a wedding vow, dude,” I say with a laugh. “The Hippocratic oath is to ‘do no further harm’.”

      She giggles again. “I think it would cause me further harm to walk around drugged.”

      “It’s only an antihistamine, not valium.”

      “Okay, okay,” she says, and slips to her feet. Her hand flies out and grabs me as she sways a little.

      “Whoa there.”

      She releases a slow breath. “Maybe I should head home.”

      “Sometimes that medicine can make people tired.”

      “I think it has more to with a certain someone keeping me up very late last night,” she says, giving me a look that could melt steel.

      I brush back a stray lock of hair and tuck it behind her ear. “I’m not going to apologize.”

      She covers her mouth to yawn again and it’s adorable watching her face scrunch up and her nose crinkle. “I wasn’t asking you to,” she finally says.

      Our eyes connect. I wipe the little bit of moisture leaking from her eyes with my thumbs, savoring the way she softens to my touch.

      “I’ll text Pete to cover me here so I can take you to camp.”

      She scratches at her wrist. “You don’t have to do that,” she says. “I can probably find a ride.”

      This night is going to be hellaciously uncomfortable for her and I hate being unable to help. “Nonsense. I’m taking you.”

      Her eyes fill with gratitude. “Okay. Thank you.”

      I send a message to Pete but don’t bother waiting for him to arrive. I don’t need any more of his attitude tonight.

      I’m not going to tax Lori’s balance with a ride on my bike, so text Annika that I’m borrowing her car.

      With my affairs settled, I lead Lori out of the tent. We walk through the dry meadow and sage, our hands clasped.

      “What about your future plans? You gonna set the world on fire?”

      She gives me a sarcastic sneer. “No.”

      “C’mon, smart girl like you—”

      “What makes you think I’m smart?” she asks.

      Her voice has a bite to it I’ve never heard. I watch her out of the corner of my eye, curious. “Hmmm, it may have been that crack about learning calculus, or that you knew how many pounds were in a half ton.”

      She scoffs. “Everyone knows that fact.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “You’re wrong there.”

      “I’m good at math, okay?”

      “Why are you so defensive about it? If I were good at math, I’d be shouting it from the rooftops.”

      “I highly doubt that.”

      “You obviously haven’t met my math teacher.”

      She gives me a look but I’m quick to laugh it off.

      “I’m going to study biology,” she finally says.

      “Cool, like animals?”

      “Maybe,” she says. “The other night, I thought I heard wolves howling.”

      “They’re one of the last packs in the lower forty-eight,” I say with a touch of pride.

      “That’s awesome.” She gazes wistfully at the distant mountains, then shrugs. “But I might go into pathogen research like my dad.”

      “Wow, like cures for cancer and stuff?”

      “Yeah.”

      We walk the length of cars to the end of the row where Annika parked.

      “Why aren’t we taking your bike?” she asks.

      “This is safer.”

      She gives me a look I can’t read—like I’ve said something profound. But I’m only doing what any normal person would.

      Right?

      We climb into Annika’s car and I wait until she’s buckled before I start the engine. I lower the windows and cruise down the gravel road. Once we’re up to speed on highway, the valley’s river-cooled air filters into the car, bathing my senses. We pass through town, then I turn up the road to the camp, crossing the river that’s wide and shallow here. I can’t hear the water over the sound of the engine, but its current flows through me all the same.

      I park the car outside the split rail fence bordering the camp and step out of the car.

      “You don’t have to walk me all the way to my cabin,” she says, releasing another yawn. “I’m fine.”

      “As your doctor, I have to make sure you’re safe.”

      She laughs. “Okay, but just so we’re clear, the messy side of the cabin is your sister’s.”

      “Like you need to tell me. I grew up with her, remember?”

      I take her hand and she leads me down a narrow dirt road. “Is anyone here right now? I’m not sure you being alone is a good idea.”

      “The camp owner and director live here, so they’re around.”

      “Well, if you feel any worse, call me, okay?” I say, swinging her hand. “I’ll be faster than 9-1-1 tonight.”

      “Okay,” she says.

      We pass a bunch of camp buildings then turn right on a trail, which leads us through a grove of Aspen trees to a small wood cabin identical to several others we’ve passed.

      “Thank you for the escort,” she says sleepily as we step inside the simple one-room space set up with two single beds and two dressers.

      “Man, that stuff is really knocking me out,” she says then slumps onto the edge of her bed.

      I help her out of her shoes and pull back the covers. Her comforter is a periwinkle blue and the sheets have trains on them.

      “What’s with the trains? I thought girls liked flowers and stuff.”

      She frowns, then catches on when she sees the sheets. “Oh, they’re my little brother’s. The sheets from my bed at home are too big.”

      I picture Lori sitting cross-legged on the floor with a younger boy who looks a little bit like her, the two of them building a wooden train track.

      “You want to get undressed?”

      She gives me a look.

      “Hey, get your mind out of the gutter,” I tease. “I wasn’t trying to put the moves on you.”

      “Why not?” she asks, wiggling her eyebrows at me.

      I grip the sides of her face and give her a firm kiss. “Because you’re sick, now get in bed.”

      “So bossy,” she sighs.

      My cock twitches. “I think you like me that way.”

      A sly smile lights up her face.

      “Actually, I think I need to take off my shorts. They’re really uncomfortable.” She rolls to her back and I help her slide them off. I definitely don’t stare at her pale pink underwear and the way it frames her perfect thighs.

      “And my bra.” She winces. “I think it’s making it worse.”

      She reaches under her t-shirt to unhook the back, revealing a patch of welted skin.

      “Jeez, Lori,” I say, squinting at the angry patch of red skin beneath where the band of her bra hugged her body. “I’m so sorry.”

      I vow to never set foot in a barn again. Even after this summer.

      “I’m all right,” she says easily. The hooks break free and she slides the bra off from under her t-shirt. She quickly folds it up with her shorts and sets the bundle on the floor.

      She practically falls into bed and I pull the covers up.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      I caress her silky hair. “You’re welcome.” I plant a soft kiss on her forehead. “Annika should be here pretty soon, but if you need anything, call me.”

      She yawns again. “You are so sweet.”

      I flash her a smile, then stand. It’s surprisingly difficult to turn away from her. I want to stay and make sure she’s okay.

      But her eyes close and her breaths deepen. I watch her for a moment longer, then force my feet to move toward the door.

      I drive down the long hill, taking in the view of the river, the town, and the backdrop of the Sawtooths dark and sharp against the dusky sky. At the bridge, I stop and get out to watch the water rush by and drink in the cold mineral mist, but it doesn’t help shake the feeling that I’m caught in a dangerous current, heading for the falls.
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      I double check all the tie-downs on the Opti sailboats one last time before walking down the dock, the strengthening afternoon wind whipping stray hairs from my braid into my face. Our program director came to tell me that we’re going to have a storm. Sure enough, as I step onto solid ground, the first fat raindrop hits my face.

      My phone chirps from my back pocket. My stomach drops an inch.

      “Hey mom,” I say. I’ve been meaning to call her back about my car, but, well…the Fourth of July kind of took all of my attention.

      “I just have a minute before my next meeting,” she says in a rushed tone. “Jeff and I have been talking about your car situation.”

      I grimace. Why does Jeff have to weigh in on everything? “My friend Annika’s older brother can fix it,” I say, triumphant for solving this problem myself. “Nine hundred dollars.”

      “Is he certified?”

      I slip my free hand around my middle. “I don’t know. But Annika says he can fix it.”

      “Let me talk to Jeff about it.”

      I huff a sigh.

      “How’s camp?” she asks.

      I blink in surprise. She was against my left turn to come to Idaho. In the end, my dad went to bat for me. “It’s great.”

      “I hope you haven’t been too distracted to study,” she says in that warning tone.

      My gut tightens. Distracted? Or having fun for once? I wish I could tell my mom about Caleb. I wish we had that kind of relationship. But somewhere along the way I stopped sharing things like that with her.

      “Of course,” I say, making a mental note to review my plus-que-parfait tense in my free time tonight. If I want to test out of French 101 at Stanford, I can’t slack off.

      “Gotta run, sweetie, love you,” she says.

      A text buzzes my phone as I say goodbye.

      Caleb. My skin jumps.

      Despite his threat to come visit me at night, we haven’t seen each other since he tucked me into bed after the fair. I’ve had a staff meeting, he had to repair several boats, I had a sick camper and needed to stay with her, he pulled an all-nighter fighting a house fire.

      Caleb: Ready to play ball tomorrow?

      Me: Can’t we make out instead? We only have five more weeks

      He’s texted me every night—some of our banter getting downright steamy. It’s thrilling and sexy, but I still don’t know what we’re doing, exactly. Yes, we’ve made our little pact but I’m starting to feel out of control. Like any minute I’m going to trigger an avalanche that’ll bury me.

      He keeps teasing me about our “deadline”—using it as an excuse to break any rule that stands in our way of spending time together.

      Caleb: Making out is def on the agenda

      A shiver races through me. Where are you taking me?

      Caleb: I was thinking we’d start with a trip to the moon. Then maybe we’ll get you to Saturn.

      Me: Saturn is 1.2 billion miles away

      Caleb: And I’m going to enjoy every minute of that flight

      I pause mid-step on my way up to the mess hall to laugh out loud. He’s relentless.

      Caleb: Pick you up at noon

      I give him a thumbs up and slide my phone into my pocket just in time to fall in with my campers, led by Annika who is bringing them from their afternoon at the craft shack.

      Annika and the kids settle in at our table while I continue on for the pitchers of water waiting for us at a side table.

      To my dismay, Hans is walking right toward me. His gaze zeroes in on my chest.

      “Nice tits,” he says as he passes.

      My mood sours instantly. I grab two pitchers and spin around, wishing for the millionth time I had been born with a different body. Girls with small boobs don’t know how good they have it.

      Despite trying to avoid Hans, he seems to be finding me more often. He’s harmless, but it’s annoying. As I set the pitchers down, my gaze sweeps the room. Sure enough, Hans is watching, a haughty look in his eyes.

      “Is that creep messing with you again?” Annika asks as she pours water for herself then passes it on. I haven’t told her what Hans says to me, but she knows something’s up.

      “Nah,” I don’t want to draw any more attention to him or his words. They hurt enough the first time.

      I go back for the platters of food and once everything is in place, we sing a short grace and dig in. Conversation and the clatter of plates and silverware fill the giant room. My kiddos are messy eaters. Half of them have food allergies or sensory issues but the cooks here do a fantastic job of taking care of them. I was blown away how good a gluten-free cinnamon roll could taste, or that enjoying lasagna without copious amounts of cheese was even possible.

      After dinner, when it’s our turn, we line up at the dish window with our plates.

      “Skinny dipping tonight,” Annika says under her breath. “Camp tradition. Every anniversary.”

      “Have fun,” I say.

      She raises her eyebrows. “You can’t miss it. If you try to skip, they throw you in.”

      “Who comes after me? The skinny dipping police?”

      “Usually a group of the guys,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Which I personally wouldn’t mind if it was Jessie,” she adds, her gaze sliding to over my shoulder. Carefully I look to where a tall, dark-haired guy is talking to one of his campers. I’ve talked to him a few times, he’s quiet but seems to love the kids, and I hear he looks hot on a horse.

      “Maybe you can arrange that,” I say, wiggling my eyebrows.

      She twitches her lips. “He wants nothing to do with me,” she says on a sigh.

      “You should invite Grady,” I tease.

      She gives me her flat-tire huff. “We’re just really good friends.”

      “Mmmhmm.”

      “So,” she says, ignoring my rub. “There’ll be a signal, and we’re all supposed to come down to the dock and jump in, then we have a big bonfire.”

      “Naked?” I ask, picturing all twenty-three of us in the buff, warming our buns.

      “No, silly,” she says, shaking her head.

      So, at almost ten o’clock that night, I’m texting Caleb under the sheets, meanwhile waiting for this “signal.”

      Caleb: Is that even safe?

      Me: Why wouldn’t it be? All of us can swim.

      Caleb: Because they’ll all be so stunned by your hotness they’ll drown

      I suppress a giggle. Yeah right

      Caleb: Seriously. I don’t like other guys seeing you naked

      I frown at the message. It’s adorable that he thinks this, but I’m surprised. We’re just bed buddies, right? After this summer, we’re going our separate ways.

      Me: It’ll be dark

      Caleb: Exactly. Just be careful, okay?

      Footsteps thump toward our cabin, then there’s a tap on my window.

      I send Caleb a thumbs up and throw back my covers. Annika is already on her feet. We both slide on our flip flops and grab our towels.

      Outside the cabin, we break into a trot. Other counselors appear from the various trails, joining us. Banter and laughter bounce between the group. It starts to feel ridiculous—why is this exciting? But then we’re thundering down the dock in a long line. The edge of the dock is clogged with people frantically disrobing. I step over piles of discarded clothes to a bare patch of dock. After checking no one is watching me, I slide out of my shorts and lift my shirt up, then undo my bra and tug down my undies, making a small pile of everything next to my towel, then hop over the side.

      Splashes mix with jeers and laughter as the water comes alive with bodies thrashing.

      Someone does a cannonball and I scrunch my eyes shut.

      “Brr!” someone yells.

      “Pussy!” someone calls back. More laughter and splashing.

      “Okay, I’m getting out,” a female voice says.

      I breaststroke toward the ladder, making sure to give other swimmers space. I spot Annika, already on the dock, her slender profile outlined by the weak glow of light coming from the camp.

      “You heard about the lake monster, right?” a guy in front of me says to the girl next to him.

      “Shut up,” she says.

      I feel a tug on my toe and yelp.

      Hans surfaces. “Gotcha!”

      “Quit it!” I say, and swim away from him.

      When it’s my turn on the ladder, I make sure Hans isn’t behind me, then climb quickly. The mountain air gives my wet skin goose bumps. Thankfully, everyone is focused on drying off and dressing, so I hurry over to my pile and grab my towel. I dry off and tug on my underwear, then my bra.

      I hear a soft groan nearby and glance to my left.

      Hans is standing ten feet away, watching me.

      I turn my back and finish pulling up my straps, then tug on my shorts and t-shirt. When I whip around and grab my towel, he’s still watching, his eyes hungry.

      Exasperated, I shove my feet into my flip flops and hurry down the dock.

      On the shore, a pair of counselors are building a fire, the wood crackling and popping, filling the air with the scent of burning pine.

      “You okay?” Annika asks after I arrive at her side, breathless.

      “Yeah,” I say, trying to shake off the feeling that I’ve been violated. No big deal, I tell myself. He’s just a perv.

      In between jokes and laughter, I talk in a group with Annika and some of the other female counselors, most of whom she knows from working here for the last several summers or from town. They’re a lively bunch that likes to gossip. When Annika goes to use the restroom, one of the girls gives me a look.

      “But you’re the real talk of the town,” she says to me. I try to remember her name. Emma? Emily?

      “Me?” I squeak.

      “Caleb Morgan’s never had a girlfriend,” she says, lifting her eyebrows. “What makes you so special?”

      Her voice is playful; I don’t think she means any harm. “I’m not special,” I say. “And I’m not his girlfriend.”

      The other girls jeer.

      “I hear he’s really good in bed,” a redhead named Lindsay sighs.

      Thank goodness it’s dark because they would certainly see my blush.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” another girl says.

      “A girl can dream, right?” Lindsay says, turning to me. “I’ve only had a crush on him since eighth grade.”

      Across the fire, I catch Hans watching me. With a silent groan, I look away.

      “Crush on who?” Annika says as she returns to the group.

      “Your hot brother,” Lindsay says.

      “Ha!” Annika says. “You mean the same one who used to fart in my face then laugh about it? The same brother who used to make his teachers cry?”

      The girls laugh, but my curiosity is peaked. “Why’d he make them cry?”

      “Because he was a little punk. He’d smell weakness and eat them alive.”

      The conversation shifts to everyone’s plans for their day off tomorrow. While they list their activities, my mind drifts. Where is Caleb taking me? After being apart from him for five days, I feel ready to burst from all the emotions that have built up. My core feels wound into a tight knot and butterflies roam my belly every time I think about kissing him.

      “What are you baking tomorrow?” one of the girls asks Annika.

      Annika’s face tightens. “I’m actually taking a break so I can take my sisters to a movie. Then to Twin Falls for some shopping.”

      “That’s nice of you,” Lindsay says.

      Annika shrugs. “They need more than cookies right now.”

      I try to get the deeper meaning behind this, but Annika changes the subject. When the talk returns to gossip, I decide it’s time for bed, and make my goodbyes.

      I’m halfway to my cabin when footsteps approach from behind me. The hairs on the back of my neck prickle the instant I hear his voice.

      “Lori,” he says.

      I spin around to see Hans standing on the path, watching me with that strange look.

      “Why are you avoiding me?” he asks.

      I cross my arms. “Because you’re a creep.”

      His shoulders tense.

      “Leave me alone, Hans,” I say, and turn to go, but he grabs my arm.

      I shake free of him and take a step back. That prickle on the back of my neck shivers down my spine. I realize that I’m all alone, in the dark. He could overpower me in a flash.

      My eyes lock with his and I send him every ounce of aggressive energy I have.

      “Girls like you always play hard to get.”

      Adrenaline is pouring into my bloodstream, making my skin fizzle and my limbs feel supercharged, like I could jump into a tree or run like a cheetah.

      “You don’t know anything about me, Hans.”

      He smiles, but it’s cold. “I saw the way you looked at me on the dock.”

      I hug myself tighter. “You mean the look that said, ‘fuck off’?”

      His jaw tightens in a grimace. “You’ll come around.”

      I shake my head. “Quit bothering me, or I’m telling the camp director.”

      “Whatever,” he huffs, and shuffles back to the bonfire.

      Feeling rattled, I storm off to my cabin, but the whole way I’m convinced he’s behind me. After I brush my teeth and climb into bed, I lay awake, listening to my slumbering campers snuffle and snore in the adjoining room.

      Girls like you.

      I roll to my side, my heavy breasts shifting awkwardly. When I was younger, I slept with a bra on because it was more comfortable, plus nobody ever told me to take it off. Then I went to science camp in ninth grade and learned that’s not what you do.

      I know I shouldn’t let Hans’ comment bother me. Just because I have big boobs means, what, I’m easy? That I’m some kind of horndog? Ugh.

      Caleb hasn’t commented on my body in any way other than to tell me how much he likes it. When I’m with him, I forget about being different. He makes me feel so incredibly good. There’s no room for anything else. I wish I can bottle that up somehow, like a magic potion, so I can feel like that always.

      I reach for my phone and check the time. Eleven twenty. Maybe it’s not too late.

      Me: Are you awake?

      He texts back right away. How was the skinny dip?

      I chew on my lip for a moment, then decide not to tell him about Hans. Something tells me it’ll only bring trouble.

      Me: Cold

      Caleb: Too bad I can’t warm you up

      A current of electricity zooms through my bloodstream.

      Me: Maybe you can

      Caleb: Yeah?

      I grin at the screen. What are you wearing?

      Caleb: Nothing. You?

      Me: PJs

      Caleb: Like a nightie? Please say yes

      I suppress a laugh. No, it’s a t-shirt and a pair of boxers

      Caleb: Who’s boxers???

      I laugh. He’s so cute when he’s jealous.

      Me: Mine. I bought them for sleeping

      Caleb: Underwear yes/no. Please say no

      Me: No

      Caleb: Are you wet?

      My eyes go wide and I practically squeal. ???

      Caleb: Check

      I bite my lip. Should I be doing this—here? I glance at the phone, debating. Finally, I decide there’s no harm, and slide my hand under my boxers, past my soft curls.

      Yes

      Caleb: Imagine my tongue licking you slowly

      I gasp in surprise. Am I really doing this? But my fingers are already moving. I part my legs slightly, parting my slick folds. Yes, I think as Caleb’s words urge me on.

      Caleb: Do you know how hard I am right now?

      Me: I wish I was there to help you with that

      Caleb: That makes two of us. I’ll just have to imagine your sweet mouth instead

      Me: Skip the part where I gag

      This makes me giggle and I have to put the phone down to cover my mouth.

      Caleb: Stop helping

      I didn’t think I would actually get there just from texting him, but the little spark in my belly is growing fast.

      Me: I’d like to do a better job next time

      Caleb: You did great but if you want to practice, I won’t complain

      Me: I’ve never heard you complain about anything. Why start now?

      Caleb: Exactly

      My fingers are moving faster, swirling up and around where I’m tingling. An ache is building there, driving me on.

      Caleb: I have plans for you tomorrow. First, I’m going to taste you

      A shudder passes through me. Oh wow. This is getting intense. If anyone ever read my texts I would die. I should definitely delete the thread later, just in case.

      Caleb: Then I’m going to tease your clit until you scream

      That does it. I drop the phone as my fingers take over, swirling and pinching until my hips buck. I have to clamp my lips shut to hold back my cries.

      Panting, I blink at the dark room.

      Caleb: You still with me?

      Me: That was amazing

      Caleb: You came? Good girl

      I grin like I’m his star student. Your turn

      Caleb: Give me five seconds

      Me: Really?

      Caleb: I’ve been practicing

      I laugh then remember I need to be quiet and clap my hand over my mouth.

      Me: When?

      Caleb: Every night after we talk. Sometimes in the morning

      My eyes go wide.

      Caleb: It’s your fault. I can’t help it

      The comment from the girl at the campfire returns to my mind: What makes you so special?

      Me: What’s so special about me?

      Caleb: You smell like peaches

      I give the phone a look. Peaches? I expected him to say something dirty, like “your hot wet pussy” or something equally outrageous.

      Caleb: The way you touched yourself

      I raise an eyebrow as those moments unspool in my brain. My blood is starting to thump into my belly again.

      Caleb: The way you come

      Me: Are you trying to turn me on again?

      Caleb: Is it working?

      Me: Yes

      Caleb: Coming

      The surprise of how intimate this is hits me like a shock wave. I wait for what feels like the longest minute of my life until finally I see the little dots dance.

      Caleb: You’re amazing

      Me: How? I didn’t do anything

      Caleb: I disagree

      Another giggle breaks free. I check the time—it’s now well past midnight.

      Me: I wish I was there with you

      Caleb: Soon, doll. Rest up, you’re going to need it

      We say goodnight and I set my phone down. A little while later, Annika comes in and settles quickly into her bed, then it’s quiet again. I lay there listening to the water lapping the shore and the breeze sifting through the pine boughs, my mind and my heart playing tug of war.

      My brain reminds me not to fall for Caleb, that we agreed to just have fun, but my heart is shaking her fists at me, angry for the strain I’m putting her through.

      With a groan, I realize she’s right to be pissed off, because despite my best efforts, I’m totally falling for my fling.
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      “No, not like that,” I say, flipping my wrist in an exaggerated example of what her wimpy little shotput throw looked like.

      She scowls in the cutest way possible. “That wasn’t how I did it.”

      “Was too,” I tease with a chuckle while walking back to her, the meadow grass snapping at my ankles. Behind her and through the tall stand of trees, the deep blue of Red Fin Lake sparkles under the hot sun. I loved surprising Lori with this—a boat ride across the lake to what feels like our own private slice of wilderness.

      I stand behind her and rotate her shoulders sideways, then draw back her arm. She fights me controlling her body like this, but finally quits resisting. I heave a tight breath through my nose. I’ve been holding back, not wanting to spook her with my eagerness. We have all day, so I’m trying to savor it.

      After our sexting went prime time last night, I barely slept because my bed felt empty without her. I laid there with her taste on my tongue, her soft cries in my ear, and the feel of her skin on mine. How am I supposed to keep things casual when I think about her nonstop?

      I get her arm poised, elbow up, hand close to her ear. Her peach-like scent filters up through my senses.

      “When you throw, think about using your hips more,” I say to keep my mind in the game.

      “My hips?”

      “Yeah, all that power from your core can be put to use when you rotate forward.”

      She seems to think about this, and though I can’t see her face, I picture her frowny look of concentration. “Okay,” she says.

      I step back and wait. She takes a deep breath, then throws. The ball goes high and lands twenty feet away.

      “Better!” I say to encourage her because we’ve been at this for half an hour and I can tell she’s getting frustrated.

      “Ow,” she says.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She rubs a place above her right breast. “Nothing.”

      “Maybe it’s time for a break,” I say.

      “No, I want to get this,” she says with that look of fire in her eyes.

      “We can totally keep practicing, but how about on the way back? There’s something I really want to show you.”

      “Does it involve being naked?”

      I chuckle. “Do you want it to?”

      She raises an eyebrow with a “seriously?” look.

      I take her face in my hands and kiss her. “If you’re good,” I say after I break away.

      “I’ll be very good,” she says, her breaths quickening.

      I slide on the backpack and grab her hand.

      “We can leave the boat here?” she asks.

      I glance at the motorboat I borrowed from a buddy working at the marina this summer, anchored in the lake’s shallows.

      “You think someone’s gonna steal it all the way out here? This isn’t the big city.”

      “Right,” she says.

      We walk up a forest-lined trail paralleling a rushing creek, the dry sand crunching beneath our shoes. Birds call from their hidden perches, barely audible above the flowing water. The trail winds away from the creek and up a series of switchbacks. When we reach the top, Lori’s barely breathing hard and I wonder what she does to stay in shape.

      “How did you even find out about Camp Osprey?” I ask.

      “Google search,” she says.

      “Seriously?” I turn back but she’s focused on the trail.

      “My summer plans sort of fell through, so…”

      “What were you supposed to be doing?”

      “An internship at a biotech firm.”

      “Forgive me for this, but I think coming to Penny Creek sounds like a lot more fun.”

      She shrugs. “It would have been cool to work with all of those scientists. To feel like I’m contributing to something.”

      “Just think what you’re contributing to at Camp Osprey. You’re influencing kids’ lives. That’s just as important as working for some lab.”

      “Maybe,” she says.

      “So, what happened?” I ask, bracing myself because I can sense this isn’t easy.

      “Shea’s dad is the lead scientist on the project I’d be working on.” She stops and I turn around to see her crouched down, inspecting a tufty red flower—Indian Paintbrush. “Shea was going to be working there too.”

      “Ugh,” I say, resting my hands on my hips. “That sucks.”

      She stands, and glances at me with a soft look in her eye. “Yeah, at the time it did, but now, I’m glad.” She looks around. “It’s so beautiful here. And I met Annika. I met you.”

      My heart does a little jig inside my chest.

      “I’ll probably be behind when I start in the fall, but right now, I sort of don’t care.”

      I file this comment away for later, but right now the bait she just threw me is irresistible. “Why don’t you care?”

      She steps closer. “Because I’m spending time with you.”

      I pull her into my arms and kiss her softly, tasting her perfect lips, gliding my tongue against hers. We stand there in the middle of the trail under the hot sun while the grasshoppers snap in the grass and the breeze filters through the pines until my blood is thundering like a creek in spring flood.

      “I forgot to ask you,” I say after we break away to breathe. “What you’re going to show me.”

      She grins. “We’ll need an open space, and for it to be dark,” she says.

      “Does this involve being naked?”

      “Optional,” she says in a noncommittal tone.

      I run my hands down her arms and kiss her again. “How about on the boat tonight?”

      “That would be perfect, but don’t we have to get it back before the marina closes?”

      I shrug. “Nate knows I’m good for it,” I say, making a mental note to text him, so he doesn’t send a search party. I’ll also owe him more than a six pack for risking his job. But spending time with Lori is totally worth it.

      “I didn’t bring any extra clothes, and what about food?”

      “Hey, did you forget who you’re dealing with?” I ask, giving her ribs a playful poke. “I have everything you need.”

      She lurches away from me, giggling. “I’ll never doubt you again.”

      I purse my lips. “Glad we got that straightened out.”

      We start walking again.

      “Your brother Pete seems pretty intense,” she says after we climb a short rocky section of the trail.

      My shoulders hike up before I can stop them. “Yes,” I say.

      “What kind of medicine is he going to specialize in?”

      “Anesthesiology.”

      “Oh wow,” she says.

      “It suits his personality perfectly,” I say, barely holding back the bite in my voice. “He’s a total control freak.”

      “Has he always been that way?” she asks.

      “Yeah.” I glance at her. “I have a theory as to why, actually.” The trail flattens out as it enters the hanging valley. Up here, the air is cool and fresh, like the snowfields on the peaks above us are blowing us icy kisses.

      “Our parents led a pretty crazy life together. They were basically hippies. My dad built our first house by hand. My mom grew a giant garden and had cows and let people pay for milk and veggies with bartering. Pete didn’t go to school until third grade, when Annika was born.”

      “You guys didn’t go to school?” Lori gasps.

      The trail widens enough that we can walk side by side. I get a glimpse of the creek through the trees. Up here, it runs clear as gin over slabs of speckled granite.

      I shrug. “We just ran around the woods all day like savages. Then the school board found out and made my parents send us.”

      “What that must have been like…” she says, shaking her head.

      “I hated going, but Pete and Wyatt thrived.”

      “Did Pete resent your parents for keeping him from that life?”

      I think about this for a moment, but the answer is too complicated. “At around that same time, my parents sort of grew up, I guess. My dad built up White Cloud Rafting into a business instead of just a collection of patched-up rafts and a rusty shuttle bus. We moved to town.”

      “What was that like for you?”

      “I was only six, but I remember missing our woods.”

      “But you still had rafting, right?”

      A pang of grief taps my heart. “Yeah.”

      “That sounds like a good compromise,” Lori says, looking thoughtful. “You had your life in town, and then as a family, you had river time.”

      I never really thought about it that way. It’s a good theory, but it doesn’t quite stack up like that.

      Her eyes soften with kindness. “You must miss him so much.”

      My heart thrashes inside my chest. “Yeah.” I don’t trust myself to say more. Lori doesn’t need to know about the last time I saw my dad alive and how hard it is to live with what we said to each other.

      Through a gap in the trees, I spot my secret place and tug Lori through the brush, my pulse quickening.

      “Whoa, where are we going?” Lori protests behind me.

      “You’ll see,” I reply. We have to hop over a few boulders, and then we’re stepping down on a broad slab of glacier-polished granite. Upriver, clear water cascades down a steep section choked with boulders and an old snag to a deep pool. The water flows past us and cascades over the edge.

      “Wow!” Lori cries, her smile flashbulb bright. “It’s gorgeous!”

      I set the pack down on a dry section of the slab and start removing my shoes and socks, then pull off my shirt. I climb the stairstep of boulders along the right side until I’m above the pool.

      “What are you doing?” Lori calls, watching me with disbelief.

      Below me, the shiny flecks of mica and quartz in the bottom of the pool shimmer like gems under the sun’s glare. I leap from the rock and fall through the cool air, tucking in my arms. The icy water hits my feet then engulfs me in frigid cold.

      I surface shaking the hair from my eyes and let the current take me to the edge of the pool where I walk up the ramp created by the granite slab.

      Lori is shaking her head. “You’re crazy.”

      “You’re next,” I say, then shake my head like a dog.

      Lori shrieks and when I straighten her shirt and face are dotted with my spray.

      “No way,” she says, looking at me like I’ve lost my mind.

      “Come on, it’ll feel so good.”

      “Can’t I just wade in?”

      I shrug. “You can, but where’s the adventure in that?”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “I’m not risking my life for an adventure.”

      “Aw, come on, it’s not that dangerous. And you know you’ll regret it if you don’t do it.”

      Her shoulders slump.

      I secretly love that I know this about her.

      “Fine,” she says.

      I watch her strip down to her bikini, the same black one she wore the first night I met her in the teacup and the day we ran Rogue Canyon. Why does she only own one bikini?  Every girl I’ve ever been with owns half a dozen or more. From the clothes she wears to how she talks about her life in Berkeley, I sense that her family’s at least somewhat well off, meaning that it’s not a money thing.

      Once she’s piled her clothes neatly on top of her shoes, she strides over to the jumble of rocks and climbs, nimble as a fox up to the top.

      She peers over the edge. It’s maybe a fifteen-foot drop. No biggie.

      “Don’t think about it,” I call up to her.

      Her sharp gaze flashes to me.

      “Keep your arms in,” I add. Otherwise, the slap burn is a bitch.

      “Promise I won’t die,” she says over the sound of the rushing water.

      I cup my mouth and shout, “I know water rescue and CPR. You’re in excellent hands.”

      Her grin turns sly and she shakes her head.

      For a moment, I think she’s going to retreat, but then her chest and shoulders rise in what I imagine is a breath for bravery, and then she jumps.

      Her hair flies out and her arms hug her sides. With a sploosh she disappears into the pool.

      I’m already on my feet, wading in quickly.

      She surfaces with a gasp, her eyes wide.

      I dive in and come up to hug her.

      “I need to do that again,” she says.

      I laugh, then kiss her until her teeth give a little chatter. “You want to warm up first?”

      She shakes her head. “One more, and I will.”

      “Okay,” I say, and we wade to the edge of the pool and she hurries ahead of me, scampering up the rocks again, giving me a view of her perfect ass. I give her a playful slap and she yelps.

      We get to the top. I’m getting so turned on by her that not even the cold water can douse the raging heat in my blood.

      “Ladies first,” I say, motioning with my hand.

      But she’s already got that look in her eyes that says she’s going. She gives a little yelp as she goes over this time. I lean out and watch her land. She surfaces with a hoot. I wait until she’s drifted to the edge of the pool, then jump.

      We collapse side by side on the granite slab. I shade my eyes into the sun’s intense glare and wait for my breaths to calm before I take her hand and squeeze it.

      “Thank you for bringing me here,” she says.

      “Glad you like it.” The heat from the sun both soothes and revives me. I let my arm drop to my side.

      “How often do you get up here?”

      “A couple of times a summer, if I’m lucky,” I say. “Boating keeps me busy, plus there’s too much snow this far up until late July, so it’s a short window.”

      Her body stiffens next to me. Is she thinking about our short window?

      Suddenly, I can’t stand the thought of wasting another minute of this day not buried in her pussy.
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      A girl could definitely get used to this, I think as the details of the forest slowly return.

      Caleb sighs under me while his touch feathers up and down my bare back. I know I should move but my bones are mush. Is this how sex is supposed to be? Or is it just that Caleb is so good at it?

      Slowly, he rolls me to my side on the blanket, slipping out of me. We kiss, his lips gentle and soft. He caresses up and down my side, then over my hip, his fingers making slow circles.

      “You better stop that or I’m going to have to attack you,” I say as my skin comes alive with tingles.

      His eyes light up. “Yes, please,” he says.

      I laugh and he gets to his feet, then pulls me up so we can rinse off in the water. On the way he grabs something from his backpack. It’s a pair of swim goggles.

      “Time for a workout?” I tease.

      He just shakes his head, but his grin is contagious. “Come here,” he says, wading in waist deep.

      I follow, the cold water quenching my hot flesh. He hands me the goggles and says, “look right there.” He points to a location near the top of the pool, below where the water from above cascades into it.

      I watch him curiously but his playful eyes tell me he won’t say another word until I do what he says.

      After slipping on the goggles and fitting them tight around my eyes, I wade deeper then take a breath and plunge face first into the water.

      The sounds of the forest disappear, replaced by the water’s low roar. I look around, wondering what I’m supposed to see. There are rocks, bubbles, sand…whoa.

      Ahead and below me near the bottom of the pool are a handful of very large fish.

      I burst to the surface. “Oh my God!” I say. “Have they been there the whole time?”

      Caleb chuckles. “Don’t be scared of ‘em.”

      I scowl at him, but he’s foggy through the goggles. “I’m not … scared… I just wish I’d known they were there. We’re not bothering them, are we?”

      He shakes his head. “They’ve swam eight hundred miles from the ocean, all the way to here. Up waterfalls, past giant dams, dodging fish nets and predators. You think two harmless humans are going to bother them now?”

      I dive back in and kick against the current so I can get closer this time. They have red bodies and greenish heads. Their big, powerful tails move languidly in the current.

      I come up for a breath. “Do you want a turn?” I ask, letting the current sweep me to him.

      He shakes his head. “Nah, I’ve seen ‘em plenty.”

      I go back for one more look. I’ve studied the life cycle of salmon and all kinds of stuff about ecology. I could rattle off facts about how salmon lay their eggs, how they navigate by smell to their birth stream, how they are a necessary link in the life of the forest, but to see real fish, in their natural environment is something completely different. The only thing that could top this is if we watched a bear come down to the creek and snag one for lunch.

      “That is so cool!” I say after I come back to the surface.

      Caleb beams. “Glad you liked our nature show today. Stay tuned for tomorrow when we watch salamanders mating.”

      I fake punch him in the arm. “You’re so full of it.”

      “Ha! So much for my secret.”

      We wade out of the water. He hands me his t-shirt to dry off. “Not that I am eager to get out of here but if you want to practice your pitching down in the meadow before it gets dark, then we might want to mosey.”

      I slip on my bikini bottoms, then reach for my top.

      “Need any help with that?” he asks.

      I give him a look.

      He comes up behind me and kisses the crook of my shoulder, scooping both of my breasts. I sigh into his body.

      “I wish we didn’t have to go,” he says.

      “I don’t think my knees can take any more abuse from this hard rock,” I tease.

      “Why do you have to talk like that?” he groans.

      I slip the bikini halter top over my neck.

      “The only way I’m letting you put this on is if I get to take it off later with my teeth.”

      I laugh. “Your teeth?”

      “Do you know how hard it is not to want to gobble you up?” he replies, nipping the edge of my ear before helping me tie the second set of straps.

      “Tighter,” I say.

      “Say that again,” he moans.

      I shake my head. “Will you stop?”

      “Nope,” he replies, then cinches my straps tighter. “Why so tight, anyway?”

      “So, I don’t fall out of it,” I say.

      “Why is that a bad thing?” he whispers, then kisses the back of my neck.

      I let him linger as my blood sizzles, then spin around. He’s still naked, his rapidly stiffening erection jutting out from his smooth hips.

      Now it’s my turn to moan.

      “This is all your fault,” he says, waggling his finger at me. “I can’t keep this thing under control when I’m near you.”

      “Sorry,” I say with a laugh.

      His left eyebrow arches up. “Are you really?”

      I shake my head and continue dressing. Minutes later we’ve packed up the snacks and water bottle he brought and put on our socks and shoes. At the edge of the creek, I turn back for one last look, tucking every sweet memory into a special place inside my heart.

      Back in the meadow, we practice throwing softballs until my arm gives out, then wade into the lake towards the boat. The hard crystals of white sand prick my soft bare feet as I shuffle slowly through water so clear, it’s like a swimming pool. Caleb’s seasoned feet are of course made of steel, so he gets to the boat first. He reaches down for me and even though there’s a small ladder, he lifts me into the boat with one arm like Hercules.

      He pulls me into his arms for a tight hug, then a kiss, then reels in the anchor and sets it on the back deck.

      We motor slowly away from the shore and while he concentrates ahead, I look back, taking in the woods and the creek emptying into the lake, the jagged peaks, some still with pockets of snow, rising above it all as we get farther from the shore. Then Caleb accelerates, and I look away to keep the hair from whipping into my face.

      After anchoring the boat inside an empty, forested cove, we munch on sandwiches and Annika’s cookies. Caleb tells me stories about rafting, about the trips he and his family used to take when he was younger. His voice becomes edged with sadness when he talks about his dad, but I just listen. I love imagining him as a wide-eyed kid.

      An evening breeze cools the lake air and dusk falls. Stars pop out of the darkening sky one by one.

      “You ready for me to show you my something?” I ask when it’s dark enough. From Caleb’s backpack, I tug out the blanket.

      “Anything involving you and a blanket has to be good,” he says, following me to the bow of the boat where I unfurl the blanket and lay down.

      Caleb joins me, settling close enough so his body warms my skin.

      I search the sky until I find it. There’re almost too many stars, all so bright. I’ve only seen this star once, on a field trip last year. “That’s Sagittarius,” I say, pointing at a bright star and adding in other notable landmark stars until he sees it.

      “Now, see the stars below and to the side? They form a teapot.” I pull out my phone and open the stargazing app, then point it at the sky so he can see the shape.

      Caleb peers at my screen, then at the sky.

      “And the Milky Way is the steam coming out of the spout.” I lower my phone and wait.

      “Oh!” Caleb finally shouts. “I see it!”

      I laugh at his childlike glee. I point to a reddish star below the teapot. “Now follow the curve of Scorpius’s tail down…” I arc my finger, tracing the arch of the scorpion’s back to its wide head. “There’s three bright stars, two are pinchers, the other is its head.”

      “Hmm,” he says, squinting, his face rapt in concentration.

      I walk him through the stars again, starting with the tail.

      “Oh, there it is,” he finally says, then reaches for my hand.

      “Early astronomers claimed Scorpius is chasing Orien, but we can’t see him right now.”

      “I bet he’s bending Cassiopeia over the Southern Cross,” Caleb says, sneaking a kiss.

      I give his shoulder a shove.

      “It’s crazy that I’ve lived here my whole life and never really looked for these.”

      I cringe. “It’s pretty geeky.”

      “What’s wrong with geeky?”

      “It’s not very sexy.”

      “Stars are very sexy,” he replies, rolling closer to kiss me. I kiss him back, caressing the side of his face.

      “Just wait until August,” I say when he breaks away to kiss down my neck.

      “What’s happening in August?” he asks.

      “The Pleiades meteor shower.” A thrill races through me but I’m not sure if it’s because of the idea I’ll finally get to see a meteor streak across the sky or because he’s nibbling behind my ear. “Sometimes there’s hundreds of them per hour.”

      “So, we’ll have to stay up really late under the stars to see them?” he asks, using the edge of his teeth on my ear.

      Tingles shoot through me. “The later the better,” I manage.

      “Where’s Saturn?” he asks, pulling up my t-shirt to kiss my bare belly.

      I squint at the sky. “There,” I say, pointing at the bright white star above Sagittarius.

      He gives the sky a glance, then squints at me with a sexy, dirty look that floods my body with heat.

      He tugs down my shorts. “Ready for your flight?”

      

      By the time we return the boat to the silent marina, it’s almost one in the morning. Caleb ties up the boat and I help him secure the cover, then he replaces the key inside a locked cabinet he jimmies open with a tool on his Swiss Army knife.

      “Are you going to get in trouble?” I whisper as we walk down the dock, the planks shuddering under our feet.

      “Nah,” he says, and leans to kiss the side of my head.

      We step onto the sandy path edging the small log cabin-style resort set back from the lake. Through the sparse pine trees, quaint log cabins are just visible from the soft glow made by the porch lights. Compared to earlier, when the lake shore was packed with families enjoying the beach, water, paddleboats, and kayaks, it’s quiet enough to hear the soft waves lapping the shore.

      At his motorcycle, I sling the pack onto my back and slip on the helmet while Caleb starts the engine. I climb on and grip him tight as he slowly accelerates down the sandy road. Once we reach the highway, he turns north toward Penny Creek. The cool wind works its way into every crevice of the coat I’m borrowing from Caleb and chills my bare legs. I hold on tight and brace myself for the thrill—Caleb likes to drive fast. It still scares me a little. That and the way I can’t stop thinking about him and how this will all end.

      We pass the first few buildings of Penny Creek, a motel, a river outfitter shop, the volunteer fire department, and Caleb slows to turn into town when a siren cuts the silence. In the bike’s mirror, a police car is bearing down on us fast, lights flashing.

      Caleb decelerates and pulls to the shoulder. Behind us, the police cruiser pulls over.

      After parking the bike, Caleb tugs off his helmet. “This’ll be fun,” he mutters.

      The officer saunters our way, his eyes narrowing on Caleb.
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      “I thought I heard you’d left town for good this time,” Officer Bill Tucker says.

      “Aw, but then you’d miss me too much,” I reply. Out of the corner of my eye, Lori’s watching me warily.

      Bill’s eyes flash, but he does a good job of hiding it. “You been drinking?”

      “No,” I say. “I’m not stupid.”

      Bill gives a silent guffaw that jolts his little paunch upward. “You’re entitled to your opinion,” he grunts.

      “To what do we owe the pleasure, Bill?”

      “It’s Officer Tucker,” Bill snaps.

      I hold in my grin of satisfaction for tapping my favorite nerve.

      “License and registration, please,” Bill says. He nods at Lori. “You too.”

      Lori’s eyes widen. “I don’t have mine with me.”

      Bill gives her a loaded look. “Then I’ll need your name and address.”

      Lori looks at me, confused, but stammers her information while Bill jots it down in a small pad.

      I open my wallet and secretly cringe. The edge of my fake ID is visible. In an effort to hide it, I whip my real ID from the clear pocket and hand it up.

      He beckons for more. “Let’s have that other one,” he says.

      I conjure up my poker face. “What other one?”

      “Falsifying your identity is a federal offense,” he says in that low growl he thinks scares me. “Give it up and I won’t tow your bike and toss your ass in jail.”

      Well, when you put it that way… I slide the fake ID from the sleeve.

      He snatches them both and shuffles back to his squad car.

      Lori whispers, “He doesn’t seem to like you very much.”

      “Just wait,” I say.

      Fuck! That fake ID cost me a hundred bucks. It was a good one, too.

      Sure enough, Bill steps out a while later holding a tablet. He hands me back my legal license, then thrusts the tablet in my direction.

      “I did you a favor with that ID,” he says.

      “Oh, so now I owe you something? Is that how this works?”

      “Just sign, you little shit,” he says.

      I scan the text, but like I can read the tiny words. Finally, I see the infraction that he used to ruin my night: failure to use my turn signal.

      I spread my arms wide. “Seriously? There’s not a single car on the road.”

      He shifts his big feet in the gravel. “It’s still the law.”

      Why do I get the feeling he’s been waiting for me all night?

      “Whatever,” I mutter, wondering where I’m going to come up with an extra hundred and sixty-six dollars. Let alone I’m now back to being underage until my birthday in three months.

      Reluctantly, I sign on the black line.

      “How’s your mom doing?” Bill asks when I return the tablet.

      My insides flush with ice water. “Stay the fuck away from my mom.”

      Bill’s expression darkens. “Look who’s getting protective now,” he says with a chuckle, but then his arrogant glare is back.

      He steps closer but I stand my ground.

      “Your daddy should have given you a kick in the ass a long time ago,” he says.

      Every nerve ending is firing. I strain to hold it back. “Is that the real reason for the stop, Bill?” I cross my arms. “You’re signing up for the job?”

      “Wouldn’t do you a lick a good now,” he says. “You’re a fuckup and always will be.”

      Bill spins away, tipping his hat at Lori as he does. “Ma’am,” he says to her in parting, then returns to his car. Moments later, he starts the engine and drives off, pelting my ankles with gravel.

      I watch him go, forcing my fists to relax.

      “Well, that was … intense,” Lori says when we’re once again alone with the river sounds.

      “Yeah,” I say, then release a giant sigh.

      We drive to my place. Slowly. I try to push the bogus traffic stop from my mind, but I’m too rattled.

      “I’m guessing you have a history with that guy,” Lori says after I park the bike.

      “About as long as my arm,” I reply, storing our helmets.

      “What’s he got against you?”

      “It’s a really long story,” I say with a sigh. We enter my house and I lead her to my bedroom.

      “I’m a good listener,” she says, plopping down next to me on the edge of my bed.

      I flop backwards. “It started when I was eight years old. I was…” I pause to run my hands through my hair “…kind of obsessed with fire.”

      Lori lays down, propping herself up on her elbow, her eyes fixed on me. “I’m sure plenty of kids play with fire.”

      I shrug. “He and my dad never got along, either,” I say. “It’s one of the few things we could agree on.”

      “Will you tell me about him?” she asks in a kind voice.

      I stare at the ceiling. My last conversation with my dad flickers in my mind. Every day his face fades a little more, but I can still hear his disappointed tone as clear as day. It blends with the roar of the river, making the two forever entwined.

      “He was a dreamer, believed first and foremost in freedom,” I say as my heart tightens. “Being able to do what he wanted. Live his way. He loved a good time, too,” I add, unable to hold back my grin. “He and my mom used to have these raging parties.”

      “That sounds a little wild. What was that like for you and your siblings?”

      I pinch my lips together, combing my memories. “Heck, it was all we knew. Sometimes it was fun. My parents have some very interesting friends. It wasn’t as good for some of us, though, like Pete and Wyatt. Especially when they got older. They’d complain that it was too loud, that they needed to study or had a meet or whatever.”

      “What about for you?”

      I shrug. “One of my parents’ friends gave me dope when I was twelve. At the time I thought that was pretty cool.”

      Her eyes cloud. “But you were so young.”

      “I know,” I reply. “I’m not proud of it now, but as a rowdy kid I was all in.”

      “Did your parents find out?”

      A laugh rumbles out of me. “Are you kidding? They were higher than kites.”

      “Were you and your dad close?”

      A little pulse of hurt flares inside me. I don’t usually talk about my dad. Grady knows most of it, but I’ve never shared any of this with a girl. “Sometimes we would be. We both love the river. We both love music. But there were plenty of things we didn’t agree on.”

      “Like?”

      “School,” I say with a hard sigh. If only he’d listened to me. “And all the shit I pulled.”

      “What about your mom?” she asks, her warm palm resting on my chest. “When the officer mentioned her, it got to you.”

      I inhale a long breath. “He’s just messing with me.” I’m not about to go into Penny Creek’s darkest secret with her.

      I roll her to me and shift us up to the pillows.

      “Your turn,” I say to change the subject.

      She eyes me curiously.

      “What’s your dad like?” I stroke her arm. “Besides a calculus whiz.”

      Her gaze warms. “The best way to describe him is like an absent-minded professor,” she says with a smile. “He’s a brilliant scientist but he’s always losing his keys. Sometimes he’s so focused that he’ll forget to eat.”

      “You mentioned stepbrothers. When did your parents split?”

      “When I was ten,” she says, looking pensive.

      “Did you live with your mom?”

      “I lived with both. My dad bought a house close to my mom, so I could go back and forth.”

      “So, they’re friends?”

      “Sort of?” she replies, seeming to think for a moment. “Cordial might be a better word.”

      “What about your ma?”

      Her expression shifts but it’s so quick I almost miss it. “I love my mom.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” I reply.

      “She had cancer a few years ago.” Lori’s gaze flicks up to meet mine. “She’s okay, but it was kind of rough.”

      “I’ll bet.” I pull her to my chest and rub her back, wondering about the rest of the story. “Is your stepdad a good guy?”

      “Yeah,” she says simply.

      Why do I feel like I’ve hit a wall? I decide to let it go. I don’t need to know all her secrets, just like she doesn’t need to know all of mine. In a few weeks we’ll be saying goodbye.

      I ignore the pang of emotion tugging at my insides by combing back her long, silky hair.

      “You never said where you’re going to college.”

      She inhales a long breath that presses her soft breasts into my chest. My pulse starts to tap into my belly at the thought of touching her again.

      “Stanford,” she replies.

      My hand pauses from stroking her hair. Stanford? How smart is this girl?

      “I wanted an Ivy League,” she says, sounding disappointed.

      “Why?”

      She shrugs. “My dad went to Harvard.”

      I shift so I can see her face. “Not that I know anything about it, but I’ve had kids from Harvard and those fancy schools in my boat before.” I level her with a look. “I gotta say I’m not impressed. A bunch of spoiled brats, mostly.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I’m sure they aren’t all like that.”

      “I don’t know… Those schools are a different world. Kids with money and privilege like you’ve never seen.” I stroke over the curve of her shoulder. “College is hard enough. It should at least be fun.”

      “You’re probably right. And Harvard is really far away from my family.”

      “Stanford is still a really great school,” I say.

      She tucks into me again. “Yeah. I’m excited.”

      “I’ve thought about moving to California,” I say, then wish I’d thought this through a little more.

      “Really?” she says.

      Does she sound excited?

      “I thought Boise would be far enough away from here, big enough to lose myself in and not worry about having to uphold the Morgan family name all the time.” Delaney with that smirk on her face the day she “bumped into me” comes rushing back. With a frustrated breath, I push her away.

      “Where would you go?” Lori asks, tucking her body closer to me. Fully clothed, and she’s still turning me on. After everything we’ve done today, you’d think I’d be satisfied.

      Not even close.

      And tomorrow, I’m going to have to be apart from her for another six days. I suppress a groan.

      “Central Coast maybe, or San Diego,” I reply.

      “Both are awesome. San Diego is really crowded though.”

      I wonder if I might like crowded, for once. “Water’s warmer.”

      “True. Are you going to learn to surf?”

      “Maybe,” I say with a laugh.

      “What about your friends here? Your family?”

      Annika’s warning blares in my ear. Then there’s Bill’s threat. Is there something going on, or is he just being his usual asshole self?

      “They’d get over it,” I say. “And it wouldn’t be forever.” Though I’m not sure this is true.

      “So, you’d come back?” she asks, sliding her top leg over mine. The way her hips are pressing into my side is making it hard to think.

      “I don’t know. I might just fall in love and stay.”

      She lifts her chin off my chest and our eyes lock.

      I can almost hear the question she wants to ask: fall in love with who?

      

      Later, when she’s naked and falling asleep against my chest, I race ahead to three weeks from now when I’ll have to say goodbye to her.

      But maybe it’ll be temporary. What if I did move to California, just to see what it’s like? A buddy I used to run rivers with works at a small manufacturing plant outside of San Diego that makes fiberglass boats. Maybe he’d put in a good word for me. But that’s still a long way from Stanford and the Bay Area.

      Shit, why am I even thinking of that? Lori and I agreed that this was a summer thing. She’ll get on with her life, and I’ll be free to take mine wherever I want it to go.

      I settle in, savoring her warm skin on mine and her soft breaths warming the crook of my neck.

      But when I finally close my eyes, Lori and I are walking along a stormy beach, hand in hand.
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      I spend my next day off in the Twin Falls emergency room with one of my favorite campers, a bubbly girl named Violet, who broke her arm during a rowdy game of capture the flag. I couldn’t let her take the two-hour trip with just our driver. Even though Violet’s high energy, she’s an anxious kid, so I commit to keeping her company until her parents arrived late that night. By the time I return to camp, it is past midnight.

      Having to cancel my plans with Caleb turned me inside out—we only have two weeks left. Every moment now feels so precious. Though I’ve told myself maybe Caleb and I should start to wind things down, the idea of not spending time with him torments me. Obviously, my rational brain is not in charge.

      Every moment I’m not busy with sailing or camp duties, I’m dreaming of him—his touch, his kisses, and the things he does to me. A pulse of heat washes through me and I have to fight back the craving to text him to come get me, consequences be damned.

      Caleb hasn’t brought up his idea to move to California since that night we got pulled over by the scary cop. I don’t want to be the one to encourage him to drop out of college, but what if it came true and he ended up living only a few hours’ drive away from me?

      There’s also the possibility that even if he does move, he’ll want his freedom. Why wouldn’t he? He’s been tied to me long enough. In southern California he would have no shortage of company.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I’m walking to pick up my campers from their final activity for the day when my phone rings. Eagerly, I slide it from my back pocket but it’s not Caleb.

      “Hey mom,” I say, turning away from the lakeshore on a worn dirt path. We’ve had zero rain for two weeks I can practically feel the ground gasping for moisture.

      “Hi sweetie,” she says. “So, Jeff and I think it’s best to sell your car. I realize you are fond of it, but we don’t know anything about this backyard mechanic. What if you break down?”

      My shoulders tighten. “If I sell it, how will I get home?”

      “We’ve bought you a flight, but you’ll need to get to Boise.”

      They did this without asking me? Of course, they did. So typical. “When?”

      “August eighteenth.”

      I grimace. That’s the day after camp ends. Annika told me that all the White Cloud guides run a day trip on the rowdy South Fork then have a huge party down at the river park, right on the gravel bar. I don’t want to miss it.

      I decide to drop the argument about my car for now and focus on the more important bit. “Can I change the flight?”

      “Why?”

      That I even have to ask for this irks me. But I’ve never been particularly good at confronting my mom. Especially since she got sick and I faced the possibility of losing her.

      “I’ve made some really good friends here. I might want to spend an extra here day to say—” my voice catches “—goodbye.”

      How am I going to say goodbye to Caleb?

      “Sweetie, I’m glad you’ve had a fun summer, but you’ll make so many new friends at school.”

      I frown, reading between the lines. She’s basically telling me to ditch my summer friends because my new ones at Stanford will be better—smarter, richer. That old Girl Scout song about making new friends but keeping the old rings through my mind. One is silver and the other gold.

      “I’d really like to stay. There’s a big party and everyone goes.”

      “Is there a boy involved?”

      A chill ripples through me. “What do you mean?”

      “You just seem awfully insistent about this.”

      Heat crawls up the back of my neck. “Yeah, I’ve…been sort of seeing someone.”

      Though no sound comes through the phone line, I totally feel her disapproval. “I see,” she says on a sigh. “Well, just don’t get too attached. You don’t want to go to college tied down.”

      I wince. Is that how she sees it? Tied down. Why can’t she just trust me to figure this out on my own?

      I walk in silence up the path, blinking away the hurt.

      “Let me see about changing your ticket,” she adds in that resigned “I’m doing you a huge favor” voice that means she’ll use this against me sometime in the future.

      “I’ll pay the change fee,” I say.

      “We’ll see, okay?”

      I end the call just as Annika arrives from the archery range. The two of us perch outside the tennis court’s chain link fence while our campers scamper around, picking up all the balls. I tune out Hans’ voice barking orders over all the giggling, trying to push my churning thoughts about my mom from my mind. I only have a few weeks left of fun. I’m not going to let her ruin it.

      “Man, it’s hot,” Annika says. “I could go with a dip during free time. You game?”

      “Definitely. I’ve already been in twice today, but I’ll go again.”

      “Next year I’ll sign up to teach sailing.”

      “Do you know how?”

      “No, but whatever. It’s pretty basic, right?”

      I laugh. “I could teach you.”

      “Are you coming back next year?” she asks, looking hopeful.

      “Not sure,” I say.

      “Please,” she begs. “It won’t be the same without you.”

      I’m so torn. Next summer, I really should intern for a lab or a biotech firm. If I want to get into graduate school, I need to plan ahead.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Are you and Caleb breaking things off?” she asks after a long pause.

      I swallow. “We’re supposed to,” I say in a tense voice.

      Her gaze softens. “I know I said I wanted no part of it, but … if you need me, I’m here.”

      My emotions crowd into my heart. Despite every wall I put up to protect her, she’s already hurting. How have I let this happen?

      “Thanks,” I say.

      Our campers file out of the tennis courts with red cheeks and sweaty foreheads. I manage to usher them down the path before Hans can get near me. Since that night when I told him off, he’s stayed away, but I swear I can feel him watching.

      “Oh no!” Rebbie, one of my campers says, stopping in her tracks. “My water bottle!”

      “I’m sure it’ll be there tomorrow, or Hans will bring it to dinner,” I say in a soothing voice.

      Her eyes go wide. “What if someone takes it? I bought it at Disneyland with my own money.”

      Rebbie is one of my “sensitive” campers, and I suspect she’ll fret about this water bottle for the rest of the afternoon and night. Plus, since she used her own money it taps a place of understanding inside me.

      “I’ll run back and get it for you, okay?” I say, eyeing Annika, who nods.

      Relief floods Rebbie’s eyes. “You will? Thank you!”

      I spin and jog back up the hill, then let myself in to the courts.

      “Just grabbing this,” I call out to Hans, who is half inside the storage shed behind the courts, stowing equipment.

      After hurrying across the court and scooping up the clear blue water bottle decorated with Disney princesses, I spin to go but run right into Hans.

      “Oh, hey,” I say, stepping back.

      He’s wearing a satisfied smirk. “I heard you the other night,” he says, crossing his arms.

      “Heard me how?” I ask, eyeing the exit only ten feet away.

      “In the staff bathroom?” he says, raising an eyebrow.

      I give him a look. “What are you talking about?”

      His face scrunches up and he makes little fake whimpers.

      My heart jerks to a stop. Two nights ago, I took a bath in the staff bathroom because I thought it would help my sore shoulder. Of course, Caleb took that moment to text me and it didn’t take long for our banter to heat me up. Never in a million years would I have thought such filthy words would make me so hot.

      “You were listening?” I ask as my face floods with heat.

      “Hey, I just happened to be walking by.” His eyes narrow. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.”

      I step back but there’s only the cold metal fencing. My heart pounds into my chest. I doubt the staff manual specifies that giving yourself an orgasm in the bathtub is off limits, but if something like this ever got out, I would die of mortification.

      “Tell anyone what?” I’m sure I made no sound. How on earth did Hans know what I was doing? Is there a hidden camera in the bathroom? A peephole?

      My face catches fire. Please no.

      He leans in closer, his gaze slowly flicking up and down my body. “Just let me touch you one time.”

      I shove him back. “No!”

      His eyes take on a hungry glint as he reaches up and grabs my breasts.

      I slap his hands away and wriggle free.

      “Hey! What’s going on?” Annika’s voice calls from the doorway.

      “Nothing,” I say as I fast-walk in her direction.

      But Annika must read the fury on my face.

      “We’re going to report you right now,” Annika says to Hans, shoving her hands on her hips.

      Hans smiles. “No, you’re not.” He jerks his chin in my direction. “Just ask her.”

      I grit my teeth. “Let’s just go.”

      Annika’s gaze darts my way.

      “Come on,” I add, practically dragging her out of the court.

      We get halfway down the path when I start shaking. I break into a run, with Annika on my heels. “What happened?” she asks.

      But I can’t answer her.

      Here I was, enjoying the thrill of exploring this new side of me, only to have it shoved in my face by a bully.

      “You have to say something,” Annika says as we reach our cabin, huffing and out of breath.

      I sit on my bed and hug myself tight to stop from shaking.

      “He touched you, didn’t he?” Annika asks in a soft voice. She settles in next to me.

      I want so badly to be alone, but there’s nowhere private. I’d have to run off and hide somewhere.

      “He just grabbed me,” I say. “It’s no big deal.”

      “It is definitely a big deal. We’re going to the camp director.”

      “I can’t!” I say.

      She pauses, trying to read my expression.

      “Are you embarrassed?” she says in a kind voice. “Because this is his fault, okay? You did nothing wrong.”

      If only she knew. “I think he spied on me when I was in the staff bathroom.”

      Annika’s eyes go wide. “Fucking hell, Lori.” She bolts to her feet. “Come on, we gotta tell them. Now!”

      “No, please,” I beg.

      She sighs and gives me a hard look. “Tell me why. Did he threaten you?”

      I wipe my eyes which have started to blur. “Caleb and I were sexting, and…”

      She covers her mouth with her hand, then seems to realize she’s staring and composes herself.

      “You mean you were buttering your muffin in the staff bathroom?”

      I cover my face with my hands.

      She comes back to the bed and puts her arm around me. “Dang, girl, you are one brave kitten.”

      I try to laugh but it gets stuck. “It’s your stupid brother. He turns me into a sex maniac.”

      “You realize how weird that is for me to hear?”

      This time, I do laugh. “Sorry.”

      “What do you want to do?” she says.

      “Let’s forget it,” I say. Just talking to her has made me feel so much better. Another reason I’m going to be a wreck when we go our separate ways in two weeks.

      “You sure?” Annika asks. “Hans shouldn’t have touched you. He shouldn’t be lurking around the bathroom either.”

      “I just won’t go near him. We only have two more weeks of camp. If he told anyone about me, I would die, Annika.”

      “Are you going to tell Caleb?”

      I wince. “Not sure.”

      “Consider not. He’ll want to kick Hans’ ass.”

      My gut bottoms out somewhere below my knees. “Oh.”

      Her mouth twitches between a smile and a grimace. “You have to admit it’s kind of funny,” she says.

      “It is not funny.”

      She shrugs. “Girls should be able to paddle the pink canoe if they feel like it. Guys do it all the time.” She knocks my shoulder with hers. “After growing up with three older brothers, I should know.”

      “Ew,” I say.

      “Uh huh,” she replies, nodding.

      I bust up laughing. “Paddle the pink canoe?”

      She grins. “I have more, you want to hear them?” She stands. “Come on, we gotta get our kiddos to dinner. I’ll share as we walk.”

      Later that night, after we’ve got the kids asleep and I fall into bed, I pull out my phone to say a quick goodnight to Caleb.

      Me: How was your day?

      Caleb: Water level’s getting low. Still had fun tho

      I give him a thumbs up.

      Caleb: Tell me about your day

      My gut flips upside down. I’m ready for rain I type instead of relaying what happened.

      Caleb: Thunderstorms this weekend

      A shiver runs down my spine because I love electrical storms.

      I reply with a heart.

      Caleb: I wish you were here

      Me: Me too

      Caleb: I want to touch you

      Tingles erupt in my core. Soon. Two days.

      Caleb: I need you now. He adds a row of exploding bomb emojis.

      I stare at the screen while my blood pumps low into my core.

      Me: I think we need to cool the dirty texting

      Caleb: I thought you liked it?

      Me: I do, but it’s getting me in trouble

      Caleb: Trouble how? From the sexting police?

      Me: No. I’ll tell you about it Thurs

      Caleb: Hmm. You okay?

      Me: Yeah. Just miss you

      He sends me a “goodnight” and I reply with a kiss emoji and shut down my phone. But as I lay in the dark, Hans rough hands reach for my breasts all over again. It feels like I’ve lost something precious, and I don’t know how to get it back.
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      I wake with a start to someone touching me. Heart racing, my hands fly out to defend myself.

      “Easy,” a soft voice says, dodging my swings.

      Caleb.

      Relief shudders through my frame.

      “You scared the shit out of me,” I say, pressing my palm into my heart that’s beating a thousand miles an hour.

      “Sorry,” he whispers.

      I glance at Annika’s bunk, worrying that we’re going to wake her.

      Caleb shakes his head. “She sleeps like the dead.”

      I’ve experienced this firsthand, but I’m still nervous.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      He gives me a playful look. “Come on,” he adds, and tips his head toward the door.

      Adrenaline is still slowly ebbing out of me. “What if I get caught?”

      “That’s half the fun, ain’t it?”

      Two weeks left with this incredible guy. I bite my lip, trying to decide if I have the nerve to turn him down.

      “Okay,” I say.

      He sneaks a quick kiss. “I’ll wait for you outside.”

      I wait for him slip from the cabin, then grab my clothes and quickly dress. I could get in serious trouble for this. Am I this girl who throws caution to the wind? Or am I better off reclaiming my old “color between the lines” self?

      If I hadn’t had a ménage a moi in the staff bathroom, Hans would never have approached me like that. If I wasn’t built the way I am, he never would have noticed me in the first place.

      Once outside, Caleb grabs me in a tight hug, then takes my hand and leads me down the path. A bright half-moon hovers just above the tree line, casting a pale glow over the ground.

      “Where are we going?” I whisper, afraid I’m going to trip and land on my face.

      Caleb leads me along the lake, hurrying so fast I have to almost jog to keep up.

      Finally, we reach a clearing in the trees with a narrow strip of rocky beach. He turns to me, his eyes sparkling. “I got the job.”

      “The one in San Diego?” I ask. “The boat manufacturing one.”

      He nods eagerly. “I could start September first.”

      “Are you going to take it?”

      His eyes widen. “Not sure yet.”

      “Wow,” I say as a tingle races over my skin.

      He gazes up at the sky. “It’s a clear night. Is it late enough to see them?”

      “Meteors?” I say, thrown by his sudden change in topic. “It’ll be better in a week, but we might see some.”

      We sit on the lip of land edging the shore with our feet inches from the water. He puts his arm around me, and I tuck into him, the warmth from his body flooding into mine.

      “Now, about your text,” he says, flashing me a shrewd glance. “You want to tell me about it?”

      My stomach quivers. Annika’s words—he’s going to want to kick Hans’ ass—ring in my mind.

      I sag into him. “You mean about sexting?”

      “Yeah. Do you really want me to stop?”

      Above us, the silent stars glimmer. I relax my gaze so that a shooting star will be easier to notice.

      “You seem to be enjoying it. I know I am.”

      “The other day, when I was in the staff bathroom,” I say, then swallow the lump in my throat, “someone heard me.”

      He shifts to see me better. “Who?”

      “Another counselor.”

      His eyes sparkle. “So what?”

      “It’s … embarrassing,” I stammer. “I thought I was being super quiet.”

      “So how did this other counselor know that’s what you were doing?”

      I don’t tell him about the possibility that Hans was watching. It’s too creepy.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” he asks, his gaze troubled.

      “It’s nothing,” I say quickly. “I should probably just not use that bathroom anymore.”

      “That’s easy enough,” Caleb says. “Only nine days until camp’s over.”

      My stomach sinks.

      He winces. “Is that what’s bugging you? That summer’s over soon?”

      I nod.

      He hugs me tighter against him. “I know. It sucks.”

      I lay my head against his shoulder and inhale his river-rock scent. When we’re together like this, it’s easy to push all my worries aside.

      “Oh!” Caleb gasps.

      I gaze up to see the tail end of a meteor’s white streak. “Yay, our first shooting star,” I say, then realize how corny that sounds.

      “One I’ll never forget,” he says.

      I watch his expression turn serious. Then, he kisses me, his lips tender and soft. Energy flows through me like a warm, tingling current, vibrating faster and faster.

      Caleb caresses down my arm as our kiss deepens, his tongue licking the seam of my lips, then swirling with mine.

      He breaks away, his eyes pained. “After camp ends, you’re staying for the big party, right?”

      “Yes,” I reply. “I changed my flight,” I say, though I had very little to do with it. Staying an extra day was the consolation prize to my mom and Jeff selling my car to Sam’s brother for $300.

      He seems to relax. “Good,” he says. “You need a ride to Boise?”

      “On your bike?”

      “Yeah, you look good back there.”

      I give him a playful shove. “I’m not sure my hip flexors would enjoy a three-hour ride on your bike.”

      “I would make it up to them,” he says, raising an eyebrow.

      A flock of hummingbirds zooms through my belly as I imagine all the ways he could make good on that promise.

      “Maybe I’ll keep driving to San Diego from there,” he says.

      “Sounds like you’ve decided,” I say.

      He releases a soft sigh. “My dad’s voice keeps blaring in my ear.”

      “Was he pushing you to stay in school?”

      “Since I was fourteen.” He caresses my arm in soft strokes. “Which is weird because he dropped out.”

      “Maybe he wanted something better for you.”

      “I’m sure he did, but there’s more than one way to get there.”

      “Did you ever tell him that?”

      “Many times,” he says with another hard sigh.

      “Now that he’s gone, does that make it easier or harder to decide?”

      “Harder. If I quit, I feel like I’m letting him down even more. I know it’s a weird way of thinking, but I can’t help it.”

      “What does your mom think?”

      He gives a derisive huff. “My mom’s got more than enough going on than to worry about me.”

      From his tone, I get the sense there’s more happening with his family than he’s comfortable talking about. Annika hasn’t shared much with me, but I can read between the lines. Something’s not right.

      “Do you feel pressured by your brothers?”

      “Hell yeah,” he says. “But they both flew through school. I’ve always felt like I’m slamming my head against a brick wall.” Before I can ask more about this, he continues, “It’s sort of funny, actually. Even though they aren’t close, they both send me the same message.”

      He’d brought this up once before, but never told me the whole story. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      His shrug jostles my cheek. “It’s a long story.”

      “I’m a good listener.”

      He leans close to kiss me. I savor his soft lips and warmth, the way his gentle tongue slides and swirls with mine to make my breath quicken and my blood pound.

      “I wish I could help you decide,” I say when we pause for a breath. I nuzzle into him again with my eyes on the sky.

      “You are,” he says softly.

      “Oh!” we both gasp at the same time as a meteor sails over us.

      “Wow,” Caleb says.

      Two more meteors streak across the sky, each one imprinting on the back of my brain, never to be forgotten.

      We watch the stars in silence for a while and it’s so nice to be here with him. I hold onto the precious sensory details—his scent, the cool night air on my skin, the soft lapping of the waves, the fresh pine taste in the air, and his firm body’s warmth.

      “So, if I lived in San Diego, that’s like, seven hours from Stanford, right?” he asks.

      My belly tingles again because I’m starting to think he’s suggesting that we could stay together. “If you drive like a bat out of hell, yeah,” I say with a chuckle.

      He laughs. “I hear everyone in California drives fast.”

      “True.”

      “Seven hours isn’t bad.”

      “No,” I say as the tingles spread everywhere. “It’s not.”

      He kisses me again, his lips hungry. His touch feathers down my arm, sending hot blood whooshing past my ears. I get lost in his lips as our kiss deepens, as if I’m drifting along on a dreamy cloud. His tongue flicks against mine—an invitation—and I swirl against it, tasting him while my skin erupts with warmth.

      He caresses up my side and brushes over the edge of my breast.

      In a flash, I’m back in the hot tennis court with Hans’ rough hands squeezing me. I flinch, pulling back from him so fast his eyes snap open.

      “Whoa,” he says, looking bewildered.

      I shake my head. Goddamn Hans for ruining this for me.  “Sorry,” I say.

      His expression shifts to one of concern. “What’s going on? Did I hurt you?”

      “It’s nothing,” I say, desperate for a way out of this.

      He lifts my chin, so I’m forced to look at him. “Tell me.”

      I try to relax my features. “There’s this counselor … the one who heard me?” I pause. “He’s giving me a hard time.”

      Caleb’s eyes sharpen. “A hard time how?”

      I hug myself but my full breasts only make the memory clearer. “He says stuff to me. Today he … grabbed me.”

      Caleb’s nostrils flare. I can practically see fire breathing from them. “Tell me who he is so I can kick his ass.”

      I shake my head. “That won’t help.”

      He gives me a stern look. “Like hell it wouldn’t.”

      “There’s only nine days left, remember? I’ll just avoid him.”

      “No way. Tell me.” He sighs a tight breath, then gives me a look of kindness. “I’m not gonna stand for anyone hurting you.”

      My heart jumps into my throat. “I appreciate you wanting to help,” I say. “But I don’t want any drama. I’ll just avoid him.”

      “I’ll let it go for now, but we’re not done talking about this,” he says.

      I lean into him and gaze at the sky. If only my body was made differently, I wouldn’t have to go through this.

      He lays his arm over my shoulders and pulls me to him. “Are you okay?”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “I’m sorry I made you flinch. You know I would never hurt you, right?”

      “Yeah, Caleb, I do.”

      After a long pause, Caleb finally shifts away so he can stand. He reaches for my hand. “I better get you back.”

      We hold hands in silence all the way to the entrance of my cabin. He kisses me softly, then whispers, “See you Thursday. Don’t bother wearing panties.”

      I suppress my giggle, then hug him one last time before he slinks back into the shadows.

      After he’s gone, I climb the steps to my cabin, my heart aching. If Caleb moved to San Diego, we could still see each other. But is that what he meant when he brought up the seven-hour drive between Stanford and San Diego?

      In nine days, everything will change. Are we still on track to end things? Or am I going to ride off into the sunset on the back of his bike?
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      My phone wakes me at eight—a text from Delaney.

      I gotta talk to you about something

      I lay in my bed, staring at the ceiling. I have to put a stop to this. Make her see that we’ll never be together, that I wasn’t thinking properly that night, and that she needs to move on.

      But none of that is right for a text.

      I’ll stop by later, I type.

      What time?

      With a groan, I tuck my phone into my jeans and tug on a t-shirt. Two minutes later, I’m strapping on my helmet and driving slowly down my street. I have plans to drop by my family’s house, but I’m rattled by Delaney’s text so take the bike up the highway, opening the throttle. Cool river-heavy air blasts my bare arms and neck while the copper-colored canyon walls welcome me.

      Thoughts of Lori fill my mind—her sweet smile, her soft cries, the way she trusts me, the way she makes me feel. How the fuck am I going to say goodbye to her? Somehow in all of this, I lost track of the rules. She’s filled my life with goodness—a sensation I’ve never experienced.

      I am so, so fucked. Just the thought of saying goodbye to her has me in a cold sweat.

      After I reach the saddle, I pull over and take in the miles and miles of empty peaks and shadowed valleys, steeling my composure for the task at hand, then turn back. An hour later, I coast to a stop next to my mom’s weathered, white Suburban outside our house.

      With a heavy sigh, I dismount and shuffle up the wide steps to the porch and let myself in through the screen door. Once inside, memories flood my mind. My dad fixing a broken wheel on a pair of roller skates, us as a family eating at the big farmhouse table my dad built, my mom’s playful smile, and laughter. Even though we had our differences, we at least had that.

      Annika’s right. The place is a mess. Couch cushions tossed here and there, a chair that’s been used as a scratching post for Annika’s many adopted cats, half hazard stacks of library books covering the coffee table and spilling onto the floor, pine shavings in the corner where a wood pile should be.

      One of Annika’s cats trots in and curls around my ankles, purring softly.

      “What’s up, little rascal?” I ask, scooping him up.

      He nuzzles under my chin and I scratch him between his shoulder blades. I wonder what else Annika’s adopted recently. Our flock of hens in our backyard coop is full of other people’s aging birds. She says just because they stop laying doesn’t justify murdering them to make room for new ones.

      The kitten and I face the kitchen. It gets worse in here. The counters are grimy, there’s unwashed pots on the stove. And it stinks. The linoleum flooring is peeling in the corners and I’m sure the sink still leaks. After finding some kibble for the kitten, I roll up my sleeves. I decide to start with the trash and lift the bag from the container. Inside, glass bottles clank together.

      My teeth clench. Can’t she see what she’s doing?

      When I return from the trash bin outside, one of the twins—Vonnie—stands at the edge of the kitchen, rubbing her eyes. When she sees me, her face lights up.

      “Caleb!” she gasps and runs into my arms.

      I give her a gentle squeeze. “You’re up early,” I say.

      She grins. “I’m babysitting today.”

      “Good for you,” I reply. Yvonne is the youngest of the twins by two minutes and has always been baby crazy. She still plays with her baby dolls—she’s built an entire nursery for them in her room: crib, changing table, highchair. Annika is worried about it but I’m not. She’s going to be a great mom someday.

      “Is everyone else home?”

      “Dylan’s probably at practice,” she says, squinting at the clock.

      “At this hour?”

      She gives me a look. “He practically lives at the rink.” She grabs the carton of eggs from the fridge. “Mom and Leah are still asleep.”

      She surveys the kitchen, as if seeing it for the first time. “Yikes. It’s a mess in here.”

      “Who cooked last night?”

      “Dylan,” Vonnie says, whipping her wavy hair into a loose braid. “Pasta. It’s the only thing he knows how to cook.”

      “Leah on K.P. duty?”

      Vonnie wrinkles her nose. “Supposed to be. She’s been such a bitch lately.”

      “Watch the language, little lady,” I say, only half-joking. She’s twelve, after all.

      Vonnie shrugs. “Just because she has to be in summer school doesn’t mean she should take it out on us.”

      I had no idea Leah was in summer school. I’m surprised—she’s as smart as a whip. But she’s always been a tough nut to crack, and this year has been tough on them. Through that lens, it’s easy to see that things like school lose their meaning. Who is helping her get through it? Annika? What’s going to happen when she leaves this fall?

      “I’ll pitch in,” I say, moving through the big kitchen to the laundry room. I ignore the giant mound of clothes on the floor and grab a rag from the cupboard over the dryer.

      I fill one of the kitchen sinks with soapy warm water while Vonnie makes a fried egg. As I’m scrubbing countertops, she groans. “Great, the bread’s moldy again.”

      I peek over her shoulder into the barren fridge. Vonnie swings the half-consumed remains of a bag of bread into the trash.

      “Do you guys need me to grocery shop?” I ask, my voice tight.

      Vonnie doesn’t meet my eyes. “No, it’s fine.”

      I rinse a section of countertop then move to the fridge, wiping down the handle, then opening each door. I stare at the barren glass shelves as a pit of remorse grows inside me. But it quickly turns to anger. After giving the shelves a quick wipe, I shut the doors.

      Vonnie is eating her fried egg standing up, her willowy frame leaning against the edge of the counter.

      “How’s Mom been?” I ask, even though I don’t want the answer.

      Vonnie shrugs. “She sleeps a lot.”

      “Are you guys doing okay?” I ask, unable to reel in my frustration.

      She looks at me, puzzled. “Yeah, why?”

      “Just making sure,” I reply even though I want to call bullshit. If this house is a ship, it’s going under. But what am I supposed to do about it?

      More anger surges through me, but I push it back. It’s not fair to be angry at my dad for dying.

      “I gotta run,” she says, and rinses her plate, then puts it in the dishwasher, which I see is crowded with food-encrusted plates and silverware.

      When she turns back to me, her eyes are strained. “Promise you’ll come again? Before you leave?”

      I nod. “Promise.”

      Her eyes clear. “Cool.” She slips from the kitchen and hurries out the front door. A minute later, her bike tires crunch over the sandy driveway.

      I turn back to my task, using the work to quiet my thoughts. But there’s too many fragments dancing around up there to find any sort of peace. The work feels good though. I’m no neat freak like Pete, but I do appreciate things in their place.

      I make a quick run to the grocery store for staples like bread, milk, butter, pasta and sauce, a few frozen pizzas, and a treat I know they’ll all appreciate, ice cream sandwiches. After I unpack the groceries, I decide to run a load of laundry before I have to leave for my afternoon float trip, a group of families all celebrating someone’s fiftieth birthday.

      “Caleb,” a soft voice calls from behind me when I’m stuffing clothes into the washing machine.

      I spin to see my mom, her short hair flattened and greasy and her gray-blue eyes distant.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say, swallowing the sudden lump in my throat.

      She chews her lip. “I … didn’t expect you.”

      I suppress the emotions rising inside me. “I thought I’d stop by, help out.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” she says with a raspy edge in her voice. Is she smoking again?

      It’s surreal to be in a position of worrying about my mother’s marijuana intake. She never tried to stop me from experimenting, just cautioned me to stay in control, not to drive drunk or high, and to never, ever do heroin. That was basically the gist of our “say no to drugs” talk. Clearly, she is not in control. But am I supposed to try to get her to stop?

      Annika’s warning blares: Peter thinks she needs help.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t been around much,” I say.

      “You’re busy,” she says, crossing her arms. “You and Pete are running the business. It’s a lot of work.”

      Pete handles all the booking and payment stuff, so I just have to manage the guides, meaning it’s really not that difficult, or time consuming. “Yeah,” I lie, and turn back to start the washing machine.

      When I return to the kitchen, my mom’s opening a vial of pills.

      I bite back my anger. “What are those for?”

      She fills a glass of water, then tosses back two small, tan capsules. “They’re herbal,” she replies easily.

      I’ll bet.

      “My stomach’s been a little upset,” she says.

      I try to conjure up a dose of compassion, but the well is dry.

      “Why is Leah in summer school?” I ask while adding soap to the dishwasher.

      Her eyes glaze over. “Because she cut.”

      Even though I changed Leah’s diapers and took her and Vonnie to the playground, we’ve never been super close. She’s always been an introvert. Though I can’t remember what grade she and Vonnie are in, even I know that it’s too young of an age to be wandering around in the middle of the day. “Where did she go?”

      My mom braces against the sink, her back to me. “I’m … not sure. She said the library.”

      Fuck. A mom who doesn’t know where her kid is? Her kid who’s clearly in trouble? “Maybe you should pay a little more attention.”

      She flicks her wounded gaze my way. “I’m doing my best, okay?”

      I scoff. “How is this your best?” I ask, opening up my hands to indicate the filthy house I walked into this morning.

      “You try running this house on your own,” she mutters.

      I hold back my retort. This conversation is starting to make me feel like shit, and neither of us need a fight.

      “I hear you’re thinking about quitting school,” she says.

      My guard goes up. “Who told you that?”

      “Annika.” She swallows. “Your dad—”

      “Save it,” I interrupt, flashing my palm for emphasis.

      She glares at me. “Fine. Do what you want. You always have.”

      I huff a sigh. “See you,” I say, and stride out of the room. When I reach the door, out of the corner of my eye I catch her profile, her head lowered and her hands gripping the edge of counter.

      I drive home fuming. When I get there, Grady’s already left for the outfitting shop. I call Annika while doing a quick change into my river clothes.

      “Who’s the fuckwit bothering Lori?” I ask.

      “Jeez, good morning to you too,” she says brusquely.

      “Sorry, I was just at the house,” I say, releasing a tight breath.

      “And?”

      “Can we cover that later? I gotta river to run.”

      Annika sighs. “If you’re planning an ambush, things must be getting pretty serious between you and Lori.”

      “They’re not,” I say. I don’t want anyone touching Lori but me. Ever. “I’m just not okay with any guy pushing any girl around,” I add, though my tone sounds off.

      She gives a sarcastic grunt. “Fine, lie to yourself, but like I said, when this whole thing blows up—”

      “Will you quit that?” I interrupt. Once again, nobody gives me credit for being a decent guy. What if Lori and I stay together? Would that be so crazy?

      “Give me the guy’s name,” I say.

      “Okay,” she replies. “But promise me you won’t end up in jail?”

      Bill Tucker’s satisfied expression appears in my mind’s eye. “No promises there,” I say.

      “To tell you the truth, I’m kind of worried. She was pretty upset yesterday.”

      Fury fizzles up my chest, crowding into my throat. “The name, Annika.”

      She sighs heavily. “Hans Frey. He’s the tennis instructor.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But please don’t wallop him in front of a bunch of kids, okay?”

      “Give me some credit,” I say.

      I go to hang up when she yelps, “Wait!” I bring the phone back up to my ear.

      “Did you see Leah?”

      “Vonnie said she was asleep.”

      “But did you actually check?”

      I frown. “No.”

      Annika sighs. “Okay.”

      “Why? Where else would she be?”

      I wait through a long pause that eats at my skin like a swarm of fire ants.

      “She’s … been staying at this friend’s. I told her she had to come home.”

      I relax a notch. Staying at a friend’s house sounds like a win. Maybe this friend will adopt her.

      “Sorry, I didn’t check.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll be there tomorrow.”

      We say goodbye and I refocus on Hans Frey. Nobody treats a girl like that.

      On my way to White Cloud HQ, I stop at Growly Bear, expecting when I climb the steps to see Del delivering plates of breakfast to the busy tables. When I don’t, I walk inside. A rich, cinnamon-sweet cloud mixed with brewing coffee envelops me. I sigh in contentment.

      “Hey Caleb,” the girl at the counter says when I approach. Though we went to high school together, her name escapes me.

      “Hey,” I say. “Is Del around?”

      Her small lips curl into a frown. “Called in sick today,” she says. “Can I get you anything?”

      I’m already late, so decide against it, even though my stomach protests. “No, thanks,” I say, then make my way past the line of patrons to the door. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to go to Del’s house. Too many memories. I decide I’ll have to make time, but not tomorrow—I’m spending every minute of it with Lori.

      When I arrive at our outfitting post, Grady and Pete are already there, loading boats and gear.

      “You’re late,” Pete says.

      “Sorry,” I mutter.

      His eyes shift. “Everything okay?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      A dark expression takes over his face. “What’s up?”

      “It’s Mom,” I say, then regret it. I don’t want to have this conversation with him. I should have it with Annika.

      “Is she—”

      “High? Yeah,” I say.

      Pete winces. “Shit.”

      “She needs to get a grip. It’s been over a year.”

      “I’ll talk to her again.”

      “Did you know Leah’s in summer school?”

      He nods. “She basically flunked fourth grade.”

      “How is that even possible?” I ask. “Even I passed fourth grade.”

      His face is pained. “She’s very bright, the teachers say. Just wouldn’t do the work.”

      “What about the year before? Was she okay then?” Maybe my dad’s death is to blame for all of this. Though Vonnie seems to be doing fine.

      “I don’t know.” He crosses his arms. “Did you see Vonnie?”

      “Yeah, she had a babysitting thing.”

      “Did she look okay?”

      A wave of panic washes through me. “She looked fine, why?”

      “She had strep throat. I … took her to the doctor last week. She’d been … sick for a while.”

      I close my eyes as this final blow makes the problem that is my family burst to life in living color.

      “I think Mom needs help,” Pete says.

      “Good luck getting her to admit it,” I grit out. “She stood there and downed some kind of pill right in front of me. Said it was for stomach pain.”

      Pete shuffles his feet, his eyes pained. “I’ll see who prescribed it. Have a talk with them.”

      “She said it’s herbal, so good luck. And even if you get him or her to stop, she’ll just find someone else.” Not that I’d know anything about that trick.

      “Yeah,” he says, and rubs the back of his neck. “If only…” He grimaces.

      “What?” I ask.

      Three cars pull into the parking lot one after another. Our guests for the day.

      He shakes his head. “Forget it. We’ve got a river to run.”

      But throughout the afternoon, as I play the part of charming raft guide for the happy families celebrating, my mind grows heavy with the many worries building inside me.

      Pete’s unfinished comment rattles through my thoughts. If only what?

      If only Dad hadn’t died?

      If only my mom was stronger?

      If only Dylan and the twins were older? I mean, they are old enough to do their own laundry and cook for themselves and stay in school.

      The reason they’re not is because Mom’s not there.

      So, when we all leave, who is going to care for them?
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      My frustration simmers for the rest of the day, so by the time I’ve stowed the rafts and gear and climb onto my bike, my blood is frothing.

      I should use the drive to the camp to calm down, but it’s no use.

      Camp Osprey’s grounds are quiet when I pull up. I check my watch and realize it’s nearing dinnertime. From Lori’s description of her days, I calculate that the campers are enjoying their final rotation of activities before their pre-dinner downtime.

      I hurry through the entrance on a worn dirt path. From the night I took Lori back to her cabin, I know the basic layout. I turn right at a sign for the courts and hurry up a hill. On my way, I pass a group of noisy campers ushered by a short counselor in long braids with a wooden nametag that says “Willow.” She eyes me suspiciously but doesn’t comment.

      At the tennis court, a tall, blond guy in long, black running shorts and a pale-yellow polo shirt is wheeling a piece of equipment into a storage closet.

      I’m halfway across the court before he notices me.

      “Hey,” he says, startled.

      I get right up in his face. “Are you Hans?”

      “Yeah,” he says with a sneer. “Who the hell are you?”

      I slam him into the court fencing. I am so going to enjoy this.

      Fear takes over his eyes just as I swing my right fist at his face. It’s so fast he hardly has time to move. I connect with his jaw and he howls. The fucker doesn’t even try to fight back. He tries to run.

      “I’m going to the camp director!” he says.

      I grab him and in one motion, wrench his arm behind his back and shove him into the fence.

      “Go ahead, Hans,” I say as white-hot fury drives me on. “Call them. We’ll tell him how you like to harass women.”

      “What?” he says, breathing hard. “What are you talking about?”

      I shove his arm up higher and he sucks in a painful breath.

      “I should break this. It’ll be hard to chase balls around all day with only one good arm, but you’d manage.”

      “Who are you?” he says between clenched teeth.

      “Someone who cares about human decency.”

      He’s breathing in panicky gulps now because I’m this close to breaking his wrist and he knows it. “Are you…Lori’s boyfriend?”

      The word rattles through me but I shake my head to clear it. Boyfriend? Me?

      “If I hear you so much as look at her or any other female for the remainder of the camp,” I say through clenched teeth, “I’ll break more than your fucking arm.”

      “I was just having a little fun, jeez!” he says.

      I slam his face into the fencing.

      “Ow!” he says. Blood trickles down from his nose.

      “Are we clear?” I ask as the fight is draining out of him.

      “Get the fuck off me,” he says in surrender.

      I let him go, then turn for the exit. I don’t look back.

      

      The next morning, I pick Lori up the minute she’s free and whisk her away. The dried hillsides, now a soft brown and yellow after a full summer of sun, blur as I accelerate north. Lori hugs me tightly, her warmth filling me with hope. I try to picture walking the stately Stanford campus with Lori’s hand in mine. Instead, my stomach writhes. I don’t belong in a place like that. Yet she clearly does. What does she see in me besides a good time?

      I drive carefully up a long gravel road that parallels Yankee Fork, one of Penny Creek’s tributaries. The valley opens, flanked by broad, bald hills. After a bumpy ride, the road dead ends at a preserved ghost town.

      Lori and I explore the ancient buildings, then hike to a waterfall where I finally get her all to myself, then we end up back at Red Fin Lake so I can teach her to roll a kayak.

      “Why should I learn to roll a kayak?” she asked me this morning when I told her the plan.

      “So, we can kayak together someday.” My gut lurched. Had I really said that?

      Her eyes widened. “I would love that.”

      I kissed her, my emotions swirling because fuck, I would like it too. A lot.

      That conversation rattles around in my head all the way to Red Fin. Summer’s ending in eight days. When will we have time to kayak together? After today, we’ll only have the end-of-the-season party. Then, I’ll put her on a plane in Boise.

      We arrive at the lake and walk hand in hand down the dock to where my buddy Nate is stationed at the rental shack. I already bartered with him—a free ride in my boat next weekend for him and his girlfriend in exchange for an hour of kayak rental—so hoist the boat on my shoulder and carry it and the paddle back down the dock. Lori and I follow the shoreline past families playing in the roped off swimming area and broad strip of beach to a less crowded spot.

      I set the boat down and slide the paddle inside it, then strip off my t-shirt and kick off my flip flops.

      “Okay, ready for the run-through?” I ask.

      She nods, her gaze focused.

      I slide on the spray skirt, a tube of neoprene that at the moment, flares out like a skirt but once I’m seated, makes a waterproof seal around the cockpit and prevents the boat from filling with water. A waterlogged boat won’t roll. After climbing into the kayak, I push backwards into the shallows, rolling the spray skirt edges over the cockpit lip as I do.

      “I’ll show you a few times first,” I say, setting my paddle across my lap so I can demonstrate where her hands should be. I lean forward and motion how to sweep the boat upright.

      Lori watches me, rapt, that adorable frown scrunching her eyebrows together.

      I demonstrate how to hold the paddle, and rock my hips to show her how to tip the boat. I go through the drill again above the water: fold forward, rotate the paddle, then sweep.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she replies, her gaze electric.

      Maybe it’s her enthusiasm, or maybe I just like having her complete focus, but teaching her is making my blood sizzle. I grab the paddle and flip the boat upside down. The cold water quenches my hot skin. I fold forward, line up my paddle, then sweep it up in an arc, using the pressure on the surface to flip myself upright.

      “You make that look so easy,” she groans as I glide the boat back to the shore and hop out.

      “Well, I’ve been doing it for ten years.” I pass her the wet spray skirt. “Don’t worry, you’ll get it.”

      Lori pulls off her sundress, revealing her black bikini.

      “Do you only have one, or are you just a light packer?” I ask, unable to turn off my curiosity.

      Her eyes flash with confusion, then she realizes I’m referring to her bikini. Her lips twitch. “It’s hard to find one that fits.”

      This makes little sense. She lives in a big city, certainly with plenty of options. Maybe she’s too busy studying Newton’s Third Law to shop.

      Lori’s face softens, as if she had been gearing up for a fight. “And I really hate shopping.”

      “Me too,” I say with a smile, but I file away her reaction for later. Why did she get defensive?

      Lori smiles back at me, and an emotion I don’t understand fills my chest. Half the time when I’m with her, I feel like laughing. The other half I’m dreaming of kissing her and holding her and making her come. It’s not a feeling I’ve ever experienced with a girl, and it’s starting to scare me.

      She steps into the spray skirt and tugs it over her hips. “Okay, I feel kinda ridiculous,” she says, glancing at the way the nylon flares out.

      “You won’t feel ridiculous if the kayak stays afloat.”

      “Right,” she says, but there’s a nervous edge to it.

      “You okay?” I ask, grabbing the paddle so she can climb into the cockpit.

      She nods. “What if I get water up my nose?”

      I laugh. “You will, so get used to the idea right now.”

      She studies me, hands white knuckling the edge of the spray skirt.

      “Try humming when you go under,” I say. “That’ll keep the water out.”

      “What if I get stuck?”

      “Underwater?” I ask, intrigued by her sudden anxiety.

      She nods, her lips tight.

      “I won’t let you drown, baby,” I say, stepping close to give her a wet kiss. “And you can always pull the loop if you feel like you’re stuck,” I add, pointing to the large black loop of webbing at the top of the skirt. One little tug and she’ll pop to the surface like a cork.

      She settles into the boat and wraps the spray skirt over the opening.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      Solemnly, she nods.

      I laugh. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “I know,” she says in a huff. “I just … what if I don’t get it?”

      “Then we’ll have had a good swim,” I say. “I didn’t get it my first time.” A pang of grief tickles the empty space behind my ribs. My dad took me to this very lake to teach me this skill, one I use every time I run a creek in my kayak and one that’s saved my life a hundred times.

      After two sessions, I had it. Dad’s praise still hums in my ears. Finally, something I was good at. It had taken Pete and Wyatt a whole summer.

      “But you were a little kid,” she says.

      “So?” I wade the boat to waist deep, the cold water swallowing my waist.

      “Okay, here’s the plan,” I say. “Once you flip over, I’ll move your paddle into position.” I wait for her to nod. “Then I’ll then tap the boat. That’s your signal to sweep and roll.”

      “Whenever you’re ready,” I say, standing at arm’s distance.

      She bites her lip. It’s so fucking adorable. Even in the cold water, I’m buzzing hard to touch her.

      She lifts her paddle and rocks her hips side to side, making soft little waves that ripple against my abs.

      “Okay,” she says. “I’m going.”

      “Awesome,” I reply.

      Then, she jerks her hips sideways and the boat flips upside down.

      I reach under the water, grabbing her paddle’s shaft, then lining it up with the side of the boat. Then I tap the plastic hull.

      Her paddle sweeps through the water and her boat rotates partway upright. My heart leaps because I think maybe she’s going to get it, but she doesn’t quite finish the sweep. The boat drops back. Moments later, Lori pops up, spluttering.

      “Good try!” I say while she coughs.

      She wipes her nose and face, then blinks at me. “What did I do wrong?”

      “Keep sweeping that paddle,” I say, showing her the motion. “You got the boat to rotate up, which is awesome. It’s that last two inches that’ll get you all the way over.”

      “Okay,” she says, nodding. We wade back to shore and she gets back in the boat. We repeat the drill. She gets the boat a little more rotated this time, enough for her to get a breath. To my surprise, she stays under for a second try. I move her paddle into position, and she pops up again, halfway.

      “You got it!” I cry, watching her grimace. But the paddle sinks and she disappears under the boat again.

      She surfaces next to the floating boat.

      “You were so close!” I say.

      “Grr,” she replies. Her skin is pimpled with goose flesh.

      “You want to take a break? Warm up?”

      “No,” she says with that adorable scowl.

      “That’s the spirit,” I say, and help her set up again. We try another four times, but she can’t seem to get the last bit of power from the paddle stroke.

      She surfaces looking crushed.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll get it. It’s a hard thing to learn.”

      She exhales a hard breath that puffs out her cheeks. “I can do hard things.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I know.” I take the paddle from her tight grip. “But maybe today’s not the day. Not a big deal.”

      She looks away. Why is she beating herself up about this?

      I step closer and turn her face, so we’re eye to eye. “Lori,” I say, my tone firm. “It’s okay.”

      The pale flecks in her eyes shine like copper in the low light. “I’m sorry,” she finally says.

      I peer at her, curious. “For what, doll?”

      “Obsessing about this.”

      “You’re determined. I love that about you.”

      “It’s not too much?”

      “Hell no,” I say, then caress the side of her face. “Is it for you?”

      She releases a shuddering sigh. “I think…sometimes it is, yeah.”

      “You want my help?” I ask, stepping close.

      Her face tilts. “What, are you gonna take my tests for me?”

      I laugh out loud. “Not unless you want to flunk out of Stanford.”

      She smiles, but it fades.

      “It’s okay to make mistakes. Hell, I should know.”

      “Thanks for letting me try this,” she says.

      I pull her into my arms. “You’ll get it, okay?”

      When I release her, she gives me a nod. I float the paddle to shore, then reach for the boat with one hand and hers with the other and lead her to the beach.

      We lay on the blanket under the hot afternoon sun, the distant buzz of beachgoers blending with the sound of boat engines accelerating and soft waves lapping the beach.

      “You asked why I only have one bikini,” she says softly, after the sun has melted the beads of lake water from my chest and my face is warm. “It’s because it’s really hard to find one that fits. Because of my size.”

      Curious, I turn to see her staring at the sky, her lips tight.

      “It’s why I couldn’t wear Annika’s wetsuit top.”

      In an instant, it all comes together. “And your rash, too, isn’t it?” I ask.

      She nods. “And a lot of other things.”

      I roll to my side and prop myself up on an elbow. I gaze at her, pained that she’s been holding onto this. “You want to tell me about it?”

      She still isn’t looking at me.

      I take her hand.

      After a long inhale, she finally says, “It’s why I had to give up cross-country. My skin would get so raw I’d bleed through my shirt at every meet.”

      “Ouch,” I say. “But hey, you did yourself a favor. Running sucks,” I add with a wink.

      She grins, but there’s a sad edge to it. “Some guys … they get obsessed with them.”

      I squeeze her hand. She needs to know it’s okay to talk about this with me. “Like Shea?”

      Finally, she looks at me. “Guys think that because of the way I’m built, that it’s okay to stare at me. To say mean things.”

      “Like what?” I ask as my protectiveness comes to life again.

      “Nice tits,” she says with a huff. “Or they’ll just stare at my chest like they’re undressing me. Stuff like that.”

      I wince. “Jeez, that’s awful, Lori. I’m sorry.”

      “It just sucks because I can’t change it. I can’t change how I look.”

      “Why would you want to?” I say in alarm. “You’re perfect.”

      She scoffs. “Hardly.”

      “Well, you’re perfect to me.”

      She looks at me like I mean something. “You are the sweetest guy I’ve ever met; you know that?”

      Could I get that in writing? I shrug my lips. “It’s true.” I want to tell her more, but somehow, the words stick in my throat.

      “When I’m with you, I sort of forget I’m different. It’s like you don’t notice.”

      “Oh, I notice,” I say, caressing her belly just below the band of her bikini. If only this beach were a little more private, I would show her just how much I enjoy her beautiful body. Meanwhile, her words echo inside me. I’m bothered by how she’s so hard on herself. How can I fix it?

      She smiles. “Okay, yeah, but not in the way other guys do.”

      “Do you like the way I touch you?” I ask, still stroking her soft skin.

      She releases a shuddering breath. “Yes. Like, a lot.”

      I lean down to kiss her. It starts out slow and gentle, but it’s not long before our tongues are swirling and we’re both breathing fast.

      She leans back wearing a serious expression. “Did you … beat up Hans?” she asks.

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “Word got out that you were in camp yesterday.”

      “I paid him a visit, yeah.”

      Her eyes cloud. “Not sure how I feel about you fighting my battles for me.”

      Renewed anger flares in my chest. “I didn’t do it just for you, but for the next girl he thinks about harassing.”

      She squints at me. “I sort of wish I could have been the one to punch him.”

      “Need me to teach you to fight, too? We can add that to our curriculum.”

      She laughs. “No, thank you. We still have pitching mastery and kayak rolling to accomplish.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve had such a rough time,” I say, “I wish I could make it easier.” I caress down her arm. “But I love that part of you. I love how good I can make you feel.”

      She gives me a tense look. “I love it too.”

      Something shifts inside me—followed by a flip of my stomach, like it just did a back dive off my liver. I gaze into her gorgeous face as my emotions swirl inside me.

      I don’t want to say goodbye to this girl. Not now. Not ever.

      But summer is ending. How am I going to get through this in one piece? My heart thrashes inside my chest. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Me, falling for a girl? Not part of the plan.

      But here I am, and it’s all about to end.

      I lean down to kiss her again. Her lips taste like sunshine and strawberry lip balm. I drown myself in slow, sensual kisses while my hands explore. She arches closer to me.

      We are definitely pushing the G-rated limits of this beach, so I pull away from her.

      “Are you ready to get out of here?” I say, practically panting.

      “What about my lessons?” she asks.

      “How about we table this lesson for a new one?” I say, kissing her forehead.

      “Mmm,” she groans, giving me a sultry gaze. “What do you have in mind?”

      I pull her to her feet. “Maybe it’s best I showed you.”

      Her face erupts with a colorful blush.

      “I still have so many things to teach you, doll,” I say, and pull her to me so my stiffening cock connects with her center.

      She sighs into the crook of my neck. “Take me home, Caleb.”

      As we drive from the lake, the warm night air fresh on my skin, I push away the fear that unless I stop denying my feelings for her, she’s going to walk out of my life forever.
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Lori

        

      

    

    
      “So, if you’re not twenty-one,” I ask after the details of his room slide back into focus. That’s the second time today he’s sent me to the moon, and from our previous dates, I know we’re not close to being done.

      “When’s your birthday?” I ask.

      He strokes my arm in little swirls with his thumb. “December twenty-first,” he replies.

      “That’s the first day of winter,” I say, rolling closer to him. Against my cheek, his heart thumps softly.

      “It’s also super close to Christmas,” he says with a sigh.

      “Is that bad?”

      He shrugs. “Just one more thing I can’t do right.”

      I shift so I can see his face. “What are you talking about?”

      His eyes have lost their playful spark. “It’s nothing,” he says. “Forget it.”

      “No, really, please tell me.”

      He stares at the ceiling. “It’s a birthday nobody has time for. It’s so close to Christmas. Everyone’s busy, preoccupied.”

      “But why is that your fault?”

      He shrugs again. “According to my dad, most things are, why not add this to the list?”

      “Ouch,” I say.

      I tuck into him again and he caresses up and down my spine in lazy strokes. A tingle of renewed desire prickles my skin, confirming my earlier hunch.

      “How’s that feel now that he’s gone?” I ask.

      He blows a long breath through puffed cheeks. “Wow, uh…”

      “Sorry, I don’t mean to pry.” I wince, wishing I could curb my sometimes-inappropriate curiosity.

      I think he’s not going to answer, but finally, he says, “We had a fight the day he died.”

      “Oh, Caleb,” I say, hugging him tighter.

      “Yeah.”

      I hold back from asking what the fight was about. Just him admitting this to me feels like a lot.

      “I didn’t want him to go that day. I told him the river was too high.”

      I pause; the tension feels so thick I’m afraid the sound of my breathing will spook him.

      “We … were supposed to go together, but I told him I wouldn’t.”

      “And he went anyway?” I ask, shifting to see his tormented face.

      “He shouldn’t have gone,” he says, still staring at the ceiling. “You never go boating alone. When I said it was too dangerous, he should have listened to me.”

      “This must be really hard,” I say, caressing his shoulder.

      He inhales a slow breath, as if he’s repacking all of his sadness.

      “It’s par for the course,” he says. “Nobody listens to me. Why should this be any different?”

      “Why don’t they listen? You’re so good at everything.”

      He eyes me, his gaze sharp. “Apparently, not at anything that matters.”

      “Like what?”

      He gives a little chuckle. “Plenty. The point is, in his eyes, I could never do anything right. So of course, he blows me off when I say it’s too dangerous.” His jaw tightens. “Me? Saying it’s too dangerous? Usually I’m the rabid squirrel of the group.”

      “He didn’t take you seriously. He didn’t trust you.” I know just how this one feels. Losing the battle with my mom and Jeff about my car still stings. After handing over the keys to Sam’s brother, I cried all the way back to camp.

      Caleb shakes his head, then releases a huge sigh. “My brothers blame me.”

      “What?” I gasp. “That’s not fair. You tried to stop him, right?”

      He gives his head a little shake. “Doesn’t matter. They think I should have tried harder. That I should have gone with him.”

      “But then you’d be dead, too,” I say as a chill tightens my skin.

      “Maybe,” he replies. “Or maybe I could have saved him.”

      “That’s awful,” I say, heartsick.

      “Anyways,” he says, and rolls to me so we’re nose to nose.

      “No, wait … we’re not done,” I say.

      He kisses me softly. “I am. It’s not worth wasting any more time on this.”

      “So, you’re just going to shoulder that burden? That you caused your dad’s death?”

      He grimaces but I charge on. It’s not right for him to think like this. “That’s so wrong! Sounds like he was hellbent on going that day. That he didn’t listen to you is his fault, not yours.”

      A painful tightness grips his face. “He’s still gone.”

      “But you can’t take the blame for that,” I say, caressing the side of his face.

      “Rationally, yeah, I get that,” he says. “It’s just tough to let go. He was so hard on me for so long.”

      I gaze into his eyes, hoping the tenderness I feel for him right now is enough to push back his hurt. At least for now.

      “You had good times with him, too, right?” I ask.

      His troubled look softens. “Yeah. We both loved the river. There’s some good memories there.”

      “He loved you,” I say. “Maybe it was flawed, but it sounds like he did.”

      “Yeah,” he replies, but it sounds sad. He kisses me again, his lips gentle. I caress down his strong arm to his waist.

      He grips me in a firm hug, and sighs against me. “You’re so good to me,” he says. “When I’m with you, it’s like all that stuff falls away.”

      My heart thumps high in my chest, echoing into my ears. “You’re good to me, too,” I say. I don’t tell him that I’ve never felt like this with anyone. Not with our impending separation. I really should try to close things down, withdraw my feelings. It’ll make next Sunday more bearable. My mom’s warning rises through my thoughts, but I shut it down.

      I can’t close down my emotions. I love how I feel when I’m with him.

      I’ve told myself that I can’t feel this way. I can’t give in to my feelings, but the harder I try to resist, the deeper my feelings become.

      He caresses the tip of my nipple, sending a jolt of desire through me, and my churning thoughts fade.

      “Let me show you just how good,” he says in that sexy voice that makes me purr.

      The next morning, after the most sensual shower of my life, we stop by the Growly Bear Bakery on my way back to camp.

      Claudia, the woman at the window, smiles when she sees us.

      “Your usual?” she asks me.

      Though this is only my fourth visit, she knows my order. “Yes, please,” I reply.

      “I think I’ll have the egg special. I’m feeling hungry this morning,” Caleb says, swiveling his shoulders in a mini stretch.

      “I’ll bet,” Claudia says with a twinkle in her eye.

      My blush races so fast up my cheeks I have to turn away. Caleb chuckles softly. He pays and grabs the number Claudia hands him.

      “How’s that combat roll coming?” she asks me while counting out Caleb’s change.

      “Um, excuse me?”

      “At the lake. My daughter, McKenna, works in the lodge. She saw you two.”

      “I’m going to need more practice,” I manage while Caleb tucks the change into his wallet.

      “Better hurry, summer’s almost over,” she says.

      “Right,” I say, my molars tapping shut. Seven days until I have to say goodbye.

      “And there’s no better teacher,” she adds, nodding at Caleb. “I don’t know where you get your patience, dear. Both your folks have none of it.”

      “Thanks, Claudia,” Caleb says, and tugs me to a table in the shade.

      “Does anything happen in this town without everyone knowing about it?” I ask as a waiter brings us two steaming mugs of coffee.

      “Nope,” he says, adding honey to his cup.

      “It must be nice, too, though, having a community like that. She gave you a compliment, after all.”

      “She’s a sweetheart. A little nosy, but hey, small towns...”

      “At least she’s stopped asking me about my rash,” I say with a giggle.

      “You were town’s hottest topic there for a few weeks.”

      “I’ve never had so many people offer me remedies,” I reply, stirring in cream from a tiny pitcher. Real cream—I’m going to miss this place. I’m going to miss a lot of things. A pang of dread tugs at my insides.

      He chuckles. When he lifts his coffee, his gaze sweeps the room.

      I look behind me, but only see bakery patrons enjoying their breakfast.

      “Sorry,” he says with a sigh.

      “Is it that girl, Del?” I ask, stirring my coffee again even though I don’t need to.

      “She keeps texting me,” he says. “Says she wants to talk.”

      I try to park my feelings in neutral. There’s no reason for me to get jealous. He’s told me he’s through with her and I believe him.

      “I tried a couple of days ago, but she wasn’t here. I guess I’m going to have to go out to her house.”

      “Is that bad?”

      A conflicted look takes over his face. “I used to spend time there as a kid. We built forts and climbed trees and rode bikes … that kind of thing.”

      I warm my hands around my coffee cup.

      “So, to go there to discuss whatever she needs to get off her chest, after what happened this spring … it just brings up weird feelings.”

      “It’s really good of you not to just blow her off,” I say.

      He rubs the back of his neck. “It’s not that I don’t care about her,” he says. “I mean, our families are friends. Have been forever.”

      “Do you think she still wants to be with you?”

      “Maybe?” he replies softly, staring into his coffee. “I never really know with her.”

      I raise my eyebrow. “Want me to talk some sense into her?”

      He looks up sharply, his eyes lighting up with mischief. “Very funny.”

      “Hey, you did it for me, it’s the least I can do.”

      He smiles.

      Our breakfast arrives, and we both dig in. I realize how hungry I am. The first buttery bite of bear claw melts on my tongue. I groan in ecstasy.

      He fires me a look. “You are going to have to keep that under control.”

      “You going to make me?” I say, licking frosting off the tip of my finger.

      His eyes lock on mine. “You are in such big trouble.”

      My mind goes to the many forms of trouble he’s referring to. He must be thinking of them too because he gives me a playful smirk.

      After breakfast, I climb on the back of his bike and we drive down the gravel road to the highway, then north to the turnoff to camp. I’m due back for our arrival of campers in a little less than an hour.

      “Can we keep going?” I ask him. “Just a little longer?” I’ll be cutting it close in terms of time, but right now, I don’t care. I’m not ready to see him drive off. I’m not ready to be apart from him for the next six days.

      Caleb doesn’t hesitate and accelerates past the turn. I close my eyes and savor the rush of wind on my legs and the warmth of his body. We drive north, cruising around bends in the road, accelerating on the straightaways. Below us, Penny Creek is a ribbon of whitewater, tumbling over pale boulders into sea-green pools.

      We stop at an overlook where an old concrete dam built for mining blocked the river but failed during a flood fifty years ago.

      I stare down the tight canyon walls to where the green current roars, my emotions surging with it.

      “You okay?” Caleb asks, coming up behind me. He caresses down my arms.

      “I wish we could just keep driving,” I say.

      He plants a soft kiss on the top of my head. “You mean like play hooky? Won’t you get in trouble for that?”

      My shoulders sag in defeat. Am I stupid to think he might feel the same way about me?

      Caleb spins me around. His troubled gaze searches mine for answers.

      “Claudia’s right, summer’s almost over,” I say.

      “I know,” he says, looking anxious.

      “But I don’t want it to end.”

      His jaw tightens. “Me neither.”

      “I wish…” I stop myself before I say something stupid. Something I’ll regret.

      He caresses my face with the edge of his thumb. “You wish what?”

      I inhale a steadying breath. “That this wasn’t just … a fling.”

      His face tightens, and immediately, I regret what I said. It’s like I’ve hurt him. “But that’s what you wanted, right?”

      “Maybe at first,” I say, trying to connect with his troubled eyes. “But not anymore.”

      He watches the current below. “What about when you go off to college?” His face scrunches in distaste. “Maybe you should … explore.”

      I laugh out loud. “How could I possibly want to explore with anyone but you?”

      His blue eyes tighten. “The thought of you with anyone else drives me fucking nuts.” He exhales hard. “I never thought I’d feel like this,” he says.

      Flutters erupt in my belly. “I tried hard not to,” I say. “This was supposed to be my summer of fun.”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “It hasn’t been fun?”

      I laugh again, then stroke the side of his handsome face. How can I say what’s in my heart? “It’s been better than anything I could have imagined.”

      “Then why do you look like that?”

      My emotions rise so fast my knees buckle. “Because,” I say, biting back the sting behind my eyes. I gulp a tight breath. “Because I love you.”

      His eyes soften. “Oh, baby,” he whispers. He leans in to kiss me, a hungry powerful kiss.

      “It’s crazy, right?” I say as my tears threaten to leak from my eyes.

      He lowers his head and inhales a long breath. “It’s actually not crazy,” he says, finally meeting my eyes. “I can’t stand the thought of losing you.”

      The tears spring free. “But it’s happening.”

      “Not if we don’t let it.” He gazes into my eyes. “I love you, too.”

      Joy blooms so fast inside me I gasp. “You do?”

      His lips curl into a soft smile. “Yeah, I do.” He takes my face in his hands. “I’m wild about you, Lori. I don’t want this to end.”

      I jump into his arms and close my eyes. “What are we going to do?”

      “I’ll move to California.”

      Conflicting thoughts tangle inside my mind. “But we’ll still be far apart.”

      “I’ll come see you on weekends.” He pulls me closer for a tender kiss. “It probably won’t be a lot different than it is now.”

      I should argue because it’ll be a lot different, but I’m getting too excited to stop him.

      “Are you sure we can do this?” I ask.

      “I want to try,” he says, his eyes fierce.

      I kiss him again, my heart filling with a powerful ache.

      “I wish I didn’t have to take you to camp right now,” he says.

      “For once I’m not excited about drop off day,” I say.

      He stares at me, his gray-blue eyes softening. “I will never be able to get enough of you.”

      My sex clenches. “Promise?”

      “I’ve created a monster, huh?”

      I laugh.

      He kisses me again. “Just you wait until Thursday night, when I get you all to myself again.”

      The colors of the canyon swirl around me. “I’m this close to quitting my job so I don’t have to wait.”

      He shakes his head, then steps back, tugging on my hand.

      “Let’s get you to camp,” he says, his eyes shining.

      He leads me to his bike, and we get on. The engine purrs to life and he coasts to the highway, then accelerates south.

      I hug him tight while all my emotions spin upside down, making me dizzy.

      My heart glows hot from all the passion Caleb brings out in me, yet there’s still so much uncertainty about where we’re headed. Will I be able to manage a long-distance relationship while studying my brains out at Stanford? What if Caleb changes his mind once he gets to San Diego?

      I squeeze him tighter, but the very real possibility I’m setting myself up for misery settles in.

      Everything feels so new and fragile.

      What if we’re not strong enough to stay together?
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      Every spare minute of my next three days, I spend making plans. Lining up a place to live in San Diego. Withdrawing from school. Figuring out how I’m going to get my stuff to California—not much room on the bike for a guitar and my kayak.

      I’ve been on a high since the overlook. I’m still blown away—me, in love? How is this possible? I feel like the luckiest man alive.

      I know she’s worried that long distance is going to be too hard, but I’m going to prove her wrong. This can work. It has to.

      I pick Lori up the evening her last session of camp ends. We go to Louie’s for pizza. I order a Lumberjack with extra Canadian bacon—our favorite, then listen to her describe all the crazy antics of her final days of being a camp counselor.

      Even though I’ve been hungry for her since the minute I dropped her off last Thursday, when we get back to my place, I force myself to slow everything down. We have only two nights left here, and then everything will change.

      Once inside my room I pull her to me and kiss her, slowly, tasing her soft, plush lips. I brush the stray hairs from her face and caress her slender neck. The space between us turns molten. Her hands slide under my t-shirt, her touch urging me on. I tug off her tank top and stroke down her back. She feathers her fingertips up my chest, brushing past my nipples. I release a low groan. Just her touch does this to me.

      I slide her shorts down her hips. They land on the floor and she steps to the side. I caress up the back of her thighs to her ass. I’ve been fantasizing about her ass all night. Maybe it’s the way her shorts hug her curves just right. Maybe it’s that I know how soft and perfect she feels.

      Lori releases a shuddering sigh. I unsnap her bra and slide it from her shoulders, then come back to stroke her. She hisses a breath through her teeth. I lower my mouth and wrap my lips around one, tugging gently before swirling her with my tongue.

      Her grip on my waist tightens. I lavish the other one with all the attention it deserves while caressing the first one with my fingertips, rolling and teasing. She arches to me, her breaths quickening. Her tits feel fantastic cupped in my hands—warm and lush—ripe, like a peach. I love making her feel this good—especially so now that I know her struggles. It makes pleasuring her more meaningful, like we’re sharing a secret. Has she ever been that vulnerable with anyone? Something tells me no. I know I haven’t. And we’re only just beginning. What other fears will she trust me with? I want them—all of them. I want to know every part of her.

      I sit her on the edge of the bed and peel her panties off, then settle on my knees.

      She gives me a questioning look, but I urge her thighs apart and kiss my way up slowly, savoring her warm, taut skin. I caress with little strokes from my thumb, moving closer and closer to her heat.

      “Finally,” I say, breathing a puff of hot air over her. “Dessert.”

      She gives a little laugh. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am absolutely serious.” I give her a single, soft lick.

      Lori releases a little whimper, her body quivering.

      “I want to make you come,” I say.

      “Oh wow,” Lori says.

      “Could you be any more adorable?” I say, then lower my mouth to her for another tease.

      “Caleb,” she whispers.

      That word sends a pulse of heat to my dick. She doesn’t even know she’s doing it. That’s how fucking sexy she is.

      I shuffle closer and spread her thighs further. She’s so tense I have to coax them, but she lets me. Her hands are braced against the edge of the bed. I leave them there for now.

      I wrap my lips around her plush folds and suck gently, then glide my tongue up and down. Easy strokes at first, left side, then right, then circle her clit. From our many times together in this room, I’ve learned exactly what she needs. I could make her come in two minutes, but I want to make this last. I lick with the flat of my tongue, then the tip, teasing, swirling. She releases a shuddering breath. I play with her clit a little more, sucking gently.

      Her knees give a tiny quiver. I caress the smooth patch of skin on her inner thigh with my calloused thumb—that contrast between her silkiness and my roughness stoking my engine. Makes me want to flip her over and drive hard inside her.

      I grin to myself because the night is young. We have plenty of time for that.

      I caress her folds, coating my fingers with her arousal while gliding with my tongue. Slowly, I drive one finger inside her. Her tight heat clenches around me. Fuck I could come just from touching her like this.

      She sighs a soft moan.

      I thrust and caress until she’s ready, then add another finger. Even after everything I’ve done to her, she’s still so fucking tight.

      Her grip on the edge of the bed tightens and she arches her hips to me. I go slowly until she’s trembling and gasping.

      “You ready to come for me, baby?” I ask.

      Her face tightens and her eyes shine golden in the low light. “Yes,” she gasps.

      An intense need crashes through me. I curl my fingers in just the right place as I graze my teeth past her clit. She rocks with my thrusts. I suck harder, plunge deeper, moving with her, anticipating her sweet release.

      She comes in a series of soft cries as we move together in harmony. All my fears get blasted away. In this moment, everything is perfect and good.

      Little aftershocks shake her frame as I kiss up her body and wrap her in a tight embrace, my cheek against her warm belly. Our fast breaths fill my quiet room.

      I kiss my way up, pausing to gently lick each breast, enjoying the way she shudders, then stand and gaze down at her sweet face, so open and trusting. I comb back her hair, then lean down to kiss her lips.

      She surprises me by untying my board shorts. They fall to the floor.

      I raise my eyebrow.

      She gives me a sexy little smile. Her hands glide up my thighs to my cock, which right now might as well be made of steel.

      With no hesitation, she grips me and glides her lips around my tip.

      I suck in a breath. Fuck, it’s good.

      She takes me deeper. My head falls back. Her hot mouth feels like silk, and the way she’s gripping the base of me so tight makes it even more intense.

      I comb through her hair again and brace my fingers on the back of her head.

      She hums her desire. I bite my lip because, fuck, knowing she likes this is a major turn on.

      She glides up and down, tightening her mouth over my crown each time. Does she know this drives me fucking wild? Or is it because her mouth can barely take me?

      From that first time in the barn, I know not to thrust too hard. Though I’m encouraging her with my hand on her head.

      “Fuck, Lori,” I say as my balls start to tingle. “You want me to come in that pretty mouth of yours?”

      She hums her reply.

      I start to rock in little pulses in time with her thrusts. She starts to pump me in tandem with her mouth, making everything feel tight and hot. Her firm lips on my head feel like a dance with danger. Any harder would be painful, any softer and I’d go fucking insane.

      I can’t take it any longer, and slide from her lips. I grab a condom from my drawer and place it in her palm.

      She bites her lip and tears the package open. It’s crazy hot watching her concentrate, my pulsing dick an inch from her face. She can stay right where she is, and I could stroke myself till I come on her gorgeous tits. Maybe that’ll be next on our list.

      She carefully rolls the rubber down my shaft, then looks up at me with those innocent eyes.

      “You wanna try taking me from behind, doll?” I say, caressing her soft lower lip.

      Her cheeks flush. “Um, okay,” she says.

      I lean down to kiss her, then break away and help her roll to her knees. She lands on her hands with her legs slightly parted, her pussy pink and needy.

      “Fuck, this is hot,” I say with a groan, gliding my fingers down her spine, over the globes of her ass. Before climbing onto the bed, I lower my lips and taste this part of her, the smooth curve and delectable skin. My fingers caress up her inner thigh to her folds. I suck on her flesh and stroke with my fingers, then kiss lower. I urge her shoulders down and she complies, exposing everything to me.

      From behind she’s just as perfect. I urge her thighs apart and take her into my mouth.

      Lori gasps, lowering her head to the sheets.

      I wrap my lips around her and suck gently at first, softly while my fingers glide and tease. I love how good I can make her feel, and that she trusts me to try this means the world to me. Like we’re walking through a secret door to a place only we share.

      I grip her ass and glide my tongue inside her. She arches to me, her core tensing. I fuck her with my tongue until I feel her quiver, then kiss up the back of her thighs and climb onto the bed.

      I grasp my shaft and glide against her hot folds while cradling her waist with my other hand. My cock pulses as I lock onto her opening. Her body gives a little quiver.

      “You okay?” I say, pausing in order to read her.

      She turns back, her eyes blazing yes.

      “We don’t have to,” I say. “This isn’t some test you have to pass.”

      The look she gives me melts through every layer of my heart right into its tender core, a place I’ve never shared with anyone.

      “Caleb,” she whispers.

      I lean over her, my body covering hers like a blanket. I kiss her while my cock throbs between her folds, eager to be inside her but only if this is what she wants.

      “I want to,” she says when I break away.

      A shiver zips over my skin. I kiss down her spine, then grasp the base of my shaft and lock onto her opening.

      “Deep breath, baby.”

      She complies.

      “Good girl,” I praise, and slowly drive inside.

      I clench my eyes shut as she takes me. Fucking hell, she feels good like this. Tighter. Plus, the incredible view is mainlining hot blood straight to my cock, making me even harder.

      Easy, cowboy, I tell myself. I’m not coming until she does.

      I stroke back and drive again, deeper this time. It’s more intense for her this way, especially because of my size.

      “Breathe, doll,” I whisper, stroking over her ass.

      She does, then releases a desperate sigh. Around my dick, she gives a little pulse.

      “That’s it,” I say, and thrust again. She takes me all the way in this time. I pause there, throbbing deep inside her, savoring this one moment of complete and total perfection. What I wouldn’t give to be buried inside her like this every night. A ghost of a thought whispers in and out of my mind—in two days we’ll be far apart. I grit my teeth and push the thought away. I won’t let those thoughts ruin the last hours I have with her.

      I grip Lori’s waist and drive slow and firm, lighting up every nerve ending.

      “How does that feel?” I ask.

      “Good,” she says.

      “But not great?” I ask, “not amazing?”

      “It’s…intense,” she says.

      “Too much?” I ask, pausing. It feels fucking incredible to me, but if she’s not into it, then we’ll scratch this off the list.

      She arches her back. “No.”

      “How about if I touch you?” I ask.

      She makes a little sound of surprise as I reach down to dip my fingers into her soft curls.

      “Oh,” she says. “Mmm.”

      I drive in slow pulses while I stroke her. She glances back at me, her eyes filling with need.

      “Caleb,” she whispers.

      “Yeah, doll?”

      “Don’t stop,” she says, her face tightening.

      Her tight heat grips me. I grit my teeth to keep from losing control. I stroke and thrust, listening to her body, giving her what she needs. There is nothing sexier than making her feel like this, watching her let go.

      Her fists tighten on the sheets and she arches her back. I swirl and pinch her clit as I thrust, moving with her until everything clenches tight. I give her clit one final tug and she cries out, bracing with her knees as I drive. She comes, the heart of her pulsing hard around me, her cries filling the room. I arch into her until her thighs tremble and she releases a soft sigh.

      After pausing to let her recover, I grip her hips. I glide back slowly, needing to feel every inch of her wrapped around me.

      She lowers her head to the sheets, giving me everything.

      I arch my hips and tug her close. Everything sharpens—the shadows in the room, her fast breaths, the soft curve of her ass pressing into my thighs, her wet heat griping me tight. It’s almost too good, this feeling of being so connected to her, of knowing what she needs and the way she gives herself to me in return.

      After holding back all night, I’m on the edge in minutes and come in a shock of sweetness that explodes inside me, shattering everything loose so that I’m weightless, floating in a billion little pieces.

      When I come down, panting, my cock still pulsing, I fold over her. Our damp skin melts together, connecting us even more completely. My heart hammers against her spine. I rest there for a long moment, barely believing this is real.

      She sighs softly.

      “I love you, Lori,” I say, kissing her shoulder blade.

      “I love you too,” she says, turning so our eyes lock.

      I roll us gently to our sides. Our bodies are still connected—I’m not willing to leave her just yet—and kiss the back of her ear. She shudders.

      “I never thought I’d like that,” she says as I wrap my arm around her middle.

      My hips give a little pulse. “I wouldn’t have done it otherwise.”

      “I’m beginning to think you can make anything feel good.”

      My dirty mind explodes with ideas. I kiss the back of her ear again.

      She squeezes me and I slip out. “Hey,” I say with a chuckle. “Not fair.”

      She giggles.

      After I return from the bathroom, she’s tucked under my covers. I join her and roll her to my chest.

      “You got any other moves you want to show me?” she asks, caressing down my chest.

      So much for sleeping.

      “Mmm,” I say, sliding down to tease a nipple. “Plenty.”

      

      The next day we raft the South Fork with all the guides and their cargo—a mix of family and friends, then clean and store all the gear for the season. After that, it’s time to pick up the keg and drive to the river park where we unload everything on the broad gravel bar.

      I’m building up the bonfire when Delaney arrives with some other friends from school.

      From the other side of the fire where he’s stacking wood, Grady gives me a heads-up nod, as if to warn me. Usually, half the town comes to this party, so it’s not unusual for Delaney to be here, but I’m on edge.

      Lori has wandered over to where Annika and a few of the other raft guides have set up the snack table.

      “Hey,” I say when she approaches. “Sorry I haven’t been able to stop by. I tried the Bear a couple of times.”

      Her face looks pale, or maybe it’s the fading light. “I … haven’t been feeling well,” she says.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I say, stacking more driftwood on the growing fire.

      “Can we talk?” she asks, drawing in a stiff breath.

      Squinting into the flames, I adjust one of the logs. “Sure,” I say. I’ll be a good listener, then the party will get underway and I can enjoy myself. Tomorrow I will drive Lori to Boise and her flight, then continue on to San Diego. We’ve already made our first date weekend, a camping trip to the coast.

      Delaney hugs herself while staring into the crackling fire. “Okay,” she says in a shaky voice. She rubs her arms up and down.

      I watch her carefully. What on earth is going on? I tick through the possibilities: Her parents kicked her out. She’s finally ready to address her mental health issues. She has AIDS.

      Swinging red lights cut through the darkness from the clearing above us, drawing my attention away from Delaney’s pinched face.

      In my peripheral vision, Pete is striding toward the lights. I hurry to join him. Why the hell are the police here? We’re not breaking any laws, and we always pick up our trash.

      “What did you do now?” Pete hisses under his breath.

      “I tee-peed his house,” I say.

      “Tell me you’re kidding,” Pete says as we climb to the level of the cruiser.

      “Nice entrance,” I say to Officer Bill Tucker, who stands next to his car with his thumbs tucked into his sizable toolbelt. I wonder if it compensates for his puny dick. “Go ahead and light up the entire canyon.”

      “One of you boys needs to come with me,” Bill says to us, seemingly unphased by my sass. “And talk some sense into her.”

      In the back of Bill’s cruiser, a girl with an oval face stares into the night with defiant eyes—eyes like my father’s. My heart stops.

      It’s my sister, Leah.
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      Annika scrambles up the bank. She utters a small moan when she sees Leah in the back of the cop car.

      “What happened?” Annika asks. She steps toward the car, but Bill stops her with his hand.

      “She was shoplifting at the Food and Deli.”

      Annika gasps. “No,” she breathes.

      Pete exhales a hard breath and puts his hands on his hips.

      I just stare at my sister, my gut churning. It’s a Friday night. What the hell is Leah doing out so late, shoplifting at a convenience store? Where are Vonnie and Dylan? Where’s Mom?

      “Which one of you?” Bill asks, his cold eyes shifting from me to Pete.

      “I’ll do it,” Pete says.

      “We’ll all go,” I say.

      Both Pete and Annika give me a surprised glance.

      “What?” I say. “She’s my sister too.”

      “What about the party?” Annika asks, glancing at the people below milling around the bonfire. Laughter and conversation mix with the rush of water and crackle of burning wood. Delaney is watching us, her lips tight. Lori is too, from the other side of the crowd. My heart quivers—I’ve sheltered my crazy family drama from her, and it’s now about to blow up in my face.

      “I’ll go let Grady know what’s up,” I say. “I’ll meet you guys at the station.”

      Annika and Pete hurry to their cars and Bill slides into his cruiser. I drop down the lip of the riverbank and hurry to where Grady is tapping the keg while behind me, three vehicles roll out of the clearing, sand crunching under their wheels.

      “Got a situation that needs the Morgan clan,” I say.

      Grady lifts his chin to the riverbank. “Everything okay?”

      “We’re going to find out,” I reply, not willing to air Leah’s plight in front of half the town. They’ll find out soon enough, but maybe by then I’ll have answers. Right now, my mind is on spin cycle.

      “Can you hold down the fort here?” I ask.

      He stands tall, like a lieutenant taking orders. “It would be an honor.”

      Gratitude rises through my worries like a hot air balloon. We fist bump. “Thanks, man.”

      “No problem,” he replies. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

      Lori comes up next to me. “Is something wrong?” she asks, sliding her hand into mine.

      I lead her into the darkness away from the bonfire. “There’s a family situation I gotta take care of.”

      Her eyes cloud with concern. “Do you want me to go with you?”

      “This is the best party of the year. You’d miss it to hang out at the police station?” I problem solve on my feet. “Grady can take you home later if you want to stay. Or I could come back. It might not take that long.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “I’d rather go with you now.”

      I take a huge gulp of air. “It’s likely a mess. You sure?”

      “Of course, Caleb.”

      I give Grady a quick nod goodbye, then Lori and I walk hand in hand toward the clearing. When we get to my bike, I remember Delaney, and scan the group of people, but she’s not there.

      Inside the police station, Peter’s yelling thunders from inside one of the rooms. From past experience, I know what that little room feels like, and how yelling only makes the walls feel tighter.

      Before I can bust down the door and stop Pete from making the situation worse, he storms out, with Annika and Leah in tow. Bill saunters out behind them and closes the door.

      “We’re going home,” Pete says as he passes. “Family meeting tomorrow night.”

      Annika’s eyes are red and swollen. Leah doesn’t look at me.

      “We’ll see you for community service next Saturday bright and early,” Bill says to Leah, his eyes narrowing.

      Leah’s shoulders slump, but she continues toward the door.

      “You want to pay the fine?” Bill says to me as they exit the building. “Or are you going to contest?”

      “Well, did she do it?”

      “Zach caught her red-handed.”

      I coax a breath deep into my lungs. “How much?”

      “Two hundred and fifty. And that’s only because Zach went easy on her.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “What’d she take?”

      “Nail polish and cough syrup,” he says in disgust, settling behind his large desk, which is devoid of any personal effects and so neat it’s hard to imagine him working there.

      I slide out my wallet—a new one that does a much better job hiding my newest fake ID—and pull out the wad of cash we collected from partygoers.

      Bill’s eyebrows arch. “You always travel with so much cash?”

      I shake my head. So typical. He’s tried to bust me for dealing before. As if I would ever do something so shitty. “Roofies sold well today,” I say to bait the fucker.

      “You want to spend a little time in the tank tonight?” Bill grits out. “That can be arranged.”

      I count out two hundred and fifty dollars and tap it down on his desk.

      Bill stands as I grab Lori’s hand and turn to go. “It’s good Pete was here tonight. I suggest you let him handle this.”

      I press my lips together to hold back my retort. It’s no surprise he’s favoring Pete. Everyone always does. Him or Wyatt. “Yeah, because yelling fixes everything,” I manage.

      Outside the station, I inhale a giant breath of cool, night air. “You want to go back to the party?”

      She shrugs, her gaze filling with kindness. “Not really.”

      I sigh in relief. Facing all of those people when I have no real answers does not sound like a good time. “Could we just ride for a while?” I rub the back of my neck.

      She steps into my arms. “Of course.”

      I wrap my arms around her and sigh, trying to let go of my worries. But they seem to expand with every minute. How can I help Leah while Pete’s being Mr. Hardass? What’s going to happen to her, Vonnie, and Dylan once summer ends and the rest of us leave? Pete said he’d talk to Mom. Has he? Will she get her shit together and be the parent they need?

      I coast to the exit and turn south, toward Galena Pass. The broad river valley makes for easy riding, and the views of the rolling foothills to the east create a stark contrast to the jagged Sawtooths to the west. Maybe the wide-open country will put my mind at ease. That and having Lori’s warmth close.

      By the time we pull up outside my house, it’s past midnight. Grady’s truck isn’t there, and I send him a silent thanks for handling the party and all the cleanup after for me tonight.

      The ride helped soothe my jangly thoughts, but I’m not tired. I take my energy out on Lori, who seems as keyed up as I am, and it’s almost two AM by the time we finally collapse in a tangled heap.

      “Do you … want me to stay longer?” Lori asks after our breaths have softened.

      “You mean, like not go home tomorrow?” I ask, caressing her shoulder.

      She settles her cheek higher on my chest. “I don’t have to be on campus until next Friday.”

      “But you’ve got all kinds of things to do before then. And I’m sure your family wants to see you before you jet off to college.”

      “Yeah, but I could stay a few more days.”

      “I think it’s best if my family tackles this alone. I’m not sure what’s going on with Leah.” There’s also the topic of my mom, but my head’s too mixed up to explain it.

      “Okay,” she says.

      “I’m excited for our camping trip,” I say.

      “Me too,” she replies. “You’ll love Half Moon Bay.”

      “We should try surfing.”

      “Ha,” she says. “The waves there are like twenty feet high.”

      “Okay, maybe not.”

      “But there’s sea kayaking inside the bay. It’s really beautiful.”

      I tug her closer. I’m going to miss her warmth, her limbs draped over mine. I tell myself it’s only temporary. We’ll be together soon. We’ll have time for all kinds of adventures.

      

      The next morning, a roaring truck engine accelerating down my street wakes me. I yawn and though I’d rather stay in bed with Lori, I’m afraid I’ll get restless and wake her, so slide from her sleep-heavy frame and tug on a pair of jeans.

      I prepare for a lazy morning and make a large pot of coffee, then thaw a slab of bacon. I’ll make Lori a hearty breakfast before our drive.

      When the coffeemaker finishes gurgling, I pour a cup, stir in honey, and take it to the only patch of sunshine at this hour, on my front porch. The crisp bite of the approaching fall pricks my skin as I lower onto the stoop.

      I sip my coffee, wincing when it burns my tongue. When I go to set the mug down, I notice a white envelope tucked under the mat.

      Curious, I set my coffee down and slide the envelope open.

      What falls out stops my heart.

      It’s a square, grainy image in sepia on glossy paper. While what’s captured is a blur, I’ve seen ultrasound pictures of my younger siblings enough times to know what I’m staring at.

      Attached to the back is a yellow sticky note scrawled with large block letters I recognize.

      Call me today

      -Delaney

      

      How will Caleb and Lori cope with this surprise? Get a sneak peek of Falling for my Fling (Again) HERE.

      You’ll also get two sexy short stories and tons of reader bonuses for joining my reader community!
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        Breakfast & Bedlam

        A simple renovation turns into a mending of hearts and a happily-ever-after.

      

      

      

      To help her bed and breakfast, Jillian Riley decided to remodel the inn’s kitchen to give it the modern flair the rest of the place has. However, her renovation project was estimated to be four times the money she had or so Scott Martin, the contractor bidding for the job, informed her.

      

      She and the hunk got off to a bad start, but he agreed to a time pay plan, where Jillian could repay the debt over a six-month period. Accepting Scott’s terms gave her a chance to get to know him.  Though Jillian’s heart had been bruised and her trust of men shattered, the more she fights against her feelings, the deeper she falls for Scott.
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      "What you're asking me to do isn't entirely legal," Howard Gibson began in worried tones. He sat in a burgundy leather chair behind his desk in Commons Bank.

      "Oh pshaw, Howard!" Jillian Riley scoffed. In spite of her brave facade, however, she moved in her seat, restless beneath the banker's slight disapproval. But she refused to show her increasing unease. Howard was her best friend's husband, and somehow, she would convince him to help her. "It may not be entirely scrupulous to grant me three extra months beyond the deadline on the loan papers—"

      "Which, may I remind you, expired more than thirty days ago."

      Jillian recalled Douglas mentioning that. "You're the bank president, Howard," she snapped, annoyed any thought of Douglas would intrude at this moment. "The buck stops with you. And I had hoped you were my friend also."

      "Of course I'm your friend. But you know the law. In less than three months, the bank could foreclose on the Breakfast Nook."

      Jillian slumped in her chair. She regretted questioning Howard's friendship, but she felt desperate. Help from her parents was out of the question. Long ago, they'd made it plain she was on her own. Since Douglas had absconded with their combined savings last month, she'd nearly pulled her hair from her scalp as she tried to think of a way to save her inn. She couldn't give up. She wouldn't give up. Not now, after she’d expanded to turn her bed and breakfast into an inn.

      Her mind racing, Jillian glanced around her elegant surroundings. The mahogany desk gleamed from the sun's reflection that bounced off its polished top. Thick carpeting seemed plush enough to sleep on. Colorful draperies hung on the panoramic window where she studied the cars zooming down Harrison Avenue as they headed toward Bayou St. John. Magnolia leaves blossomed on tall trees, sharing space with even taller palm trees and stately oak trees. Blue skies lent serenity to the late April afternoon.

      At wit's end, Jillian tapped her fingers on the arm of the chair. Her gaze met Howard's, and he drew in a heavy sigh.

      "All right.” He rubbed his temples and ran a hand over his bald head. "All right, Jilly. You win," he said reluctantly. "Because of the...the Douglas Incident, I'll grant you the extension. But no more than three months, mind you."

      Unable to contain her relief, Jillian bounded from her seat. Howard stood as she rushed toward him, and flung her arms around his neck.

      "Thank you, Howie.” She kissed him on the jaw, her enthusiasm reminiscent of a child's. "You've never disappointed me, and I promise I won't disappoint you."

      Returning her hug, Howard chuckled. "I know you'll do your best not to.” He cleared his throat as she stepped back. "Er. . .um. . .Jilly, has there been any word from Douglas?"

      "Not so far," Jillian answered with disdain. "There's just so far Douglas Hogan can run before someone spots him. The thieving scumbag!"

      "But are you all right about it?"

      "Howard!” She rolled her eyes at the man. Under the circumstances, how could she be all right about it? But she wasn't hurt by Douglas's actions or disappointed they wouldn't marry. No way. Impotent anger fueled her days.

      "Oh, I'm sorry, Jillian. I'm sorry I brought it up. I always seem to say the wrong thing where you and Doug are concerned. Especially since you two are not an item anymore. I-I mean the guy's got a good heart. He just needs to grow up."

      Jillian looked at him incredulously. A good heart? How could he say that? Douglas was a thief, with no heart at all, and he certainly wasn't a child. He had fooled her into trusting him enough to accept his marriage proposal, then cleaned eighteen thousand dollars out of their bank account. Snatching her purse from the side of the chair and starting for the door, she shook her head in disbelief. However did Howard become the president of a bank? "I'll be in touch," she grumbled. 

      "Good. Good."

      "Say hello to Marley for me."

      "Will do. So long."

      "So long."

      Her mind cluttered with things she would prefer cluttering something else, Jillian made her way outside, got into her Honda Accord and started the ignition. She shifted the car into reverse and backed it out of the parking spot, then shifted the gear forward. After a careful check of traffic, she made a U-turn on Harrison and went to Canal Boulevard.

      Glancing at the clock on the dashboard, she saw she had twenty minutes to get home to meet the contractor coming to the Breakfast Nook to give her an estimate for the kitchen remodeling.

      The only thing left to finish before Douglas's departure. The sleaze bag. Every time she thought of how much she trusted him, she cringed. Because of his treachery, however, she would never so readily give her trust again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Jillian turned into her driveway of the bed and breakfast inn directly across the street from the lush greenery of Palmer Park, off Carrollton Avenue, where she lived and worked. She wondered how much longer she would be able to do either. At the moment, couples occupied all eight bedrooms, and with no money to continue to pay her help, she would have to go it alone. 

      Although the name of her establishment was ‘The Breakfast Nook’, Jillian’s place had recently become a full-service inn. She now served light lunches on request, and gourmet dinners as part of the guest package. That’s exactly what she’d had in mind when she and Douglas opened the bed and breakfast—expansion. They’d had dreams together, talked about expanding The Breakfast Nook to make it an inn, possibly even having several locations in the Gulf region. Those conversations had been long and detailed, fueling her imagination and her need to succeed on her own. They’d even debated on a name, finally settling upon The Breakfast Nook after much discussion. Since she’d put up the bulk of the money, she could have named it after herself. Something like ‘Jillian’s Haven’ had appealed to her. But, in consideration for her slimy partner, she hadn’t wished to appear selfish.

      Parking her car and getting out, she noticed a yellow van stopped on the curb in front. Jillian halted her steps as a man opened the van door and exited the vehicle. Seeming displeased, he began walking toward her.

      Jillian glanced at the sign on the van. 'Town and Country Builders and Remodelers' stood out in bold, black letters. Chewing on her lower lip, she looked at her watch. She had two minutes to spare, so what was his problem?

      "Hello," she said when he reached her side.

      Annoyance cooled the golden flecks in the stranger's light brown eyes. He ignored her greeting. "Are you Jillian Riley?" he growled.

      "Yes," Jillian answered frostily. She raised her chin proudly and stiffened her spine. Her head barely reached his chin and corded muscles bunched beneath the white t-shirt covering his broad shoulders and flat stomach, but she wanted to let him know he couldn't intimidate her. "Who wants to know?"

      "Miss Riley, this is the second trip I've made here in the last hour. And this dang time, I've been waiting for you for nearly twenty minutes. I don't like to be kept waiting—"

      A hint of his woodsy aftershave and fresh scent caught on the breeze. "Then why did you?" 

      "I wanted to see what kind of person makes appointments, then breaks them with no regard to time involved."

      "I beg your pardon? I scheduled an appointment at precisely this hour with your company. Apparently, someone is confused. Perhaps you'd better recheck your appointment book, or maybe call your boss for instructions."

      He snorted and, dipping his head slightly, smiled without humor, then dug his hand into his t-shirt pocket and retrieved a small notepad. 

      Jillian glared at him as he flipped through the pages. His eyebrows were heavy and neat, his eyelashes thick and long, accentuating the elegant ridge of his nose, square jaw, and beautiful tan color she told herself to ignore. 

      He pulled the paper closer and frowned in chagrin, glancing between her and his hand. Apparently, he'd been mistaken. Smugly waiting for his apology, she folded her arms and tapped her foot, her heel clicking dully against the pavement. The man stroked his stubbly jaw and looked past her, his expression resembling a little boy with his hand caught in the cookie jar, one she wanted to take to her breast and comfort. Only, he wasn't a little boy.

      Watching him search for a way out of his embarrassment, a moment's pity surfaced. His gaze remained focused on the park across the street and Jillian scolded herself. Why should she care if she'd embarrassed him? He was obviously a rude, ill-mannered jerk, who deserved everything she'd said, for his high-handed attitude.

      "Miss Riley," he began. His voice had a rugged depth. "You must think I'm a rude, ill-mannered jerk."

      Her rigid composure slipping away at his words, Jillian raised her eyebrows, stifling the urge to drop her mouth open in surprise. Did he really say that without reading my mind?

      "I'm really a nice guy. I knew I had an appointment with a Miss Jillian Riley today. But I got the time mixed up, and didn't bother to check. I've had a pretty rough morning, and the afternoon doesn't seem to be looking much better. I've made two trips to Slidell, had van problems, and missed a meeting I had to go to. But you don't want to hear this."

      No, she really didn't want to hear it, especially since she believed him. But his honesty or lack thereof about his horrible afternoon really wasn't her concern. He was only there to do a job for her. He wasn't there to take up housekeeping with her.

      She frowned. She was beginning to sound as cynical as her estranged parents, and she couldn't allow that. Not for any reason. Wasn't that part of the reason she'd decided not to try and call them ever again after they'd disowned her for choosing Douglas over their objections? She couldn't abide their self-righteous, condescending attitude.

       "I apologize for my behavior, and I hope I haven't offended you.” He smiled at her, his teeth brilliant and perfect against his healthy complexion. 

      Pushing her parents to the back of her mind and his easy charm annoying her, she sniffed. "It's all right, Mister. . . ?"

      Seeming unaffected by her chilly tone, he smiled again, revealing the deepest dimples she'd ever seen. God, he was beautiful.

      "Martin. Scott Martin.” A brief silence passed between them before Scott Martin cleared his throat. "Well, Miss Riley, I'll assume you haven't changed your mind about hiring me since you haven't sent me packing."

      In spite of herself, Jillian laughed at the affability in his voice. "No, Mr. Martin, I haven't. Follow me to the kitchen, and I'll show you what needs to be done."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Scott followed Jillian through the entrance hall to an astonishingly large and eclectic sitting room. Obviously great care and thought had gone into the planning of the Breakfast Nook. Decorating and designing were included in Scott's work, and he had an eye for detail. Antiques married extremely well with modern furnishings. Two traditionally styled sofas sat opposite each other with a rectangle antique table in the center, carved in magnificent detail. An English tea service stood in the corner in front of the huge window that looked out on a beautiful garden courtyard, where a profusion of flowers grew. Other furniture from different periods of time was sedately placed about the room.

      Impressed by the diversity, Scott turned his gaze to Jillian Riley. She walked ahead of him with easy grace, oblivious to his interest. Her ponytail, kept in place by a black hair bow, bounced with each step she took. The tailored business suit she wore defined her beautifully formed back well. He told himself he wouldn't look any further down. To do so would be less than gentlemanly, but with each step she took, Scott felt a jolt of awareness. He reminded himself he didn't wish to become involved with anyone. He had Timmy to consider, and the business he was determined to make even more successful than it already was. Not only did he want to conquer the regional market, he wanted to take his company national. A relationship would only be a distraction he didn't need. 

      Uncomfortable, curious, he flipped through his little notepad to double-check the time of his next appointment. 

      "Here we are, Mr. Mart—"

      Without warning, Jillian stopped just inside the next room. Scott walked right into her. He nearly toppled them both, but he reached his hand out to steady her as best he could. Through the linen material her arm felt feminine and firm, as though she worked-out. 

      Her eyes were like pools of chocolate as they met his.

      "Are you all right? I'm sorry, Miss Riley. Please forgive my clumsiness," he said, wondering at her age. Now that he thought about it, he realized she looked terribly young. But he supposed she was old enough to handle the responsibility of showing him what the owner wanted done in the kitchen. "I didn't realize we had reached our destination."

      "I'm all right, Mr. Martin," Jillian replied, annoyance lacing her tone. "Accidents do happen."

      "Yes.” She was an irascible creature, wasn't she? Scowling, Scott decided to get to the point of his visit. "Well, now that we're here, tell me what needs to be done."

      "Of course. As you can see, the pine and brick walls need refurbishing. The floors need retiling, and the cabinets need replacing. Also, there's a large brass pot rack that begs to be hung over the stove.” Jillian folded her arms and looked at him coolly. "I need an estimate of the total cost."

      Ignoring her husky voice and the surly tone, Scott gazed around the sturdy, medium-sized room. Red brick lined the bottom half of the walls while lusterless pinewood composed the top. Kitchen fixtures and bric-a-brac adorned the walls. A real country kitchen in need of a makeover.

      "I assume you want the cabinets to match the walls?"

      "Of course," Jillian bowed her head for a split second and some of her firm control slipped away. The worry etching her face gave her a vulnerability a man couldn’t ignore. "If possible, I'd like the refrigerator and freezer doors to match also.”  

      Scott nodded, curious about her problem, not that it was any of his business. He was there to bid on a job. "I can enclose them in the wooden cabinets."

      "As long as they match," Jillian stressed.

      Taking his pen from his pocket and opening his notepad to a blank page, Scott walked around the room writing down specifics. Afterwards, he took his tape measurer from his waistband and sized the floor and each wall, very aware of Jillian's gaze on him.

      

      Jillian stood to one side, watching Scott. His denims gloved his rear-end and long legs. He wrote something else on his paper, and smiled at her, his light brown eyes twinkling, as if he guessed her thoughts. The ridiculous little ditty he whistled amused her despite the fluster she had from watching him.

      To her way of thinking, it really wasn't a big job. At least not compared to what had been done to the rest of the fifteen room, turn-of-the-century, old house. Which meant she should have enough money, despite her worry to the contrary. It also meant he wouldn't be around her too long; a good thing, considering her reaction to him.

      For the most part, her heart ruled her emotions, instead of her head, and that wasn't a good thing. Her heart had already misled her.

      She sighed and shifted her weight. Her movement made Scott look at her again. He could be a model for an underwear company. Oh, for Heaven’s sake! Irritated, she turned away.

      Douglas at his most charming had never affected her in such a way, and Doug had been very charming. At first. The only time in her life she'd chosen to play it safe and she'd still gotten burned. So much for feminine instinct.

      She and Doug had spent a lot of time and money on their dream of opening their own inn, however, and it was still her dream. She refused to let what Doug did turn it into a nightmare. Instead, she would go on as if nothing had happened.

      "Okay."

      At the sound of Scott Martin's rugged voice, she looked askance. Minutes passed, but he didn't say anything else. Her patience ended at his continued silence. "Well?" 

      "In a minute, Miss Riley. In a minute," he said, and continued writing. He glanced up for a second and pointed to a door next to the freezer. "Where does that door lead? Is that a closet?"

      "No." Jillian searched for any signs of a wedding ring on his long fingers. Not that she was interested. He wasn't her type, even if she was looking. No ring. Relief lightened her shoulders and she sagged. “That’s my living quarters.”

      “Oh, so the owner has allowed you to live here while you help out?” 

      “You are rather presumptuous.” 

      “In what way?”

      “For assuming the owner allows me to live here while I help out,” she continued haughtily. “In a way, your statement is accurate, however. I am the owner, I do live here, and I do work here.”

      “No way!” Scott exclaimed. “You look like you’re a sixteen or seventeen-year-old kid! Quite an attractive kid, I might add.”

      Jillian smiled, the contractor’s charm hard to resist. His words jack-knifed through her annoyance. “I’m twenty-five, Mr. Martin, far from being a kid. But thanks for the compliment anyway.”

      Folding his arms across his chest, he gave her the once over. The friendly interest in his eyes didn’t allow her to feel any insult. 

      “You are quite pretty,” he said with a grin. “And I’ve made a total fool of myself since the moment I met you. I swear to you I’m a sensible, sensitive individual. May we start over, so I can prove it to you?”

      Laughing, Jillian nodded. “Would you like a cup of coffee, Mr. Martin?”

      “Scott. And the answer is yes.”

      “All right.” She cleared her throat. “Scott.”

      Jillian went about her task with precise swiftness, a practice borne of the countless times she’d brewed coffee for her many guests. Trying to appear nonchalant, she felt anything but relaxed. In spite of just having met him, Scott had a charismatic pull on her. If indeed his first impression wasn’t his true demeanor, she liked what he presented now.

      He seemed easy going, and was as attractive as all get out.

      She reminded herself now wasn’t the time to allow her heart to get in the way of her common sense. Why was she all a-pitter over this stranger? She certainly wasn’t interested in a relationship. Not ever.

      Suppose Scott was the type of man who did the same thing to her as Douglas?

      Placing two mugs on the table, she took the glass pot from its base and poured the just-brewed coffee. She smiled at Scott, and he answered with a smile of his own. God, those dimples! She didn’t need to be in a relationship to admire a hunk like Scott.

      “Do you take sugar in your coffee, Scott?” Jillian asked with easy grace, as though the coffee was the only thing on her mind. 

      “I take it black.”

      “Normally I do too, but I’m on the run,” a very masculine, very amused voice said.

      Jillian’s grin deepened as her neighbor strolled into the kitchen area. A platinum wig hung past his shoulders, the curls loose and full; the pink sequined evening gown and silver shoes he wore clung to his muscular figure. “Hi, Rave. How are you?”

      “Fine, honey.” 

      Rave walked up to her and kissed her cheek. The lashes around his eyes were heavy with mascara. His dark beard was neatly trimmed, but his legs, even with his white stockings, were in desperate need of a shave. 

      “I need to borrow some lipstick.”

      “Oh, well, you know where to find the tubes.” 

      Jillian watched Scott’s eyes widen as he took a good look at Rave. He gulped a swallow of coffee and scowled. The brew was still piping hot.

      “Your wife’s all out again?” she asked Rave, choking back laughter as Scott covertly stuck out his tongue and fanned it.

      “No, she just doesn’t have my color. Her colors are too dark. I need something a little more pale, since I’m going blond tonight.”

      “Of course.” Jillian joined Scott at the table. “Another birthday party?”

      “Nah. A roast of some school board official.”

      “I see.”

      “You an actor?” Scott asked casually.

      “An impersonator,” Rave corrected. “My wife’s the actress.”

      “Oh, where are my manners. Scott Martin, this is Rave Mondel. Scott’s going to be doing my kitchen work,” Jillian explained as Rave looked at Scott curiously.

      “Phew!” Rave wiped his brow, displacing his wig. With an irritated curse, he readjusted it. “For a moment, I was wondering where your head had gone to, girl. I just couldn’t believe so soon after that pond snake slithered away, you were involved with somebody else.”

      “Raveno Territo Mondel!” Jillian muttered crossly.

      “You are just too cruel,” Rave said, just as crossly. “About as cruel as my momma when she gave me that name.”

      “Out!”

      “Fine, Jilly.” Rave started off. “I’m going to get the lipstick. I’ll return it tomorrow. I almost forgot. I have two more customers for you. These are some good friends of mine, and they just got married.”

      Hardly able to wait to meet these latest friends of Rave, Jillian smiled. Two weeks ago, he’d recommended the Breakfast Nook to a heavy metal guitarist and his acrobat girlfriend, who decided to use the bed as a trampoline. At checkout, they were quite nice about the entire incident, agreeing to buy a new mattress and box spring because they’d severely damaged the set already on the bed. A month before the guitarist came, Rave sent the snake charmer. Jillian didn’t even care to think about her. She wondered what she was in store for this time?

      “Thanks, Rave. I’ll take care of them.”

      Rave sauntered off, leaving both Scott and Jillian to stare after him. She looked at Scott, hoping he wouldn’t comment on anything Rave had revealed. 

      “Interesting fellow.”

      “Yes, he’s quite a character,” Jillian agreed, not wanting to elaborate for fear he might question her about who the ‘pond snake’ was. The silence stretched between them. “Well. . .um. . .will you have to report to your boss before you can give me a quote?”

      Scott grinned and took a cautious sip of his coffee. “Now you’re being presumptuous,” he said. “I own the T & C Construction Company.”

      “T & C?”

      “Town and Country,” Scott clarified. “So now we’re even in assumptions, Jillian. May I call you Jillian?”

      “You just did,” Jillian responded, not unkindly. She wondered about his exact age because he looked no older than thirty.

      Scott smiled. “So I did.”

      As she sipped her coffee, Jillian wished she had offered Scott pastries or a sandwich. Despite their lull in conversation, it felt good having someone around. Rave visited when he could, although his wife didn’t seem to care for her too much. And Howie and Marley had their own lives, but usually helped her on weekends, giving their jilted friend as much time as their busy schedules allowed.

      “I saw part of the house as I walked through to the kitchen. The walls and floors are excellent, Jillian. The sitting area is a beautiful room. Something for everybody’s fancy. Who did the work?”

      Scott’s question caught Jillian off guard. She didn’t want to explain her former contractor refused to complete her work because she didn’t know whether she would be able to pay him right away.

      She still had thirty-five hundred dollars tucked away in her own personal savings account. Some form of instinct must have guided her in her decision to have a secret account.

      However, that money was for food for the guests and other particulars for the inn. But she would have to sacrifice part of it to bring the kitchen up to par with the rest of the house.

      Gathering her thoughts to answer Scott’s question, she stood and took the mugs off the table, then brought them to the sink. At least he hadn’t asked her why the same person hadn’t completed the job.

      “The contractor was a person my fian. . .a friend and I decided on. But at this time, he’s too busy to take on such a small job.”

      Scott shook his head. “No job is too small for T & C. No matter how big the company gets, we’ll never get that arrogant.”

      “That’s nice to know.” Jillian rubbed her hands together in agitation, her heart thumping. Surely she wasn’t turning into a bundle of nerves in anticipation of hearing the cost for the work she needed done? And she was loath to think Scott’s virile presence caused the erratic beating. How could she be attracted to any man so soon? Especially since she’d vowed never to trust the male species again! She couldn’t be that fickle!

      Handing her a piece of paper from his notepad, Scott stood. “You’ll find everything you want done itemized, Jillian. The total is on the bottom of the list.”

      Jillian glimpsed the list, and her gaze glued to the last line—where the bid sat. The figures jumped out at her, made her breath catch in her throat. “Twelve thousand dollars!” she gasped. “What do you plan to do, decorate in baroque style?”

      “I beg your pardon? A baroque kitchen?” Scott asked lightheartedly.

      “Well, why not?” she said with a nervous laugh. “It is an intriguing style.”

      Heart sinking, Jillian skimmed over the list and looked at the price again. How could she afford so much money at this time? The kitchen was always tidy and clean. She hadn’t had any complaints from the guests or demands from the Board of Health.

      But the kitchen was out of sync with the rest of the house. It wasn’t old-fashioned. It was old looking. Besides, guests did wander in, and even if they hadn’t protested to her at what they saw, Jillian wasn’t sure what they really thought. In the end, it was her guests and their opinions that mattered most.

      If she were a guest at an inn and went into the kitchen and found it looking like the Breakfast Nook’s, what would she think? And better yet, would she recommend it to anyone else?

      She needed time to figure out how to pay for the work, work she wanted done yesterday. For what she needed, she didn’t think other estimates would be much less.

      Did she really believe this estimate was the cheapest, she scolded herself, or was it a cockamamie sellout because of the man who would do the work?

      “Actually, Jillian, the cost would be between eight and twelve thousand. I gave you the top figure because I don’t like going back for more money over my original estimate. However, most of my customers are delighted to know they’ve spent four to five thousand dollars less than the quoted price.”

      “How clever.” Jillian’s smile felt pasted to her face. “But isn’t it a little misleading?”

      “A little perhaps, but no one cares since everyone is usually satisfied.”

      “Well, I’m sure I will be too. I. . .um. . .will get back to you tomorrow afternoon. I. . .have to consult with the Board. . .um. . .I mean my Board of Directors.”

      Scott raised both thick eyebrows. “Your Board of Directors?” he asked with skepticism. “A Board of Directors for this?”

      “Why not?” Jillian muttered, glaring at him. “May I show you to the door? I really have quite a few chores to do.”

      “Of course.” Scott followed her to the front door. “So long, Jillian. I’ll stop by tomorrow for your answer.” He flashed her another smile, showing those impossible dimples, and straight white teeth.

      “So long Scott,” Jillian responded, watching him go to his van and get in. Just as he drove off, her housekeeper, Lucy Stafford, pulled up in the space he’d occupied.

      Lucy had promised to help out during the next month and keep Jillian on track, even though she knew Jillian couldn’t pay her. Jillian was grateful to Lucy, and one day she’d repay the older woman’s kindness.

      In the meantime, she hoped her Board approved Scott Martin’s price. If not, just what would she do then?
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      "Who comprises a snooty corporate board?" Jillian asked Rave the next morning, as they sat in her office, located just off the entrance hall, safely and securely tucked away from the traffic of the front door.

      "Let's see.” Carefully removing the sliced cucumbers laying on his eyes, Rave raised up from the chaise lounge and contemplated Jillian thoughtfully. The mud-pack spread over his skin hadn't dried yet, so he didn't hesitate to speak. "There's the CEO, the secretary, the CFO, the vice president, and the stockholders.

      Jillian frowned as she sipped from her cup of hot herbal tea. "What about the president?"

      "Oh, Jilly, don't be so gauche," Rave said with a long suffering sigh. Closing his eyes and reclining back once again, he replaced his cucumbers. "Usually the CEO and the president are the same people. A babe in arms knows that."

      "Why are you here?" Jillian grouched.

      "Because Melba doesn't need to see me when I'm looking like this. Before I know it, my wife would steal my beauty secrets and sell them to her friends."

      "You're not helping me any, Rave."

      "That's because you didn't ask for my help, Jilly."

      Jillian blew out a frustrated sigh and scowled as another round of thunder drummed through the atmosphere. Lightning flashed, and she watched, through the only window in the room, as it arced across the sky. Forecasters! What did they know? The guy had promised sunshine, but Jillian awakened this morning to pouring rain. Now, at ten o'clock, the heavens were about to open again. She huffed to the window and jerked the heavy draperies closed. Her desk lamp gave the room muted light, which at the moment was enough.

      

      She assured herself the hurricane lamps brimmed with oil, and matches and a flashlight sat where she left them in the event the lights went out. She hated the darkness and was always prepared. Douglas had always teased her about her fear and made her feel less than a woman because of it. The toad. Why hadn't she seen what type of person he was then?

      Rubbing her neck tiredly and not wanting to disturb Rave's relaxation, she returned to her desk and glanced down at the big corkboard laying on it. A small sign marked "bills paid" sat in one corner; on the opposite corner the sign read "bills owed". Three "paid-in-full" receipts were tacked to the "bills paid" side, while demands for payment of unpaid bills covered nearly half the other side.

      Stifling the urge to release desperate, hysterical laughter, she rested her head in her hand. The desk and chair in which she sat were still not paid for. But she had to find a way to get the kitchen finished.

      "Well, Rave, honey, I've consulted my 'board', and it doesn't agree with my purse," Jillian said wryly.

      "Perhaps Scott Martin has a time pay plan," Rave said through pursed lips because the mud pack had begun to dry.

      "That would be the only way I could swing the deal."

      Rave stood and stretched. His denim knee shorts and red t-shirt he wore were a far cry from the outrageous clothing he wore to work. "Jilly, my impersonating company is doing just fine. If you need a cash infusion—"

      "Stop, right there, Rave," Jillian interrupted. "I couldn't take any money from you because I don't know when in tarnation I would be able to repay you."

      "Don't worry about a thing like that. If I worried about repayment from my friends, I would be in court all the time trying to get my money back."

      

      "Thanks, Rave, you're a good friend, but I still can't.” Jillian laughed to lighten her sinking spirits, Rave's generous offer touching her. "Melba would kill us. You know I'm not her favorite person. She feels you're sharing the beauty secrets with me you should be sharing with her."

      "Oh pul-leaze!" Rave said with a wave of his hand. "Melba isn't as unfriendly as you think. She felt a little threatened by your beauty at first, but I love her to pieces and she knows there's no other woman for me. Never fear, Jilly, she knows exactly where I'm at right now. Believe it or not, she made the suggestion I offer you a cash infusion. Just know if you need money, advice, anything, I'm here.” He started for the door. "Since it's storming outside, I'm going to your bathroom to wash this crap off my face, then I'm going to whip up lunch for the guests and a mimosa for me. So just relax yourself and I'll take care of everything for you for the afternoon. Hopefully, by then, a little sunshine will begin to peek through these damned clouds," he mumbled as he opened the door and walked into the hallway, leaving the door partially ajar and allowing a stream of light in from the entrance hall fixtures.

      Standing quietly and contemplating the diversity of Rave's character, Jillian smiled. As odd as Rave acted at times, Melba was indeed lucky to have him. Finishing her herbal tea, Jillian sat her board on the floor, and began fiddling with a packet of index cards. She pulled out ten cards and wrote the title of a board member on each—the CEO and president, the CFO, the secretary, the vice president, and four stockholders. Folding them over, she lined them up in front of her like sentinels. 

       "I'm the CEO and majority stockholder, so I've overruled everyone else. I say the kitchen wins!” Praying Rave hadn't returned for one reason or another, Jillian looked around. "God," she whispered, "this isn't good. I'm talking to cardboard. Thank goodness no one heard."

      

      "Wrong!" a cheerful male voice announced. Scott Martin stuck his head in the partially ajarred door. "I'm afraid I heard.” Hand raised, he walked fully into the room, and closed the door.  "I didn't mean to intrude, but the door wasn't fully closed. Actually I wasn't going to intrude when I overheard your conversation with the. . .um. . .'board'. I. . .er. . .thought you were really engaged with real people, until I heard the end of your conversation. That gave you away, Jillian."

      Wanting the floor to open and swallow her, Jillian pulled her lips into a thin line. Of all the people to witness her momentary digression. What else could go wrong?

      Thunder rolled again, and lightning flashed, followed by an ear-splitting crackle. The lights blinked, then went out completely, casting the room into sudden darkness. Without warning, Jillian released a frightened cry, unable to contain her reaction.

      Strong arms wrapped around her in an instant. Her body fitting perfectly against his, Jillian held herself rigid, resisting the urge to cling to Scott, ignoring his warmth, and the citrusy scent of his cologne. A shiver raced through her, one that had nothing to do with her fear, and everything to do with Scott. Heart racing, she was most conscious of his hands resting in the small of her back, inviting her to sink into his comforting embrace. 

      "It's okay, Jillian," Scott whispered into her hair, his voice soft and soothing. "There's nothing to be afraid of."

      She detected no condescension in his tone, but still her pride was seriously bruised and she didn't dare trust he wouldn't tease her about it later. Body tense, she pulled herself away from him and swiftly went to her desk and clicked on the flashlight. Taking this time to compose herself, she lit the hurricane lamp kept there for just this purpose, then faced Scott. 

      The flickering light threw Scott's profile into bold relief, but she saw the bewilderment on his handsome features. "There's certainly not anything for me to be afraid of, is there? But unfortunately, I have always had a fear of the dark," she announced with a challenge. "Imagine! At my age, I've still not overcome it."

      

      She placed her hands on her hips, waiting for an offhanded joke. None came. He nodded and said, "Any phobia is awful to have and you shouldn't be ashamed of it."

      Jillian thought the heat scalding her face would erupt into flames. First he'd eavesdropped on her and heard her talking to index cards, then he'd witnessed her weakness. He must think her a total nut!

      "Um. . ."

      "Now, if you need to finish consulting your 'board', Jillian, I'll just wait outside," Scott continued teasingly, sudden laughter lacing his words.

      "Ohh," Jillian groaned. If he thought to ease her embarrassment about her fear, it was working. "How could you? You spied on me! I should fire you before I hire you."

      Scott's laughter deepened. "Then it's safe to assume, as CEO, you've overruled your board, and I've just been hired."

      Remembering Rave's suggestion, Jillian swallowed hard, feeling oddly deflated. To have to ask Scott what she was about to further bruised her ego. She cleared her throat as rain pounded against the shutters. "Only if you can set up a time pay plan for me, Scott."

      Scott sighed, the vulnerability in Jillian's voice hitting him in the gut. He was still adjusting to his impulsiveness at taking her into his arms, but she'd been genuinely frightened and comforting her had seemed as natural as all the times he comforted Timmy. He thought about how Timmy was faring with Rave, and vice versa. Luckily, the darkness didn't bother Timmy, so he hadn't had to abandon Jillian in her time of need.

      The lights blinked, remaining on for brief seconds before going out once again. Jillian moved to the other side of the room and lit the other hurricane lamp that sat on the end table next to the chaise lounge, illuminating the room even more.

      

      She remained silent, her eyes questioning, her hair falling about her shoulders in a soft cloud. Its fresh scent wafted through his memory. The feel of her feminine form remained indelible, and left him foolishly giddy. His gaze searched her face. "You really have your heart set on re-doing your kitchen?"

      "Yes, I do," she said quietly. She sat down on the chaise. Re-doing her kitchen would bring her a step closer to fulfilling her goals. She’d intended to have Douglas alongside her, helping out and working with her. Instead, she was faced with going on without him—and her parents. But this was her chance and she was determined not to screw it up. In order to reach one goal, she needed Scott Martin’s help, so she said, "Don't you think it's needed, in comparison to the rest of the house?"

      For a brief moment, Scott studied her, his gaze hooded, his expression closed. Finally, he nodded. "All right, Jillian, I'll work something out for you.” He wondered what really guided his decision. Was it his true desire to help her out or his own need to know her better? Or a little of both? "After the work is completed, we'll figure in the total cost, and break the amount down into four payments. How does that sound?"

      "Good," Jillian said with a nervous laugh. Four monthly payments would still over-extend her budget. Perhaps, to see her dreams fulfilled of having The Breakfast Nook remodeled and turned into an inn, she needed to consider outside employment for herself. "It would sound even better if the payments were spread out over six monthly payments."

      "Really?” Scott raised an eyebrow, a smile spreading across his face. "These are concessions I never make, Jillian. I haven't even asked you for a down payment."

      "I realize that, Scott, and I wouldn't ask you if I didn't need the extra time. However, I do understand your position.” She extended her hand, an obvious dismissal. "Thank you for coming."

      "Am I being dismissed?" 

      "Well, of course not.” She shifted her weight. "I-I mean I can't afford what you're asking for at this time so. . .um. . .I guess you are. But—"

      "It's okay, Jillian. I know where you're coming from.” He should accept her decision, find Timmy, and leave. "I'll do it for you. I've been where you are now. If I do it myself without help from my crew, I can eliminate the middleman, so to speak, and cut down on cost there—"

      "Oh no, Scott!" Jillian protested. "I couldn't ask you to do that."

      

      Another perfect opportunity for him to walk away before he found himself in a dilemma he wouldn't care to be in.

      "Will you be quiet?" he said almost in a shout, more to his thoughts than to Jillian. "I am trying to figure out a way to save you some money, Miss Riley.” Scott rubbed his hand across his chin. "It will probably take longer to complete the job by working alone, but you shouldn't mind if it'll save you up to three thousand dollars."

      Jillian's smile nearly blinded him. "I don't know what to say. I think it's awfully nice of you to do this for someone you've just met."

      Scott smiled guiltily. "Yes, it is," he agreed. "Didn't I tell you I was a nice guy?"

      "Yes, you did," Jillian said with a laugh, the sound crystal clear and contagious, as the lights flickered back on. Relief swirling through her, she asked, "When can you start?"

      "Monday," he replied quickly, her beauty even more breathtaking now that the lights were on again. There was something quite intimate about the rain beating against the window, the closed draperies shutting out the bad weather, the air dewy from the rain and cool from the central air. And just the two of them alone, very aware of each other. "Right now, I've got a date with McDonalds’s."

      "You're a man after my own heart," Rave said, as he walked in with Timmy trailing behind him, chewing happily on a chocolate chip cookie. "Big Macs were my favorite, until they introduced the Cajun McChicken. Melba doesn't cook since the little accident in the kitchen, so if we don't get our meals from Jilly, we go to McDonalds’s. Care for a mimosa, honey?" he asked Jillian.

      Jillian shook her head, her gaze fastened to Timmy.

      "You, Scott?" Rave continued, a gleam in his eyes as he looked at Jillian.

      "No, thanks, man," Scott said. "Hope Timmy wasn't any trouble."

      "Honey, please. He had me wrapped around his little finger as soon as I met him.” Rave winked at Scott, then smiled at Jillian. "He's a cutie, isn't he, Jilly?"

      "Er. . .yes quite."

      "Timmy is as well, huh, honey?"

      Jillian pulled her gaze from Timmy. "Out, Rave!" she said through clenched teeth, her embarrassment obvious. "Now! How does Melba put up with you?"

      "One day at a time," Rave said, as he headed out the door.

      "I'm sorry," Jillian said shyly. "I hope you didn't take any offense at Rave's teasing."

      "Of course not.” Unsure of what else to say, Scott looked at Timmy. "Timmy, say hello to Miss Riley."

      "Hello, Miss Riley," Timmy said, popping his last piece of cookie into his mouth.

      Taken aback from the moment she'd first seen Scott's son, Jillian smiled nonetheless. "Hello, Timmy, nice to meet you," she said, successfully keeping her surprise from registering in her tone. She’d had no idea Scott was married, let alone a father. The child was his mirror image and as cute as a button.

      "This weekend belongs to Timmy," Scott told her. "The past couple of weeks have been hectic, and I haven't been able to spend much time with him. But today, it's just us guys, even with the rain outside. Right, dude?"

      "Right, dude," Timmy said enthusiastically. "And we're going to rent a movie, and eat popcorn and—"

      "All that, son," Scott said with fatherly tenderness, ruffling the child's russet colored hair.

      Scott's golden brown eyes met hers, alive with something Jillian couldn't define. He offered her a secret smile, and her heart pounded.

      "Right now, I'm ready for something else."

      Jillian's mouth went dry at Scott's husky words, sure they were intended for her, and not Timmy. His look caressed her, reached out to her. The presence of the little boy prevented her from taking a closer step to Scott. But relief that Timmy stood in their midst relieved her. Otherwise, she might have acted on impulse and given in to the urge to kiss Scott.

      "Like that Big Mac Rave spoke of. Let's get out of here, before the hungries overtakes us. Grrrr."

      Timmy laughed, and raced toward the door. "Bye, Miz Riley," he shouted.

      "G'bye, Timmy," Jillian said, her knees weak.

      "Slow down, tiger," Scott called as he started after his son. "I'll see you Monday, Jillian. So long."

      "So long, Scott.” Left alone, Jillian went to her desk and sat in her chair, lonely all of a sudden. Why did she feel like she'd just lost someone very dear to her? And why didn't she at least speculate a man like Scott could be spoken for? Pshaw! She wouldn't feel sorry for herself. But, in truth, she hadn't felt this disappointed two months ago when Doug left. The scumbag.

      Hadn't she sworn off all men? No matter how nice and charming Scott seemed, he must’ve had some hidden worthlessness he’d store away until he'd reeled her in.

      That toad she almost married taught her that, and no man would ever again do to her what Doug had.

      But Scott was already married. Wasn’t he? Maybe, she should ask him. Yeah, right! Such a question screamed desperation. Besides, Timmy represented a walking, breathing clue Scott had a son. He must have someone in his life. If not a wife, then a significant other. A man as devoted as Scott seemed to Timmy had to be involved.

      Married or not, Scott’s personal life wasn’t her business. Besides, she’d just met him. Why, then, did she feel so attracted to him?
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      Abruptly, Jillian's eyes flew opened. 

      With a groan, she glanced at the clock on her nightstand. 3:39a.m. Unable to sleep, she went to bed after midnight, then had barely slept. Now less than three hours later, she was wide-awake again. And all because it was Monday morning, mere hours away from Scott Martin's arrival to begin work on the kitchen.

      Flinging the lacy coverlet aside, Jillian sat up. Scott had a wife and a son, which made him off-limits. Her reasoning was logical enough, but the prospect of seeing him again excited her more than she liked. In the two days since she'd seen him, he had remained in the back of her mind while she was busy and in constant demand of her thoughts when she wasn't. Marley and Howie hired a babysitter for their two kids, to spend the weekend helping Jillian clean the rooms, launder the linen, serve the guests, bake pastries and tend the gardens. For the past two weekends, ever since Jillian's four other helpers, beside Lucy, quit, Marley and Howie came to help out at the Breakfast Nook. She appreciated their help, and had looked forward to their company. Because her bed and breakfast had been expanded to include dinner, she needed all the assistance she could get. But thoughts of Scott made her a bundle of nerves. Now, she was hours away from gazing into his gold-flecked eyes again, hours away from hearing the rugged depth of his voice, and being charmed by his smile.

      Her pulse accelerated, and she smiled grimly. She told herself maybe it wasn't Scott who caused her heart to trip like a jackhammer. It was probably due to the anticipation of the kitchen finally being refurbished.

      "Yeah, right," Jillian almost snarled, "and Mona Lisa was a unicorn!” Angry with herself for the direction her heart was trying to steer her emotions, she got out of bed and stomped across the room to where her robe lay on her paisley print barrel chair. Deciding sleep would elude her for the rest of the night, she jerked on her terrycloth robe. She would go to the kitchen and get a headstart on some phases of the day's meal.

      Lucy had taken over the cook's position as well, along with Rave, who was trying to teach Jillian the art. But, unfortunately, Jillian's skills included having a head for numbers, an eye for detail, and an ability to relate with people, but not cooking. Still, Jillian knew good food when she saw it and how she wanted it done for her inn, which was all that guided her now as she crept into the darkened kitchen. She turned on the lights. 

      Four trays of rolls and croissants lined the kitchen cabinets, waiting to be baked. Fresh fruit, cut and skewered, were ready for grilling. The coffee and water were already measured in the maker and was placed on the sideboard in the dining room, along with cups and saucers.

      None of this would be hard to do, and starting the tasks at 3:51 in the morning, four hours and eight minutes before breakfast would be served was pushing it. Jillian knew, however,she wouldn't get to sleep anytime soon. Spying a cookbook on the baker's rack, she grabbed it, then sat at the table. She would thumb through the pages until she found a recipe that caught her eye. Tomorrow, for breakfast, she would pleasantly surprise her guests with a culinary treat from the owner.
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      The continuous rap-rap-rapping on the side entry door of the kitchen drew Jillian out of a deep sleep. She raised her head from the kitchen table and glanced around, the light from the ceiling fixture burning her eyes. Everything was as she left it when she'd sat down. She felt like she'd only slept twenty minutes, but the first rays of early morning light peeked through the curtains. 

      Still in a fog, she stood and stretched, then rubbed her hand across her neck to remove the kinks. She glared at the cookbook and snapped it shut. 

      The rapping went on, annoying and persistent. Stiffly, she pulled her robe tighter and wobbled to the door, vowing to murder Rave for waking her up. This was the third time this month he'd come over before seven.

      Reaching the door, she threw it open, preparing to give Rave an earful.

      "Good morning, Miss Riley," Scott Martin greeted cheerily. "Did I wake you?"

      Her admonishment died in her throat. "Scott!" Jillian managed, inwardly groaning. He looked freshly-showered and clean-shaven, and his mood appeared as full of sunshine as his looks. Massive shoulders filled the white t-shirt he wore and his tight denims added to his rugged appearance. He definitely had a monopoly on masculinity. She, on the other hand, barely slept the night before and stood before him in a knee-length, oversized, faded pink, terry cloth robe. "What time is it?"

       His light brown eyes twinkled. "Why, it's about five forty-five, Jillian."

      "Five forty-five?” Jillian ran her fingers through her unkempt hair, a nervous gesture. She attempted a smile. "Already?"

      Scott's gaze roamed over the length of her body, and Jillian's smile faded when she saw his expression close. She wondered what he thought of her appearance, and wished she had the nerve to ask. But she couldn't face rejection, not this early in the morning.

      He held her glance, his shuttered expression remaining. "Already?" he asked, a hint of a smile playing about his lips. 

      Jillian stifled a yawn, unable to prevent it. A balmy morning breeze washed over her, but didn't soothe her rioting senses. "I-I mean I feel as though I've just gone to bed.” Heat flamed her cheeks as images of Scott in bed with her rose in her mind. Some of those same images had kept her awake for most of the night. A gleam catching her eye, she glanced at Scott's fingers. He wore a thick gold band on the ring finger of his left hand, one he hadn't worn at their previous meetings. Her heart plummeted. "How long have you been married?" she blurted, surprising herself with her eager curiosity.

      At Scott's surprise, she wanted to eat her words. 

      Yet, he shook his head, and said, "I'm not married."

      His expression closed and Jillian perceived it as guilt. She narrowed her eyes. She didn't believe him. His look attested to his lie. However, what reason did he have to lie to her? But she'd thought the same about Douglas, and look what he'd done to her.

      Jillian's glance moved from Scott's face and back to his ring finger. 

      Noticing where her gaze rested, Scott said, "I almost forgot to take this off."

      "Why would you take it off?" Jillian asked sharply. "It shouldn't be hidden."

      "This ring has a lot of meaning behind it for me," Scott answered just as caustically, sliding the ring off and slipping it into the pocket of his jeans. "I don't want it damaged, so when I'm working I don't wear it. It’s my father’s."

      Jillian took a deep breath to calm herself. She shouldn't have snapped at Scott, even though he deserved worse for claiming not to be married when every sign suggested otherwise. But it wasn't his fault she was attracted to him. It was the fault of her fickle emotions. She had wasted fours years on Douglas because of them. By now, she should have learned something. However, claiming to wear his father’s ring was a line she’d never heard before. How much more obvious could the signs be to prove his marital status?

      Granted, having a child and wearing a wedding ring still wasn’t the gospel proof of matrimony. But such clues could certainly rouse one’s suspicions. She’s been hurt enough. Unless she was a glutton for punishment and her attention to detail was still as flawed as it had been before, it was best to remain on a professional footing with Mr. Scott Martin.

      Yet, for most of the weekend, she relived the moments she was in Scott's arms, sheltered from her fear of the darkness. But she realized she had read more into that embrace than she should have. She promised herself she would stay clear of Scott as much as possible.

      "Are you going to make me stand out here all morning?"

      "Oh! Please forgive me," she blurted, his irritated voice jolting her to her senses. She stepped aside and allowed him entrance, then closed the door after him. "I didn't know what time you planned to come this morning, but I'm glad it's now. I needed to get up by six in order to have everything ready for eight. I'm still somewhat tired, however."

      He nodded in response, a frown creasing his forehead as he took in the trays of unbaked pastries on the counters. His russet hair gleamed in the light, and the after-shave he wore tantalized her nostrils.

      "Excuse me for a couple of minutes, will you? I have to get dressed."

      "No problem," he grumbled. But as she started to walk away, he asked, "Do you have anyone to help you to cook in the mornings?"

      "Um...I had to let my cook go," Jillian answered, and made a hasty retreat to her apartment. She wouldn't tell him how dire her situation was. The last thing she wanted was Scott Martin's pity.
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      For long moments after Jillian departed, Scott remained motionless, his aggravation at her grouchiness leaving him. Visions of her in her bathrobe, her long hair in glorious disarray, her lovely face showing signs of sleep, flickered through his mind. The oversized robe hadn't revealed much, but he wouldn't soon forget the sight of her calves teasing him. Or her small feet neatly pedicured, her brown toes sporting red polish.

      Damn! What was wrong with him? She was just another client. No one to get serious over and set up housekeeping with. But she appealed to him, and he wanted to get to know her better. He wanted to touch her physically and reach out to her emotionally. Yet, he'd decided he would never marry, and he didn't want to lead Jillian on. He had plans for his company. His life had no room for a wife.

      Still, he hadn't been able to get her out of his mind all weekend, and couldn't wait to see her again, barely sleeping the entire night. Finally, at four a.m., he'd given up and gotten out of bed. Scott could barely wait to leave when Mrs. Benson pulled in front the door at her normal five-thirty. 

       The sooner he finished at the Breakfast Nook, the better, for all concerned. With that in mind, he surveyed the room. Seeing all the food about, he wondered exactly where he would begin his work. Noting how sturdy the room looked, he found himself eager to get started, which, he told himself, was the reason for his early arrival. He snorted. Well, partly anyway. The other reason was in her apartment, peeling a terrycloth robe from her delicate skin.

      Moving about with restless energy, Scott decided to use his time doing something helpful, until he could get started on the job he was hired to do. 
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      "Sorry to keep you waiting, Sco—"

      Bounding to a stop next to him, Jillian looked around the kitchen. Scott smiled sheepishly. He must have looked ridiculous in the too small, frilly apron. But he loved to cook, and he thought to surprise her by starting the pastries and coffee.

      Her cheeks were rosy and fresh-scrubbed; sheer willpower kept him from reaching out to discover if she was as soft as she looked. Her hair was combed back into her usual ponytail, and she smelled like wildflowers.

      "What are you doing?"

      The aromatic scent of coffee and the tantalizing smell of baking bread filled the air. It should have been obvious what he was doing. Watching Jillian's rigid stance, Scott's smile faded.

      "Helping out," he answered. "What does it look like I'm doing?"

      "Invading," Jillian hissed. "I didn't ask for your help."

      Scott removed the foolish apron and threw it on the counter. "It won't happen again."

      He stalked to the table and jerked the chair from beneath it, then seated himself. Wondering what set her off, he glared at her as she put on her apron, partially covering her form-fitting coral dress, but looking stunning all the same. She opened the oven and looked in on the buns and croissants. Finding them barely brown, she closed the door, then moved to her skewered fresh fruit. Her ponytail bounced and swayed with every move she made. Somehow that seemed awfully sexy to him, and he had never been fond of women in ponytails. What was so different about Jillian's?

      She moved to the big, convention-sized coffee maker, where he had lined up cups and saucers. Cartons of cream sat in on the counter, waiting to be poured into the server. 

      She gripped the counters, and her huge sigh reached his heart.

      "I'm sorry," she said. "It's seems I woke up on the wrong side of the table.” Turning to face him, she smiled. "Thank you."

      "You're welcome, Miss Riley," he said softly, wanting to ask her what had so disturbed her, realizing how badly he wanted to kiss her. "It's my fault you're in such a bad mood.” Surprise crossed her pretty features. "I should have told you how early my days start."

      "Oh, well, um, that may present a problem. We can't both work in here at the same time, especially considering the different kind of work we do. It won't be very sanitary to have you plying your trade around all the food. Something might get into it."

      "Granted," Scott said, remaining in his seat when all he wanted to do was go to her. "But I noticed foil or cellophane covered everything. I don't see a worry there."

      "Not when they're covered," Jillian countered, "but" – she gestured to the oven— "as you know, everything must be uncovered to bake, then prepared to bring in the dining room."

      Scott laced his fingers behind his head, at ease with her, despite her surliness. "Then, in essence, you're telling me to come in later. After eight a.m.?"

      In an instant, Jillian stood next to him. "Oh Scott, would you mind?"

      Not when she said his name in her husky tone, calling out to his baser instinct. Her dark brown eyes were wide and devastating, reminding him of a cloudless summer sky.

      Her soft hand caressed his arm, and he shuddered at the contact.

      "I hope it doesn't present—"

      "Another problem?" Scott said with a forced chuckle, all too aware of Jillian.

      "Yes," Jillian said with a soft laugh.

      "Not really," Scott said, and stood to put distance between them. "I only thought if I came early and stayed late, it wouldn't take me as long to complete the job.” He shrugged to pretend nonchalance. "But you're the boss, Miss Riley. I shall abide by your decision."

      Without answering, she returned to the stove. She removed the bread from the oven, then rearranged her fruit and placed them in the oven. Scott watched the movement of her long neck, and finely shaped back; the slimness of her hips didn't escape his eye nor did the firmness of her buttocks.

      "Are you listening to me, Scott?"

      Jillian frowned at him, and he stifled a grin. She seemed so prim and proper. What would she think if she knew what he had been thinking?

      "I beg your pardon," he said, giving no clue to his thoughts. "Would you repeat that?"

      "I said would you mind coming at nine instead of eight?"

      "Not at all, Jillian. I wouldn't want to upset your normal routine around here.” Since he would be working in the kitchen alone, the later hours would add more days to the job. More days would give him more time with Jillian. 

      "Thanks, I appreciate your understanding," Jillian murmured. "Would you care for a cup of coffee?"

      "Sure.” He went to the window and gazed out. The sun gleamed higher in the sky and the morning already appeared hazy. Scott noticed Rave walking in the garden next door, his only attire, boxer shorts, modest and in contrast to the rest of him. The high-heeled gold boots he wore reached halfway up his thighs; a cigar hung from his mouth, and smoke curled in the air around him; a red-haired wig sat askew on his head, and the dress he must have been costumed in rested on his arm. "Uh, is there anything I can help you—"

      Remembering how Jillian reacted a little while ago, Scott trailed his voice off as he turned from the window.

      Jillian thought of denying Scott. Or just plain ignoring him. She needed his help, because he seemed to know his way around the kitchen much better than she did. But it was just too cozy for her comfort, and too dangerous for her sanity.

      She could so easily forget what Douglas had done to her, forget Scott was married, and allow her fantasies to run amok. Her attraction to him wasn't a rebound thing, since she and Scott weren't romantically inclined. He was married with a son, which left her hardly able to comprehend her confusing emotions and understand her inexplicable attraction.

      Probably if she and Douglas had still been together, she would still be attracted to Scott, although maybe in a different way. He seemed every bit as sensitive as he'd said he was on that first meeting, and just as caring and charming. And those dimples were simply irresistible.

      Jillian joined Scott in a quick cup of coffee. When she began to assemble the various dishes of food on the long sideboard in the main dining room, Scott helped out without her consent. She remained quiet, stoic in her determination to dissuade his friendliness, but secretly thrilled.

      Together, they placed the bread in their warmers, the grilled fruit on trays, and the cream and sugar in the silver holders. They set out butter, Philadelphia Cream Cheese, jams and jellies for the warm breads, as well as water, juice and milk. By the time everything was in place, the guests had begun to emerge for breakfast.

      But several guests asked for a heavier breakfast, and Jillian turned a horrified gaze to Scott. One couple wanted Eggs Benedict. An older lady wanted eggs overeasy, sausage, and hash browns. Another couple asked for the same, but wanted grits in place of the hash browns.

      Jillian returned to the kitchen, panicked, a calm Scott on her heels. "I can't cook all of that!” She neglected to say she couldn't cook any of that. She would burn the house down if she tried! Sure, she wanted to learn to cook, but she also wanted to take it one step at a time. 

      "Relax, Jillian," he said. "See if anyone needs a newspaper. I'll take care of this."

      Within a half-hour, satisfied guests were being served their requests. And an hour and a half after that, breakfast over, Jillian and Scott began tidying up everything. "Scott, you were terrific," Jillian admitted, "I'm very grateful to you."

      "It was my extreme pleasure, Jillian," Scott said, not looking at her but making a show of placing another plate in the dishwater. "I enjoyed it. I love to cook."

      "I suppose you'll want to get started now," Jillian said, wishing he would look at her, watching the muscles rippling in his arms. "As soon as I finish tidying the rooms, maybe there's something I can help you with."

      Scott paused in his placing of a glass on the dishwasher rack and looked at her, his eyes like molten gold, filled with need and promise. But he cleared his throat and broke the moment.

      "Payback, huh?” He laughed as he finally put the glass where it belonged. "If you wish, you can come back and keep me company."

      No. But instead of saying the word galloping through her mind, she said, "Okay," then left him to start her myriad of chores, hoping she finished in time to take him up on his offer.
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      At midmorning the next day, Jillian sat at the kitchen table scanning a site listing jobs on her tablet. She hated to be obligated to anyone, and it seemed she had become mired in debt and obligations. Only a miracle would save her. A miracle or hard earnest working.

      She couldn't ask for better friends then Howie and Marley. Yet the thought persisted she was taking advantage of their generosity, which wouldn't do at all. When the inn was full, her paying guests generated enough cash flow to keep the business afloat. But it was seldom full to capacity. Added to the business expenses were her own personal debts, as well as the repairs she was having done to the kitchen. It was too much on her already taxed finances.

      She glanced outside and the bright, cloudless day soothed her restlessness. A robin landed on the bird-bath in her well-tended garden and Jillian smiled.

      Until she built up a steady clientele, she would have to find a way on her own, to make up her financial gap. 

      

      That meant finding a part-time job! She would simply have to go to work and rely on Lucy to pick up the slack. Jillian certainly wouldn't have her work additional hours for no pay. Lucy had readily agreed to lend a hand and wait until Jillian got back on her feet to get paid. Still, Jillian's most fervent hope, her most fervent need, was Lucy’s agreement to work the extra hours at the Breakfast Nook, and Jillian would be working...wherever.

      She came across a familiar ad. Experienced diamond cutter. Riley’s Gems & Imports. Her father’s company was advertising for a diamond cutter. She wondered what had happened to Poppa Jack. He’d been her family’s gem cutter for so many years, she’d lost track. He had to be ancient by now. Perhaps, her father had finally insisted Poppa Jack retire.

      Glancing at the ad, Jillian sighed. She loved her parents and missed them terribly. In what she called weak moments, she’d thought about calling her mother. Several times, she’d even gone so far as to dial her parents’ telephone number, but always hung up before someone answered the phone.

      She knew if she ever contacted them, however, she’d be forced to give in to each and every one of their demands. She wanted to live her life her way, not how they wanted her to live it.

      Grimly, she pushed her tablet aside and stood from her chair, wondering

      where Scott was. Sometime ago he'd gone out to his van because he brought in the wrong tool. Well, while he was absent from the room this would be a good time to clear out. She wasn't able to accept his invitation yesterday—her work had been overwhelming—and this morning he appeared slightly aloof. Almost annoyed.

      She should have been happy he hardly spoke to her, other than to ask necessary information. He continually upset her balance. Like a giddy schoolgirl, she found every excuse to go into the kitchen since the time he'd arrived this morning. He would be gone in three or four weeks, and out of her life for good.

      That thought should have cheered her. Instead, it left her with an odd twinge of disappointment. Pshaw! As a married man, she couldn't have him anyway, so she would have to learn to live with her odd feelings.

      Reaching her apartment, she sat on her comfortable couch, situated near her private entrance door.

      She had once been involved in a very different world, but she had scorned its money, its social circles, and even its politics. She’d felt guilty she’d been born into so much, when others had so little. As a result, she’d done her absolute best to make up for the unfairness of it all—and alienated high society, her parents included. The last she’d achieved with stunning success. Of course, where her parents were concerned, Douglas had helped matters along quite nicely.

      

      She was fully ready to admit how ridiculously self-indulgent she had been. In her teenage years, while wallowing in wretched guilt at being born into obscene wealth, she'd had the resources to do as she pleased, and had done so with not a care in the world.

      If she really was as philanthropic as she'd always insisted, she wouldn't resent her lack of resources now. She would take comfort she was finally free of the excesses of wealth. Now, however, she desperately needed money. The circumstances had become extreme. Not only wouldn’t she be able to expand the inn if she didn’t find extra money, she’d have to close the inn entirely.

      With a snort, she returned to her seat and grabbed her tablet again, deciding to search for a position as a business assistant, even a virtual one. As a matter of fact, virtual would be better. She could work from home and still run her inn. The ad that caught her attention was for a business that was taking in person applications between ten and twelve today. Some typing, some filing. 

      If she was hired, it would be the first job she'd ever had.

      Which was all right with her. There was a first time for everything anyway. Seeing she had an hour left to get to the Poydras Center, she bounded from her seat and got her purse, then rushed to the kitchen entrance door. Swinging it open, she ran right into Scott.

      "Whoa, Miss Riley.” His earlier annoyance gone, Scott laughed as his arms went out to steady her. "I've never seen you move so fast."
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      Jillian chuckled, ignoring the rush of heat surging through her at the feel of his strong fingers on her bare arms. "I'm sorry, Scott. I was preoccupied. I have to...um...run an errand.” No way would she let Scott know she needed a job. He might believe she couldn't afford to pay him. "I'll be back as soon as I can."

      "I'm afraid I have to make a run too, Jillian. My drill head is worn. I have to

      replace it. Guess, I'll see you later."

      "Right.” Wondering what brought Scott back inside, Jillian hurried to her Honda. She unlocked the car door and slipped into the driver's seat. Slamming the door closed, she put the key into the ignition and turned it. Nothing happened. She tried again. Still, nothing.

      "Wha..." Jillian sputtered in alarm. She tried the ignition again. Nothing! Nil! Nada! Damn, damn, damn! Pounding the steering wheel in frustration, she shook her head in disbelief and opened the door to get some air. This couldn't be happening. Not today. Her luck couldn't be so rotten.

      "Having problems, Jillian?" Scott asked, appearing at her side and leaning down.

      Jillian tapped the accelerator. "I don't understand. It was fine the last time I drove it. Now it won't even turn over.” Her life was turning into a badly written novel. Things were happening to her for no rhyme or reason, just to aggravate her. 

      "Scoot over, Jillian. Let me try."

      "Of course," Jillian agreed with a smirk. Scott to the rescue again. One more thing she would be obligated to him for.

      She scooted over to the passenger seat, which wasn't real easy to do, since the shift panel divided the two seats. She had barely sat when Scott tried the key. Nothing happened. The damned car was dead! Truly, this was all she needed to top the cake!

      She was afraid to speculate on what would happen next. A few days ago she had, and the electricity had suddenly gone off, bringing out her worst fear—and making her more aware of Scott as a man than she ever could have been.

      Scott popped the hood before getting out of the car to fully raise it. Jillian followed him, watching as he fiddled with wires and other things she couldn't name. After a few minutes, he slammed the hood back down. Dusting his hands off against each other, he shook his head.

      "Is...is it that bad?"

      "Not really. The alternator is bringing your battery down. You'll need to replace it."

      He might as well have been speaking Greek. "Is...um...is...is that like another name for the motor?"

      Scott laughed. "No, sweetheart. It's also a lot cheaper to remedy. Tell you what. We'll take this out later today, and go to Pep Boys or Auto Zone and get another one to replace this one."

      Jillian's astonishment bubbled to the surface. "You know how to do that?"

      "I dabbled a little in car maintenance and repairs. But I didn't like it. It's dirty, greasy work. Now. If you care to ride to Home Depot with me, I'll drop you off where you need to go afterwards."

      Jillian rocked on her feet. "I need to be some place now and I couldn't impose on you like that."

      Taking her hand, Scott led her to his van. He opened the door. "Don't argue with me, Jillian. Just get in the van. I'll take you where you have to go and even wait for you until you're finished your errands. Now get in!"

      Arguing with Scott was useless, especially now when time was wasting, so Jillian complied. "Thank you, Scott. You're very kind. Take me to the Poydras Center on Poydras Street."

      "The Poydras Center?"

      "Uh-huh. It's in the CBD."

      Scott put the van in gear, and after pausing at the end of the driveway, turned into traffic and headed toward Carrollton Avenue. "I know the Poydras Center is in the Central Business District, Jillian," he said without rancor. "I guess I was just wondering why you're going there."

      Not wanting to lie, she frowned. "If you must know," she began, trying hard to hide her agitation, "I'm going to apply for a job."

      "Yeah, right," Scott snapped. "And I've got a contract to build a spaceship that will fly to Venus."

      Folding her arms, Jillian glowered at him. "Lucky you," she said with acid sweetness. "That should make you very happy.”  If Scott didn't believe her that was his problem. Seeing the testiness clouding his features, she felt the sudden need to disarm him; she just wasn't up for an argument. She batted her eyelashes and said, "Venus is rumored to have an all-female population."

      Scott grinned, all trace of annoyance gone. "So just like that you'd ship me off to Venus?"

      Jillian nodded.

      "And here I thought I had made an impression on you.” He shook his head. 

      "Oh, you have," Jillian said, laughing. "You can blame your sarcasm."

      "Forgive me, Jillian. I have no right to question what you tell me. Nor do I have right at sarcasm over it. I've just been under a lot of strain. I'm vying for a huge, out-of-state contract for my company, and it's taking its toll."

      "I see.” Just as he didn't have a right to question her, she didn't have a right to question him. But that's what she wanted to do. Was he moving his company out of Louisiana or just trying to expand his business? The terrible urge to discover the answers to those questions almost turned her into a hypocrite.

      "It's always been my dream to have T & C go national, and the contract in Memphis will take me one step closer. The downside if I’ll have to go to Memphis for however long the job lasts. That would mean uprooting Timmy, but in the long run, it'll be best for both of us."

      Jillian couldn't believe he'd provided answers to her unasked questions. Although she barely knew Scott, she didn't like to think he might soon move away.

      "Ambitious, aren't you?"

      "Is that a bad thing?"

      "I suppose not," she said quietly. But she had seen the result of Douglas's ambition. 

      Indeed, she had been his victim.
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      Since the Human Resources Director and her assistant had left already, it took Jillian all of ten minutes to complete her application, without the interview process she would have gone through had she arrived five minutes earlier. The pregnant receptionist promised someone would get back to her soon, since her due date was near to hand and the position had to be filled by the end of the week.

      

      The lady was nice and hinted she would put in a good word for Jillian. Jillian left the staid office with a good feeling. By this time next week, she should be amongst the ranks of the working class.

      Soon she and Scott were on I-10 heading east for Home Depot. She had never been to the building supply outlet and wasn't quite sure what to expect when they exited at Bullard Road, drove down the service road, and turned into the crowded parking lot. When they finally entered the cavernous building, she gasped. It was warm and drafty, and the scent of fresh wood, creosote, and paint, assailed her nostrils.

      "My goodness! I had no idea! There's enough stuff in here to build a-a house."

      Amusement softened Scott's face and lit his light brown eyes. "I take it this is your first time coming to a facility like this?” He steered her to the aisle with the drill bits. "Let me get what I need and then we can have a look around. Maybe you can show me the cabinets you want in your kitchen."

      "You seem to know your way around this place," Jillian commented, watching as the play of light turned Scott's russet hair brilliant shades of red and chestnut. "And in answer to your question, yes this is the first time I've ever been to a Home Depot. Or a similar facility."

      "I don't suppose you had occasion to come here. Unless, of course, you needed to repair something around the house, or even build one. How do you like it?"

      "It's...it's different."

      "Too Blue Collar for your tastes?"

      The comment surprising her, Jillian raised her eyebrows. "That makes me sound like an insufferable snob, Scott. I resent that. Is that the impression you have of me?"

      

      She hated to think it was, but what did it matter how he perceived her? Yet, it bothered her he had discerned her discomfort and the world in which she had been bred and tried so hard to forget pulsed through anyway. 

      "Look, Jillian, I don't want to offend you, but it's obvious you don't like it here.” He shrugged and gave her a pointed look. "There's nothing to stew over. Unless you are an insufferable snob, which I don't believe. You might be spoiled and a little insufficient, but you're quite charming at both."

      Of all the insufferable boorish comments to make! Jillian placed her hands on her hips, ready for all-out battle, her earlier cheerlessness thrown away. "How dare you!"

      Seeing her murderous stance, Scott retreated. "I'm sorry. But you asked me."

      He moved away, leaving her to follow behind him. Leaving her to take in his well-shaped body, magnificent in black jeans and black tee shirt, as he moved with the grace of a panther.

      Quickly finding what he needed, they found their way to the Kitchen and Bathroom department, which was situated in the center of the store. Gleaming wooden cabinets and model kitchens greeted them.

      Her heart thumped as Scott pointed out his recommendations. His gentle guidance relaxed her annoyance with him, and she was grateful for his expertise and advice. She saw exactly what she wanted as well as the exorbitant prices of the glass paneled cabinet doors coupled with everything else that went with a remodeled kitchen. Without the job, she could scarce afford her beautiful new kitchen. Thank goodness she'd had the foresight to go and apply for the clerical position.

      "You have excellent taste, Jillian.” Scott unlatched the measuring tape hooked to his belt and zinged the yellow strip across a floor to ceiling pantry. "Buckingham would be my choice as well."

      

      As pleased at his glowing approval as she was hurt at his scathing assessment, Jillian smiled.

      "Do you want to look at floor tiles?"

      When they went to the aisle with the floor tiles, Jillian's happiness vanished. Scott's assurances his estimate would be under the original twelve thousand dollars couldn't be accurate. Looking at the prices of material, Jillian worried the final price would exceed that.

      "No," she said, not quite hiding her misery. She had to get that job.

      Scott looked at her, his gaze hawk-like and assessing. She doubted he missed anything, but prayed he would not press her. For once luck was with her. Seeing her closed expression, he obliged and changed the subject.

      "This took less time than I anticipated," he observed as they headed for the check-out counter. "Including the swing to the Poydras Center.” He smiled as he handed the attendant the money needed to pay for the bit. "For whatever reason."

       His infectious grin disarming, Jillian answered with a smile of her own. "Yeah, for whatever reason."

      They reached the van with the bold letters advertising Scott's company. On the road again, he asked, "Where to now?"

      "How about home?"

      A sensuous flame colored his expression as he gave her a brief glance. "Yours or mine?" 

      She wasn't quite sure he was joking with her, and the husky sound of his voice gave way to all sorts of unladylike images. Yet she couldn't fall into his bed, no matter how attracted to him she found herself. Despite his avowal otherwise, the wedding ring probably sat in his pocket and attested to his state of availability. The liar.

      Jillian glared at him, angry at the unreliability of men.

      Scott’s grin turned. "Just a thought."

      

      "Do clean up your thoughts then."

      "Jillian Riley! Surely you don't think there was an ulterior motive to my innocent question?"

      His feigned indignation forced a chuckle from her. "You're such a phony. You have a hanky-panky gleam in your eye."

      "How well you read me, Miss Riley. If you ever get a hankering for pankering you'll let me know?"

      "You're incorrigible!"

      "I've been told that on many occasions. Never fear, you're safe with me. I haven't the time for neither hanky-panky nor romance. So since there's no chance of that, would you care to join me in a hamburger?"

      No, she wouldn't. Especially since she felt such keen disappointment at his words and wondered if her lack of trust was spilling over to Scott. Might he have been telling the truth he wasn't married? But she couldn't express that to him, so she opted for another tact. A partial truth. "Scott, you eat too much junk food! And you're teaching Timmy the same bad habits. The answer is no. I insist you eat at the inn when we get back."

      "Geez, Jillian, you sound just like Kayla. She constantly reminds me I encourage Timmy to eat junk food."

      Kayla. So that’s her name. Jillian smiled, in spite of the feeling the air had just been taken from her lungs. “You should heed her advice.”

      “Well, I’m not about to argue with either one of you.” sagely

      "You're very wise." Jillian wondered where Kayla would be as they dined at her house. “Um…Kayla is welcome to join you and Timmy.”

      Scott frowned. “Kayla?” He laughed as if the mere suggestion was hilarious. “That’s very generous of you, Jillian, but, at my request, she’s off to Memphis on business for T & C. She’s really invaluable to me. I don’t know what I would do without her. But I’ll pass on your invitation to her when she gets back.”

      “You do that.”

      Just for a little while, Jillian’s insurmountable burdens seemed solvable. Scott had chased away her blues just by being Scott. In the span of a couple of hours, he had made her laugh and raised her hackles, but he had reached out to her in mere friendship, something Douglas never really offered. The sad irony was Scott’s unavailability.

      

      She had to keep her head on her shoulders and a firm check on her emotions. The man was spoken for. With just a little coaxing, she would have thrown caution to the wind, gone to Scott's place and let him do with her what he desired. But being involved, his desires wouldn’t match hers. Still, she wouldn't have left his bed for a week.

      In spite of the complex nature of the situation, she giggled at the thought, but Scott's questioning look sobered her, and she straightened the crease on her skirt primly.

      God! Get a grip, girl! The man isn't interested in you!

      "Here we are, Jillian."

      It surprised her when she realized they'd already arrived at the Breakfast Nook, thereby bringing their quasi-date to an end.

      Scott jumped out of the van with athletic agility and walked around to open her door. He handed her down and she smiled in pleasure.

      "You're such a gentleman, Scott," she admitted.

      "Whew!” He brushed a hand across his forehead. "Scoring points at last."

      "Don't you ever stop?"

      "No, not if I can help it.” 

      "Well, follow me inside. You get to eat for your chivalry."

      As if it was the most natural thing to do, Scott took her hand and, fingers entwined together, they went into the house. Her heart doing a dance in her chest, Jillian wondered if Scott was even aware of the turmoil his innocent gesture caused.
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      Later, as he drove home, Scott wondered if his sanity had deserted him. Hadn’t he told himself he didn’t want an involvement with Jillian? Hadn’t Kayla assured him how professional he always was with his clients? Yet, for the entire day today, he’d flirted outrageously with Jillian.

      She filled him with a never before feeling of lighthearted joy. Fighting the direction his emotions were leading him was akin to steering a boat in the storm of a raging sea. The waves were poised to inundate him and there was nothing he could do about them. No matter how much he fought it, he’d already lost the battle.

      The pull toward Jillian Riley was just too strong.
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      After only a week, Jillian noticed an astonishing change in the kitchen. Several pinewood boards had been replaced on the top half of the walls, and they gleamed with newness. Even a sheen glistened from the older boards.

      Scott worked until four o'clock each day, and Jillian realized his job would be completed sooner than she anticipated. She wasn't quite sure she was looking forward to the day he completed his work. In the entire week, he'd been a perfect gentleman, and little more than a worker doing his job. 

      

      But he'd replaced the alternator in her car and had shared a ride with her to test the Honda out, taking her once again to Home Depot. Their time together caused longing within her, but she ruthlessly tempered

      her growing attraction. 

      Yet the rushed flight to the Poydras Center served as the true starting point to her and Scott's blossoming friendship. With no word from anyone at the company in the intervening days, it was apparent she hadn't gotten the job.

      "Where's Lucy today, Jill?" Scott asked as he walked through the kitchen door. He rubbed a paper towel over his hands, then threw it in the trash container under the sink. "She usually comes right at four o'clock."

      Jillian dragged her gaze away from Scott in his knee-length denim shorts and bare chest to peer at the clock on the wall. She barely saw the time, her mind dancing with images of Scott's raw masculinity, his hard muscles rippling in sinewy perfection. "She's ten minutes late," she muttered, then pasted a bright smile on her face. "Lucy'll be here. Something real important must have held her up."

      A sense of foreboding engulfed her. Suppose Lucy didn't show up? What would she do about the part time employment she needed? For that matter, what would Jillian ever do tonight for the guests' meals? Lucy always cooked the evening meals, then helped give her a head start on the next morning's breakfast.

      Wanting to kick herself for being so determined to hold onto the Breakfast Nook when she had no earthly idea how to cook, Jillian rubbed a hand across her brow.

      Warm, work-roughened fingers caressed her bare arm. Jillian stiffened. Scott was too close for her peace of mind. Light brown eyes shone with tenderness and Jillian swallowed hard, afraid she would do something foolish and answer his touch with one of her own.

      

      "Will you be able to handle all she does and what you do as well if Lucy doesn't show?" he asked.

      The concern in his voice rippled over her battered emotions, and settled near her heart. She sucked in a breath and glared at him, offended by her feelings.

      "I won't know until I try it, will I?"

      Narrowing his eyes, Scott released an exasperated snort, then went to the utility closet and got his shirt. He pulled it over his head and looked at her. "Why don't I stay a while longer to give you a hand in case Lucy can't make it today?"

      Jillian raised her chin, determined to free herself of this dead-end attraction. "I couldn't ask you to do that, Scott. You've done so much already. Keeping you away from your family at night isn't in your job description. Besides, I couldn't pay you overtime."

      "Who said anything about overtime pay, Jillian?" Scott asked, his tone annoyed. "I only want to help you out of a jam. Timmy will certainly understand."

      Will Kayla? But Jillian couldn't bring herself to ask. She ran a hand over her ponytail. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to offend you, Scott," she said softly. "But it would be selfish of me to keep you away from Timmy, after not being with him all day. Thank you for your offer. I'm sure I'll be able to manage."

      Scott gave her a terse nod, his features filled with disappointment and anger. "Very well, Miss Riley,” he said before she commented on the warring emotions so clear on his face. “I'll just put these things in the storeroom until Monday.” He started for the door. "I'll see you then. So long.” 

      Pausing in the doorway, he turned to face her. His eyes softened and his lips curled into a half-smile. Her knees felt weak, her throat parched. She ran her tongue over her dry lips, and shifted her weight.

      

      He stared at her and seemed transfixed by the movement of her tongue. "You have my number, Jilly," he murmured.

      She read his desire and stepped backward, away from it, away from him. He was going home to his family. 

      "If you need help don't hesitate to call me."

      "Thanks. I will. See you Monday."
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      Jillian intended to see Scott drive off, but the ringing phone put a dent in those plans. Rushing to her office, she picked up the receiver. “Hello, the Breakfast Nook. This is Jillian.”

      “Hello,” the genteel Southern voice responded. “I’m Kayla. Would Scott still be there, by any chance?”

      Not having expected the caller to be Kayla, Jillian gasped in surprise. She hadn’t even considered whether or not Kayla had her telephone number. Quickly regaining her composure, she said, “please hold. I’ll see if I can stop him before he drives off.” Laying the phone down, she rushed to the door, but found Scott gone. For a moment, she leaned against the door, shaken, vulnerable, completely exposed. Scott had never hidden the fact he was taken. She had just ignored it. 

      As she returned to her office and picked up the phone again, her eyes burned. “Hello,” she said, her voice husky with unshed tears. 

      “Hello, Scott, honey,” Kayla began. 

      Scott? Really? The octave of her voice hadn’t dropped so low that she could be mistaken for a man.

      Jillian cleared her throat, composing herself enough to continue. “This isn’t Scott.”

      “Oh!” Kayla said with a sultry laugh. “How embarrassing. I-I thought—”

      “It’s all right. I had a frog in my throat. Scott has left for the day.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll see him at home. But you never know how soon. He’ll probably have to brief his crew about what he wants done and that will take more of his time. Will you do me a favor, Jillian?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “If, for any reason, Scott should call your place, tell him I allowed Mrs. Benson to leave early today, and Timmy and I have gone to a movie.” Kayla drew in a long-suffering sigh. “Tell him, also, that his dinner is on a plate in the oven. He’ll know. It’s in the same spot I always leave it.”

      “I’ll relay that message to him.”

      “Good. Thanks, Jillian. Have a good evening.” 

      Jillian sank into her desk chair, holding back her tears by sheer force of will. Kayla had sounded friendly enough. Still, Jillian didn’t like her. For no reason other than she had Scott.

      She needed to get a grip on her fantasies. Scott would never be hers. She had been irresponsible, allowing herself to become so attracted to the man and contradicting her intentions. Especially after the Douglas fiasco. Her plans were never to become involved again. Here she was, yearning for an involvement with Scott. A man who was involved with someone else. With Kayla.

      “Hello, honey.”

      The words echoed in Jillian’s head and she chuckled nastily. She had a right to dislike the woman. She was trampling on her dream! And she’d sounded so smug and possessive.

      Before the blahs overtook her, Jillian decided to make herself busy. Resolute, she stood from her seat. She hadn’t allowed depression to overtake her when she’d become estranged from her parents or when Douglas absconded with her money. She certainly wouldn’t be overcome with the blues over a married man. She tsked. “How ridiculous,” she murmured, and, stiffening her spine, trounced into the kitchen
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      Scott couldn't get to his truck fast enough. His arousal pressed against his denim shorts and he felt like a sex-crazed teenager. If he'd stood in that doorway one more second, he would have turned, crossed the length of the room, taken her into his arms. . .and made a complete fool of himself.

      He threw his tools into the back of his van. Slamming the door, he opened the driver's side door and folded himself into the seat. Glancing one last time at the Breakfast Nook, he strained his neck for a glimpse of Jillian. He saw her turn abruptly from the door, seemingly in a rush, so he turned the key in the ignition, flipped the gear into drive and sped away.

      Jillian obviously wasn't the type to have a brief fling, but neither did she seem interested in him. For the entire week since he'd taken her to the Poydras Center, he'd mostly kept his distance, hoping she would grace him with her presence. But she hadn't, until he'd insisted she ride with him to test her car. Otherwise, she did everything possible to stay away from him. Chores kept her busy most of the day, but she wouldn't even sit and have lunch with him. He had to eat alone in the kitchen. Twice, Rave came to cook lunch for the guests, but Scott still felt like an outsider.

      

      Telling himself the weekend would give him a much-needed respite from Jillian's seductive presence, he braked the car at the red light on South Claiborne Avenue. It would also give him the chance to put the final touches on the proposal for the contract in Memphis, a deal all but sealed.

      Yet the disappointment Jillian hadn't wanted him to stay with her tonight to give her a hand couldn't be denied and slightly quelled his anticipation for doing the important paperwork. Neither could he deny he had a very long weekend facing him until Monday when he saw Jillian again. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      "Tell him to order the cabinets from Italy, Jilly."

      "Yeah, right, Rave!" 

      Marley's laughter tinkled the air. "Where's she supposed to get the money for that?"

      The three of them stood in the kitchen of the Breakfast Nook. One hour had gone by since Kayla’s phone call. But Jillian had to pull herself out of her befuddlement to attend her guests, so she'd rushed to the phone, called to check on Lucy, but couldn't reach her. Slamming the phone back on the receiver and wondering what to do, she called Marley and shouted one word into the receiver, "Help!"

      Within a half-hour, Marley arrived with her and Howard's seven-month-old son in tow. A little while after that, Rave arrived, carrying his make-up case and evening's attire. Since he didn't have to be at his gig until midnight, he came over to help out when he didn't see Lucy's car.

      Now, with the baby asleep in his playpen in Jillian's living quarters, she stood with Rave and Marley cleaning lettuce and talking about Scott, a subject she wasn't quite sure how they got on.

      "Well, Marley, tell me how else is she supposed to keep him here when he's working so fast?"

      "Why would I want to keep him here?"

      

      Rave rolled his eyes in exasperation. "Jilly, girl, please! Why wouldn't you want to keep him here? He seems your type, and anyone who knows you can see how smitten—"

      Marley's pinch and warning look interrupted him. She patted Jillian's arm, then brushed off the small piece of lettuce left there. "Did I comment on how nice the kitchen looks?"

      "Not really," Jillian mumbled, glaring at Rave. He gave her an unrepentant shrug. "I'm really thrilled at how it’s turning out."

      "Scott Martin is doing a wonderful job," Marley said. "He sounds like a nice guy."

      "See?" Rave inserted. "Now maybe you'll listen to me."

      "Hush, Rave," Marley scolded, using the tone she chastised her kids with. "Is he married?"

      Stalking away from the counter, Jillian went to the double-sided sink and sat the colander in with a firm thunk. "Marley, please! Not you too. After what Douglas did to me I'll never trust another man again!"

      "Is he married?" Marley repeated in slow tones.

      "I won't have either one of you playing matchmaker for me. You got that, Marley Gibson?” At Marley's nod, Jillian turned to Rave. "Raveno?"

      "Anything you say, honey," Rave said sweetly.

      "Sure, Jilly," Marley agreed. She looked at Rave and winked. "Is he cute?"

      Jillian leaned against the counter. "Gorgeous," she said with a huge sigh. "And yes, he is married."

      "The heck you say!" Rave shouted, coming to stand next to her and dumping his shredded lettuce on top of hers. "Who told you that lie?"

      "No one," Jillian answered sharply. "Scott says he isn't married."

      Following the same process as Rave, Marley combined her lettuce with the pile already in the sink and frowned at Jillian. "But you don't believe him?"

      

      "No."

      "Well, does he act married?" Marley asked gently.

      "How does one act married, Marley?"

      "Let's see," Rave began, scratching his beard. "We don't give out our home phone numbers, unless we're stupid or crazy. We wear a wedding ring.” He fanned the finger in question beneath Jillian's nose, displaying the thick gold band proudly. "We talk about the wife, and leave a number where we can be reached; we get phone calls from her at this number at least once a day reminding us to bring something home or drop something off. And we generally don't go around saying we're not married when we are! Get a grip, Jillian Riley."

      Jillian walked dejectedly to her table and sat down. Barely a month had passed since Douglas left her in a lurch. She certainly wasn't ready for another relationship, and her trust in men had been irreparably shaken. Scott, however, seemed somehow different. He said he wasn't married, yet he wore a wedding ring, which he claimed was his father’s. If the ring hadn’t been proof enough, he had talked about his wife. About Kayla, who had called there trying to reach Scott, with all the rights and possessiveness of a wife. Was Scott amongst the men who toyed with emotions for kicks? Like Douglas?

      She didn't want to talk about it anymore. She didn't want Rave and Marley to see how battered her emotions felt, how confused she was.

      Determined to change the subject and ignore her feelings about Scott, she stood. "We need to finish the meal. Dinner's for eight."

      "That's two and a half hours away, Jilly."

      Jillian nodded at Rave, wishing she hadn't told Scott to leave. But he had a family who needed him at home. "Guys, I can't say it enough. You're lifesavers," she said, going to the refrigerator.

      "You can't keep this up," Marley said. "You can't run this place alone."

      "Marley, don't tell her that," Rave snapped.

      

      "Yeah, Marley, please don't say that," Jillian told her, the blast of cold air from the refrigerator hitting her full-force when she pulled the door opened. "I have to run this place. I can't shut it down. I'll lose everything and I refuse to let that happen."

      "Besides, this is your dream," Rave said.

      "Yes, it is," Jillian whispered. "And I'll not give up my dream that easily."

      "I know," Marley responded with sympathy. "What about your parents?"

      At Jillian's mutinous look, Marley smiled sheepishly.

      "I'm sorry for bringing that up and I'm sorry for the way I sounded, but it's just so unfair."

      "It certainly is. But unfair or not, I can't keep calling you two to bail me out every time I get into a tight spot.” Jillian found the bag of flour and sat it on the counter. “And I won’t call my parents. I refuse to.”

      "Don't worry about it. I'll never let you down if I can help it. I had to bring Little Howie with me because there was no one to care for him on such short notice."

      "Yeah, honey, and you know I love to cook," Rave inserted. "Besides, you didn't ask me to come over. I did so on my own."

      "What about the girls, Marley?" Jillian asked. "Who's taking care of them?"

      "They're at dancing school. Howard usually gets them on his way home. I left him a note telling him where I'll be."

      

      She needed a job. With that thought pounding through her, Jillian loaded onions, tomatoes, bell peppers, and fresh parsley on the counter, then closed the refrigerator door. Afterward, she went to the cabinet nearest the stove and pulled out the olive oil. Visions of her refurbished kitchen danced in her head. Scott would finish his job and tell her goodbye. Suppose he was her soulmate and she was passing up the chance of a lifetime? Maybe Rave had the right idea. Maybe she should order her cabinets from Italy or some equally faraway place, to give her the chance to get to know Scott better.

      "Why don't you call Howard and tell him to come over here to eat and feed the kids? That way, he needn't bother fixing them dinner."

      "Nice gesture, Jill. But as you well know, the girls are rather rambunctious. I think you need as much stability as you can get at the moment," Marley said, just as the baby let out a wail. "Uh-oh."

      "Stay there, honey," Rave said with a wave of his hand. "I'll see to him."

      "Thanks," Marley said. 

      She had the utmost confidence in Rave because he had quieted both the girls and the baby on many occasions. As usual, within moments, Rave's baritone voice could be heard singing a lullaby. 

      "Exactly what is on the menu tonight, Jilly?"

      "Shrimp Creole, garlic bread, green salad, or slice roast beast, steamed asparagus, parslied potatoes, and sliced grilled tomatoes."

      "Okay, let's start with the roast beast. Hopefully, when it's done, it'll turn into roast beef. While I prepare that, you can clean the shrimp. Don't worry. We'll make it in time for dinner."

      Fifteen minutes later, Rave returned to the kitchen and the three of them worked to the eleventh hour preparing the food, setting the two dining room tables, and seating the guests. After which, they waited on and served each of the sixteen people in attendance for the meal.

      

      Lively chatter filled the room, coupled with relaxing music filtered in from speakers built into the wall. Candlelight cast a soft glow about the room and sweetened the scent of the fresh flowers in antique vases on the tables. At some point, Rave excused himself to start preparing for his gig, and Marley went to feed the baby, leaving Jillian alone to deal with her guests.

      Pushing aside the thought to telephone Scott and ask him would he come and help her tomorrow, Jillian grimaced at her wayward thinking. She would never call and interrupt his time with his family. 

      With a sigh, she stood back and watched her guests enjoy themselves and the food her friends had labored over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      "Have a safe trip, Mr. and Mrs. Peters.” Scott slammed the trunk door down on the departing couple's Buick Regal.

      Mrs. Peters pressed a bill into his palm and smiled around the wad of pink bubblegum in her mouth. "Thank you, young man. The service has been excellent. We'll be sure to tell our friends.” Blowing out a rubbery bubble and popping it, she held out a liver-spotted hand to Jillian. "Miss Riley, it's been a pleasure, child. This young man you hired is so polite. My gracious! But, until next time, goodbye to you both."

      "Thank you, Mrs. Peters," Jillian responded. "Goodbye.” 

      She and Scott watched as Mr. Peters maneuvered the car into oncoming traffic.

      A honk and a vicious shout told how irate the other driver was as he screeched to a halt. Mr. Peters stuck his hand out the window and waved to Jillian, either unaware or uncaring of his near accident.

      "I'm glad I'm not on the road today," Jillian murmured. The car crept out of sight and she shivered.

      "The young man you hired?" Scott mimicked with a smirk.

      Jillian laughed, a sound Scott had waited the entire weekend to hear. He’d spent his weekend listening to Timmy praise Kayla. Scott had had no idea Timmy felt the way he did about her. Maybe Timmy’s feelings toward Kayla were growing because she kept gifting him with things. She’d come around again Saturday with more toys for him. 

      Scott smiled at Jillian. Their less-than-cordial parting wasn't mentioned, which suited him just fine. He didn't like arguing with her.

      "Don't take offense," she said, starting for the house. "I did hire you, after all."

      "Yeah, but as a contractor," Scott rebuffed, following her into the cool house. "Not as a porter, a cook, a maid, and a garage attendant."

      "Are you complaining? You just got a tip for your efforts."

      

      He would also get to stay around Jillian longer for his efforts. He had already been here an hour and he had yet to pick up a nail.

      "How much did you get anyway?"

      Scott spread the bill open. "A twenty-dollar bill. This job does have its rewards!” Such as the smile on Jillian's tempting mouth and the pleasure softening her expressive eyes. When he'd walked in this morning, she'd been nursing her disappointment at burning her scrambled eggs. Rave, nursing a hangover, had already seen to the guests, but Jillian insisted on doing her own breakfast, determined to master cooking. "When is Lucy coming back?"

      Jillian blew out a frustrated sigh. "Lucy called me yesterday and told me she'd gotten a full-time job and won't be coming back. Three couples checked out this morning. Their rooms need cleaning because three more couples are due later today. But I have to prepare the meals for the seven other couples still in residence."

      With Lucy's resignation, Jillian's hope for getting outside employment disintegrated. She couldn't afford to hire someone to take care of the inn while she went to work.

      Crooking his finger beneath her delicate chin, Scott searched her face. He wanted to ask her why she didn't hire additional help. Her business seemed to be thriving. But instead of saying anything, instead of walking away from her and going to the kitchen, he bent his head and brushed her lips with his own. He reminded himself they were in the foyer with the door stretched open for all the world and Rave to see. However, Scott's common sense and his reasoning fled at the feel of her.

      

      Crushing her to him, he claimed her lips, exploring her warm recesses with a surprising urgency. Even more surprising was her tantalizing response to him as she closed her eyes. She wrapped her arms around his neck and matched every kiss he gave her. Her body curving into his own, she caressed his back, his shoulders, the sensitive spot at the nape of his neck. Her fingers left a trail of fire, of need, coursing through his blood.

      Jillian lost herself in the wildness of the moment and the recklessness of the kiss. She responded to the raw passion Scott evoked within her. When she rubbed her fingertips against his stubbled cheek, the firm hair set off another whirl of sensations within her. Deepening the kiss, she sighed, her heart pounding. Scott's arousal pressed against her and her body responded with a need of its own.

      "Scott, please," she whispered, throwing her head back as he trailed kisses down the column of her throat.

      "Please, what?" 

      Jillian's eyes flew open. She pushed against him and Scott stopped, looked at her in surprise. His light brown eyes were liquid with desire and it took a moment before he seemed to realize her mood had changed from abandon to horror.

      Slamming the door shut, she ran away from him, heat staining her cheeks. Please what indeed! What was she thinking?

      "Jillian!"

      She refused to answer. Scott pounded across the floor behind her, his work boots banging against the hard wood.

      "Jillian, wait a minute!" Scott called. "Dammit! I'm sorry. I was out of line. Do you want me to leave?"

      Those words halted her at the door to her apartment. She faced him, looked into his eyes, and saw the regret of unsated desire, the confusion. He was showing himself to be a very kind, unselfish man. But how could she tell him how afraid she was? Or she knew he had lied about not being married. What kind of two-timing jerk was he? Knowing what she did, what kind of hussy was she? She couldn’t cast aspersions on Scott for doing the same thing she did. With her actions, she was helping him to betray his wife.

      At this point, she was afraid of more than just her feelings. She was afraid for her business and didn’t need emotions complicating matters.

      

      She couldn't even hire the help she needed because of the repairs she was having done. Howard had given her a reprieve on her mortgage, but she had other bills due just as important. More immediate, was the food and beverage deliveries. For all the work she was doing, she might still lose the Breakfast Nook. And for all of her denials to the contrary, she doubted Scott was married. Yet it made it easier for her not to have to deal with her emotions to believe he was. Just as it made it harder for her to accept she'd kissed him, while encouraging her belief of his wedded state. 

      "Do you want me to leave?"

      "No, but there has to be an understanding between us," Jillian said, her voice hoarse with emotion. "We can't let that happen again."

      "You're right," Scott agreed. "I promise it won't."

      Feeling some modicum of control returning, Jillian searched for something to alleviate the awkward moment, but found nothing. However, Scott rescued her.

      "I'm going out to my van for a couple of minutes. Then, if you don't mind, I'd like to help you with your chores."

      "Thank you. I'd like that."
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      For twenty minutes, Scott sat in his van, cursing his impulsive act and still feeling the effects of having Jillian in his arms. She had made her disinterest quite clear. And even if she had been, he still wasn't. He would help her as much as he could, and maybe when there weren't as many currents crackling between them, he could ask her about why she didn't hire extra help. He understood her need for a time pay plan, but now he was beginning to wonder if her situation wasn't worse than she was willing to admit.

      

      He remembered the twenty-dollar bill stuffed in his pocket, and smiled. He didn't want to keep the money. It wasn't his intent to receive such exorbitant tips from Jillian's guests, no matter how nice they found him. He only wanted to help Jillian. So how could he give the money to her without offending her? Or at the least let her enjoy some of it? An idea formed in his mind, and he smiled.

      Besides, what he had in mind would be too much of a family affair. Wouldn't it?
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      For the next two days, Scott put aside his work to help Jillian with the inn and her guests. Together, they cleaned the rooms, cooked, and saw to the guests' comfort. Now, at almost one o'clock, they reached the kitchen where Jillian hurried to put on a pot of coffee. She forced away thoughts of his personal life and enjoyed him.

      "You're my guest now. Have a seat and I'll serve you some coffee and cake."

      Scott slid a chair from under the table and straddled it. "Scrumptious idea. And for such a nice gesture, how would you like to join me and Timmy for a snowball later on? I can afford it. I saved a certain big tip I received a couple of days ago."

      Jillian smiled. "Thanks, Scott, but I can't. I don't think that would be appropriate."

      "Sorry, Jillian," Scott put in, his eyes twinkling. "I won't take no for an answer. And who said it wasn't appropriate for an employee to buy his employer a snowball? I do it all the time for one employee."

      After the kiss they had shared, a snowball should have been the least of her worries. "But, Scott—"

      "It's not like I'm asking you for a date, Jillian," Scott said irritably. "I'm a nice guy and I can be trusted. Besides, if you have misgivings about me, Timmy will be along the whole time."

      

      Pouring the coffee into two mugs, then cutting two slices of Rave's chocolate cake, she pulled out a chair and joined Scott at the table. All she wanted was her kitchen remodeled and her business saved. But Scott came with household skills that made her want to believe in mankind again—more to the point in men again. Was his invitation a subtle flirtatious expression? Or just an innocent act of kindness?

      She took a sip of her coffee and watched out of the corner of her eye as Scott tasted the cake. Since she'd met him she'd barely had time to grieve over her shattered life. What harm could there be in accepting his offer, especially since Timmy would be there. Scott probably took the little boy along on many such occasions. But it would just be so family-like, and she would be the outsider, watching a man with his son and wondering about his wife.

      "Well?" Scott asked impatiently. "Are you joining us?"

      "Of course, I'll join you," Jillian finally said. For once, she would trust her instincts fully and not second-guess herself. "I just don't want to take any more time away from your work.” She tasted the cake, and lowered her eyes. "I know you're anxious to get to your next job."

      "Actually, Jilly," Scott began.

      Warmth curled around her insides. Rave and Marley called her Jilly all the time, but Scott made it sound as if he had exclusive use of the shortened name. She met his gaze and the uncertainty she found there gave her pause. It also made her listen more closely to the conversation.

      "I've been thinking. If it's all right with you, I can work a few hours in the evenings after dinner is served, and from nine to twelve on Saturdays and Sundays. In which case, I can always give you a hand on weekday mornings."

      A lump formed in Jillian's throat, and she took a hearty sip of coffee to swallow the emotion. Her eyes misted and she turned her head, not wanting Scott to see her cry.

      

      She cleared her throat. "W-why are you doing this, Scott? You certainly have gone above and beyond the call of duty. You’ve neglected your own affairs for me. And the snowballs, I-I..."

      Regarding her momentarily as her voice trailed off, Scott realized Jillian was fighting back tears. He sincerely wished he knew the story behind her courageous struggle to keep the inn afloat. Beyond his admiration for her determination, why did he feel the need to take time away from Timmy to help her? Because of the untimely and tragic demise of his parents he'd decided never to marry or have children, and he didn't want to lead Jillian on. But she appeared to reject any burgeoning feelings she might have for him, which left him relatively safe from any entanglements he didn't want. He would, however, continue to offer his assistance as long as she accepted it.

      Immediately, Scott realized he was entering the danger zone. Jillian was so damned adorable he could hardly restrain himself from taking her into his arms again and kissing her senseless!

      He finished his coffee, and took another bite of his cake. "Jillian, it's none of my affair, but it's pretty obvious you're in a bind and could use all the assistance you can get. It's certainly my pleasure to aid a lady in distress. So I'll have no more objections from you. As for our outing, you need some relaxation. Besides, I would never neglect my business affairs. I have very competent people working for me. And Kayla is super wonderful. I trust her implicitly."

      Jillian forced a smile. "All right. I guess I've been bullied into going. Thanks for asking, Scott. I truly would be delighted to go. Um, by the way, Kayla called for you a few days ago,” Jillian said, as nonchalantly as possible, determined to keep her jealousy at bay. “I told her you had already left. I suppose, by now, you know what she wanted.”

      “Sure do. Kay is a bright spot in my life, I don’t know what Timmy and I would do without her.”

      Jillian lowered her eyes. “We all manage somehow,” she said miserably.

      Scott didn’t seem to notice. “Yeah, we pick up the pieces and manage somehow.”

      The wistful sound in his voice caught Jillian’s attention and she regarded him with curiosity. Their gazes met. As if to will away some unseen fog, he shook his head. Suddenly, he smiled, his cheeriness back intact.

      “Did I understand you to say you would be delighted to accompany Timmy and me to the park?”

      “Yes.” Jillian’s confusion ran rampant at Scott’s behavior, her heart racing, her emotions wanting. “Yes,” she repeated. “I would be delighted.”

      "Good. I thought I could get you to see things my way.” He went and poured himself more coffee, then returned to his seat. "When school lets out, we'll get Timmy, go to the park for an hour, and get some snowballs."

      "I have the honeymoon couple who Rave recommended. They'll be coming in at six, Scott, so maybe we had better make it only half an hour."

      Scott nodded. "I'm coming back this evening to take down some cabinets. Would you mind if I brought Timmy back here with us?"

      "I'd expect it," Jillian said. "Since I'm cutting his time short with you."

      

      "You're so understanding.” 

      Flashing her a devastating smile, Scott dug into the remainder of his chocolate cake. Jillian drew in a calming breath. It was all she could do to keep her heart inside its rightful place. Suddenly, she found herself wishing Scott would always be there for her, but as she watched him take his ring out of his pocket and slide it back onto his fingers, she knew that dream could never come true. He had Kayla. The bright spot in his life.
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      A warm breeze rustled the leaves on the verdant old oaks and flowering magnolia trees growing in abundance at the snowball stand located in City Park near Harrison Avenue and Marconi Drive. Scott watched from his place in the line as Jillian and Timmy played catch ball. Each time she threw the ball at his little brother, the black knit top she wore moved with her. When she positioned her body the way some famous pitchers in the league did, Scott's thoughts went where they had no business going. She wasn't interested, and he refused to waste time trying to change her mind, because he wasn't interested either. He had Timmy to think about. He shuddered to think what would have become of Timmy had he not been old enough to care for him.

      The long line finally lessened and Scott dragged his gaze away from the sight of Jillian and Timmy, to place their order, nearly twenty-five minutes after they arrived.

      

      "Three snowballs, please," he said to the dark-haired young man through the opened order counter. "One spearmint, one black cherry, and one orange."

      Completing the sale, Scott gingerly took the treats and stepped out of the way so the next person could move to the window.

      "Scott!” Timmy nearly knocked him over as he rushed up to him carrying the softball. "Jillian knows how to play catch as good as you, and she's only a girl!"

      "Only a girl, am I?" Jillian said with laughter. "Who's been teaching you such chauvinist nonsense? Surely not your father?"

      "Certainly not his father!" Scott said indignantly, balancing the cold snowballs. Jillian rescued him from possible disaster when she took first Timmy's orange-flavored snowball and handed it to him, then got her own black cherry one and took a big bite from it. "Son, you and I are going to have a little chat. Some girls know how to do almost everything men can do. Although some of them never learn to cook!” He winked at Timmy.

      Her eyes danced and merriment flushed her pretty features as she playfully slapped his arm. 

      "That, Timmy, is so those girls don't become a slave to the kitchen, indulging their spouses' appetites."

      Scott rolled his eyes, feigning disgust. "I'm sure Timmy understood that," he said as they started for the van.

      "Well," Jillian began. She shrugged her dainty shoulders. "You can explain it to him when he's older."

      "That should be an interesting lesson, Jill. A day I can't wait for.” They reached the vehicle and Scott opened the doors on the passenger side. "Okay gang, let's roll. Climb aboard, Timmy, and buckle up," he instructed. Timmy did as he was told and Scott closed the back door.

      

      After Jillian secured herself in her seat, Scott closed her door, tempering the insane urge to haul her into his arms and kiss her, and ignoring how complete Jillian made him feel, both as a man and a caregiver to his little brother. He found himself amazed at how well Timmy had taken to Jillian, even more so than to Kayla. Kayla played ball with Timmy on occasion. But Kayla was just a good friend. He knew she would always be a friend to him and Timmy. However, he wished for something more with Jillian. 

       Since taking over the care of the child, he'd dated other women from time to time, but Timmy usually kept his distance—as did the women. The women he'd dated knew it wasn't going to be a lasting relationship with him. Maybe that was why they'd kept their distance from the child. Or maybe Scott had decided to back away because Timmy hadn't cottoned to them. Whatever the reason, he realized he hadn't thought twice about asking Jillian out and bringing Timmy along.

      Finishing off his snowball with big bites, then throwing the container into the trash bin, Scott got into the driver's side and started the engine. Within minutes, they were cruising back to the inn.

      Exhilaration lifted Jillian's spirits, awakened her senses, and made her ignore the ring on Scott's finger. For the moment, the weight of her problems at the inn was lifted from her shoulders, the mistrust she used to shield herself from any more hurt forgotten.

      She hadn't played catch-ball in years and while Scott represented a continued threat to her peace of mind, Timmy served as a delightful bundle of energy. Jillian enjoyed this time with Scott and his son more than she thought she would. Contrary to her belief Timmy would resent her intrusion on his time with his father, or mind his mother wasn't there, it was just the opposite. He seemed to revel in the attention she gave him.

      Jillian sidled a glance at Scott. If he wasn't married, who was Kayla? Scott made no secret of his fondness for her. Jillian’s dilemma would be solved, if only she had the courage to ask him. 

      Ask him what? Hadn’t he already told her he wasn’t married? What kind of prying idiot would he think she was if she asked him again about his personal affairs? He’d get the impression she wanted to make a play for him. 

      Don’t play, girl. You know you do.

      Life was mysterious and wonderful, but so damn complicated. She was haunted by her disastrous affair with Douglas. As a result, she built up all kinds of roadblocks against any other meaningful relationship. She would have to stop pigeonholing every minute detail of Scott’s life. In spite of what she thought of his life.

      Nevertheless, she wondered why he seemed to have no problem with the little boy calling him 'Scott' instead of dad.

      

      Only Scott had the answers to her questions, but she doubted she would ever ask him. She had other things to concern herself with. Rave's friends, the honeymooners, would arrive this evening, and her produce and meat deliveries should be here by the time she returned. Monday she'd sent in a partial payment, which, she hoped, was enough to allow for this weekend's delivery.

      Still deep in thought, she barely noticed when Scott turned off Carrollton Avenue and into the driveway. She strained her neck to see how many cars were there, but couldn't tell. The side of the house blocked her vision. She prayed the guests had maneuvered their cars successfully. Since Douglas's departure, she'd also taken on the job of parking attendant. The yellow-bellied reptile. If she ever saw him again...a myriad of ways to torture him crossed her mind.

      "All right, guys," Scott said. "Everybody out. There's work to do."

      Her heart swelling with gratitude to Scott for his help, Jillian exited the van, then waited for Timmy to get out. Taking his hand in hers and putting the backpack he handed to her on her shoulder, she went into her living quarters.

      "Timmy, I have a friend with kids, who comes over here every Saturday and Sunday, and I have lots of videos for them to see. Would you like to watch any?"

      "Oh boy!" Timmy chimed. "Can I pick one myself?"

      "May I," Scott said as he walked into the apartment. He frowned. "May you what?"

      "Look at some videos, Scott," Timmy answered, his eyes alive with childish fervor, his lips still orange from his long-ago-devoured snowball.

      "Scott," Jillian began, setting Timmy's school sack down. "Wait—"

      "Sure you can, son," Scott interrupted. "Jillian and I don't want you bored while we're taking care of the folks at the inn."

      "Thanks, Scott!" Timmy said, as he raced toward the inn. "I need to pee!"

      

      "Slow down, pal," Scott called as the child disappeared from sight, scratching his head to cover his embarrassment at Timmy's manners. He smiled sheepishly at Jillian, the glare she gave him quite appropriate.

      "Scott," Jillian said with reproach. She went to her sitting room where she kept her television. Three polished wooden shelves loaded with video tapes lined the almond-colored walls. "How could you?"

      "What?" he asked, ignorant of his "crime". "What's going on, Jillian? What do you disapprove of now?"

      She pulled down three Disney movies, her movements stilted with annoyance. "You!" she snapped. "I asked Timmy if he wanted to watch the tapes, but I hadn't intended to let him see any until after he did his schoolwork, assuming he had schoolwork."

      Scott's jaw dropped opened as he realized how remiss he'd been. Mrs. Benson always saw to Timmy's schoolwork. He attended PTA meetings, and did father-and-son things with Timmy, but just to sit and do lessons with him just didn't happen.

      Most of the time, Scott found himself coming home right at Timmy's bedtime, or after he had already gone to bed.

      "I'll bet his mother wouldn't forget such an important task," Jillian grumbled.

      Feeling guilty for forgetting Timmy's schoolwork, Jillian's words made anger rise within him. He should have walked out and cooled off or at least recognized the harmlessness of Jillian's statement. "You're out of line, Miss Riley, but you're right. Timmy's mother would have remembered. If she were here," he added through clenched teeth. "She was the best mother any little boy could ask for, and deserved a place in heaven for the care she gave to both of us. There's no one who could ever take her place, certainly not me, and I'll thank you never to make that comparison again."

      

      Her eyes widened at his furious tone. He regretted his words immediately seeing the hurt glittering within the chocolate depths. She ran past him and Timmy as he walked in. Scott felt like a total bastard. In spite of all her problems, she'd still taken an interest in Timmy. What did he do in return for her, except make her efforts seem unappreciated and her friendship unwelcomed?

      "What's wrong with Jillian, Scott?" 

      His brother's confusion only added to his regret.

      "Nothing, son," Scott answered, chastened. He forced cheer into his voice. "Nothing at all. As a matter of fact, she's a pretty sharp lady. She reminded me of your schoolwork."

      "Aww, man!"

      At Timmy's crestfallen expression, Scott laughed. "You little scoundrel. You weren't going to mention your homework to me, were you?"

      "When we got home, I was," Timmy admitted. "But I thought maybe you and Jillian could watch a movie with me, like families do.” He hung his head. "Sorry, Scott."

      A man who had only cried twice in his adult life—at his father's funeral, then at his mother's—Scott felt the urge to do so just then at Timmy's soft words. Maybe he wasn't being fair to Timmy by vowing never to get married and thereby denying the boy a mother's love.

      He led Timmy to Jillian's aqua and beige loveseat, where overstuffed pillows invited relaxation. Several blue pillar candles were scattered about the room in shiny brass holders. Frilly panels allowed sunshine to flow through, and the view of the garden served to fuel the imagination.

      Sitting Timmy on his lap, Scott ruffled the seven-year-old's hair. "Listen, sport, you realize Jillian and I are just friends?"

      The sound of a car's screeching tires and a muffled yell to slow down—which sounded suspiciously like Rave's voice—intruded upon the quiet serenity of the moment.

      

      "Yeah, I do, but she's real nice, and friends watch movies together. Remember, me, you, and Floyd watched Hercules on video?"

      Did he remember! He remembered the globs of caramel everywhere as he tried to whip up the caramel treats his mother used to make for him and his friends; he remembered being so tired the next morning because he'd allowed the seven-year-olds to stay up half the night and he'd had work Saturday morning; and he remembered the set of broken water glasses because Timmy and Floyd had decided to play football in the dining room. Ever since then, he'd served them with plastic cups.

      "I remember, but Jillian is real busy."

      "I know, but maybe if you asked her—"

      "I'll ask her, but first I have to apologize to her.” Scott moved Timmy aside and stood. "In the meantime, start your homework. Okay, pal?"

      "Okay, Scott."

      Once Timmy began his homework promised to keep him occupied for at a half hour, Scott went to the kitchen, expecting to find Jillian. 

      Instead, Rave stood there, holding the cordless phone to his ear, a thunderous expression on his face. Even the tiny pink rollers in his hair and the cold cream on his nose didn't mask his fury. 

      "Yeah and a pleasant good afternoon to you too, you son-of-a-dog!" Rave said, as he zapped the phone off and slammed it on the counter, hard.

      "Rave, what’s going on?" Scott asked. "Where's Jillian?"

      "What's going on?" Rave snarled. "I'll tell you. Melba just found out she's two months pregnant and is already demanding I change professions. But that's not what has me so teed off. I can deal with Melba. It's Jilly's food supplier. He has refused to honor their contract because of a little thing like money! I have a dire need to find Weizel and stick my foot in his a—"

      

      "Calm down," Scott said as level-headed as possible. Someone needed to stay poised for now. "Where's Jillian?"

      "Jillian is racing to the supermarket because the SOB refused to deliver tonight, and now she has a houseful of guests with nothing to feed them for dinner. I swear I have this murderous urge to sink my foot right in the rear of his family jewels!"
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      Jillian barely saw the yellow caution light change to red. Blinded by tears, she just managed to put on her brakes to stop her Honda. She'd been feeling the need to cry ever since Scott had demanded she butt out. In essence, she had no place in his life. How could she when she would never measure up to Timmy's mother? Wherever Kayla, the erstwhile model of motherhood, was. Jillian hadn't thought her day could get any worse. Then, she'd gone into the kitchen and found the note from Weizel, her food man. It was simple enough. No money. No food.

      She should have known better than to trust him. He was Douglas's friend, after all, who should have changed his name from Weizel to Weasel. Even after she'd called him, swallowed her pride for the sake of the Breakfast Nook's continued existence and pleaded with him not to do this to her, he hadn't been moved. Finally, she handed the phone to Rave and ran out the door. Time was wasting and her guests would soon be arriving to eat.

      Suddenly, Scott’s words seeped into her brain. He’d spoken of Timmy’s mother in the past tense! Had she died? Jillian must have misunderstood his meaning. Scott couldn’t be a widower. Could he? He was so angry. She hadn’t meant to dredge up old hurts. Maybe, he wasn’t presently married as he’d told her. Maybe, he was only honoring Timmy’s mother, or her memory, by continuing to wear his wedding ring.

      Then, just who was Kayla?

      Drawing in an anguished breath, Jillian realized she’d created an aura of mystery around Scott. She’d asked him was he married and she hadn’t believed his answer. The mystery she’d created around him would be solved easier if she summoned the courage to ask him about himself. No, if she summoned the courage to believe the answers he gave her.

      Yet, his vehemence a little while ago, cut so deeply, she’d wanted to leave his presence before she started weeping. At the moment, she fought harder than ever to keep her tears at bay. She was hardly able to deal with both Scott and her food crisis at the same time. 

      The light turned green and she zoomed off, cringing as she thought about the honeymoon couple. They should have been arriving to medium-priced champagne and chocolate covered strawberries, along with a dozen red roses. Instead, they'd be lucky to get Spam sandwiches.

      Her food problem taking precedence for now, Jillian pressed her foot harder on the accelerator, and noticed her speed had reached sixty. Her credit cards were maxed, but she would have to dip into the money she'd set aside for her mortgage. Somehow, she would catch up. After all, she still had about sixty days left before her first installment was due to Howie's bank. Her life had become a tangled web, and her unrequited feelings for Scott weren't helping matters.

      She swiped away her tears, her racing problems not helping to stem the flow of water leaking from her eyes, wishing for the first time in years she had her mother to lend her support. The sound of the siren and the blue and red flashing lights reflecting through her rearview mirror only added insult to her host of other injuries.

      Gliding the car to a stop, Jillian told herself to get control of her emotions. She would calmly explain to the police officer her problem and ask him to let her off with a warning.

      Jillian rolled down the window just as the blue-uniformed officer reached her car.

      "Your license, ma'am."

      He had kind eyes, with salt-and pepper hair. She gave him a watery smile, her eyes burning and her throat aching as she leashed her tears with determination. "Officer," she began.

      "Your license," he said again.

      Jillian bit down on her lip. Okay, so maybe he wouldn't be as easy to convince. "I have to get it out of my purse," she mumbled.

      Fishing through her purse, she pulled out her wallet, then handed him her license.

      Without glancing down at her identification, he gave her a reproachful look. "You realize you were doing sixty-one and a half in a thirty-five-mile zone?"

      "Sir, I can explain. You see, I own the Breakfast Nook and I just found out the food for my guests didn't come in. Dinner's in a couple of hours, and I needed to get to the supermarket to buy the groceries and—"

      "You're driving around with an expired license," he said in a military-style voice. If he’d heard one word she’d spoken, seeing her expired license ruined everything.

      Fine. Jail sentence. And just plain and simple bedlam and chaos were a few of the words that crossed Jillian's mind at the officer's accusation. An expired license? She had forgotten all about seeing to her driver's license, which must have expired a month ago, on her birthday.

      With a defeated moan, she closed her eyes and leaned her head against the headrest. "Sir, I'm so sorry. There's no excuse for that. But please, I usually don't speed and—"

      "Well, it only takes one time for you to get caught, now doesn't it?" he asked, in a kinder tone. "You realize I could haul you off to lockup for this?"

      Jillian nodded, the fear curling around her insides drying her mouth.

      "Be grateful I'm letting you off with only a ticket."

      After that statement, he wrote the ticket in question in short order, handed her expired license back to her, got in his cruiser, and sped off. Jillian rested her head on the steering wheel, a lump forming in her throat. She faced a bitter battle if she expected to save her inn.

      Bleak with dismay and misery, she sat up. Just as she was about to pull onto the road once more, Scott's van stopped behind her.

      Pulling down the car's visor and opening the attached mirror and seeing her red-rimmed eyes, even redder nose, and pale cheeks, she groaned. She really didn't feel like dealing with Scott's pity at the moment, and she didn't need a genie to know Rave told him everything. The thought to pull off crossed her mind, but before she could act, Scott was knocking on the window of the passenger side door.

      Popping the door lock from the driver's side, Jillian turned her face to her window and stared out at the passing cars. She wouldn't look at Scott if she could help herself. Apparently, he’d overcome his anger at her.

      "What are you doing parked on the side of the road?"

      "I was here getting a ticket," she answered coolly, her gaze fastened to the cars turning into the drive-up window at Popeye’s. "But since the police officer did his job so thoroughly, I'm here because I saw you pull up behind me."

      "How fast were you going?"

      "Sixty-one and a half miles."

      "That is pretty damned fast, Jillian, for a city street," Scott reprimanded. "You could have been killed or you could have killed someone else."

      The same police officer who gave her the ticket pulled his car into the parking lot of the fast food restaurant. "You're not my father, Scott. Don't ever think to take his place. After all, he was the best father any girl could ever ask for. No one could take his place. Remember that!” She flung his same hurtful words back at her.

      However, Scott was right, and she was being petty. But who cared? Had he cared how much his words hurt her? Had Douglas cared about the financial strait he left her in? What did Weizel feel he'd left her to be a laughingstock in front of her guests?

      She waited for Scott to explode from the car and slam the door in his haste to get away from her. The feel of his hand on her shoulder came as an unexpected surprise. An electrifying shudder coursed through her and she froze. She didn't dare move a muscle. If she did, she might very well melt in his arms.

      "I'm sorry," he whispered hoarsely. "I should never have told you what I did. Or, at least, I should have said what I did in a different way."

      Blinking to control her approaching tears, she still refused to look at him. "It's okay, Scott," she said in a trembly voice. ""I was out of line."

      "Jillian, please look at me."

      The small degree of sensuality in his voice captivated her. As much as she wanted to deny his request, deny how much his apology meant to her and how much his presence soothed her, she couldn't. Turning her head, she found him watching her, his own eyes vulnerable and searching. It must have cost him to say what he had, no matter how deserving she was of the apology. But looking at him and seeing the intensity in his light brown eyes, she didn't doubt his sincerity for one moment.

      Before she could say anything else, he pressed his lips to hers, shattering her composure yet again. Tingles rippled through her being, and she absorbed the taste of his kiss like the taste of fine wine. Sighing softly, she closed her eyes, her senses swirling. But the kiss was brief, too brief, and when it ended it took Jillian a moment to realize it had.

      Heat flaming her cheeks, her eyes flew opened.

      "Your words of apology were sufficient."

      The serious facade gone from his face, Scott laughed softly. "That was part of the apology."

      "That was a kiss!" Jillian argued, shaken by his kiss, upset he didn't seem to feel more. "Read my lips, if you have a hearing problem. I'm sorry! Did you notice the difference? I'm sorry in no way resembles a kiss!"

      Scott folded his arms across his muscled chest. "You say I'm sorry your way, and I'll say it my way. Now," he said, changing the subject. "Stop arguing and let's get to the Marketplace so we can go and serve the guests."

      The speeding ticket shoved in her purse came to mind. "What about the ticket?"

      "Don't worry about it. We'll take care of it."

      "Did I tell you I was ticketed also for driving with an expired license."

      "No," Scott answered grimly. After a moment, he said, "Don't worry about that either. Monday morning, we'll go to Troop B and take care of your license. Tonight, however, we have to get back to Rave. He has this insatiable urge to do something quite unseemly to your supplier with his foot."

      Jillian's eyes widened. "What are you talking about?"

      "Don't worry about it. We still have to see to your guests. Everything will be fine. Just take it one step at a time."

      It sounded like a reasonable plan to her, so she waited until Scott had gotten into his van again before pulling onto the road, still feeling the imprint of his mouth on hers.

      Still, the next chance she had, she would tell him their association had to be platonic. Her throat constricted. She felt drawn and hopelessly attracted to him, but she couldn't involve herself with him any further than she already had. Even if he'd been telling her the truth when he said he wasn't married, he still felt something for Timmy's mother, even if she was deceased. Neither could she compete with whatever had been, or still was, between him and Kayla. Because, then, that would make her the other woman, and if she was in Scott's life as his lover, she wanted everything he had to offer—love, loyalty, admiration and respect. 

      A few minutes later, they pulled into the Winn Dixie Marketplace parking lot and she got out of the car to join Scott as he stood waiting for her. At her approach, he smiled and Jillian drew in a weary breath. Those confounded dimples! Wondering how she would ever endure his company for the evening with the remembered passion between them still fresh in her mind, Jillian quickened her stride to keep up with him, determined to ignore the rapid beating of her heart. Brought on, she was sure, by the man at her side. 
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      Scott flicked off the light in the kitchen, proud of his handiwork. 

      The wood cabinet enclosing the refrigerator gleamed with newness. Tomorrow, or whenever time allowed, he would begin refurbishing the cabinets and shelves lining the walls. Once the cabinets were done, it would only leave the floor to complete. How long would that take? A week at most? 

      Then, he would say goodbye to Jillian. He would pack up Timmy and move them away to Memphis. The idea didn't have as much appeal now as it first had—before he'd met Jillian. It had seemed perfectly natural that he wanted to expand his father's legacy, as well as add to their wealth. But since meeting Jillian, he hated to think that he would be miles away from the woman he had become so attracted to. For a man who took pride in his level-headedness, second-guessing himself at this crucial time served as a bitter pill to swallow. 

      He could always drop in whenever he was in the city and tell her hello, but he didn't want to intrude upon her life once his job here was done. He didn't want to one day walk in and find another man here—one whose interest was strictly Jillian.

      With a sigh, he walked toward Jillian's apartment. It was past midnight, and time to bring Timmy home. Two hours earlier, he'd chased Jillian off to bed. She'd looked exhausted, and he feared she would fall where she stood if he didn't insist she quit.

      Her problems and stresses of today didn't help matters either. First thing Monday morning, they would go to the Office of Motor Vehicles and renew her license; and without Jillian's knowledge or consent, he would clear Jillian's account to Weizel. 

      For a thriving business like the Breakfast Nook, Jillian didn't have time to make regular supermarket runs. Scott insisted that was the only reason he was involving himself. Knowing her pride, he would even work out a repayment plan for her. Without speaking to her, he would also hire someone to help her out with the cooking and cleaning, and pay their salary until Jillian could afford to do so.

      Slowly opening the sitting room door so he wouldn't disturb either Jillian or Timmy, Scott smiled as he thought about her reaction to his offer. Well, like it or not, she would have to accept it. He couldn't bear to see her so overworked. He would deal with everything tomorrow. Tonight, he needed rest. He was beginning to feel the effects of the day himself, and he had a twenty-minute drive to Kenner facing him.

      The darkened room didn't allow him to see Timmy. Carefully, he went to the sofa, expecting to find the little boy there. When he didn't, he frowned. He wanted to collect the child without disturbing Jillian, but she must have taken Timmy into her bedroom with her.

      For a moment, he remained still, gazing in the direction of her bedroom door. He hoped she was still awake. The kiss they'd shared in the car earlier remained embedded in his brain and he'd had to force it from his thoughts the entire evening to concentrate on his work. But the taste of her, the feel of her, returned full force, tormenting his aplomb and his vow to remain unwed.

      He thought his mind had been made up long ago. Even now, he told himself he was adamant about never marrying, or getting involved with anyone. Timmy needed him more than he needed or wanted a relationship. The company was at a unique place in its history, and Scott was just as determined not to pass this chance up. Unfortunately, he'd forgotten to tell himself falling in love wasn't in the criteria.

      Because now, since meeting Jillian, he wanted more. He wanted all of her, and he wanted to give all of himself in return.

      Running his fingers through his hair in agitation, he crept to her bedroom door and placed his ear against the cool wood. Hearing no sounds from the other side, he swallowed hard and opened the door.

      A low watt bulb shone from the lamp and cast the room into soft light. Lingering in the doorway, he smiled tenderly. He should have known Timmy wouldn't have slept in total darkness. Or Jillian for that matter. Not since she'd confided in him that she hated the darkness. 

      Gritting his teeth, he ignored how it felt to be in Jillian's small, frilly bedroom, ignored the smell of fresh gardenias scenting the air. The pink terrycloth robe she'd worn on his first day of work here was thrown across the barrel chair, and her jeans and knit top lay across that same chair. Her sneakers lay haphazardly at the foot of the bed on the floor. This was her private sanctuary, and he felt as if he'd never belonged in any place more than this small, frilly, feminine room.

      Finally, he went to the bed, where the two sleeping figures lay. Jillian wore oversized, white pajamas. Her hair, free and loose, covered the pillow like a tassel of silken gold threads. Lying on her back, her face turned to Timmy, she looked both enchanting and seductive. Timmy had snuggled as close to her as he possibly could, and Jillian's arm was around him protectively. With a wry shake of his head, Scott wished he was the one she was holding so lovingly. In spite of his best efforts, a spurt of jealousy toward his little brother coursed through him.

      Was he losing it? How could he be jealous of little Timmy? His baby brother. The child he called his son, and who brought him daily and profound joy. No, he wasn't jealous. He was just longing to exchange places with him.

      The impact of seeing Jillian extend a motherly hand to Timmy hit him hard, an arrow to his heart. He wanted to lean down and kiss her, but how could he disturb the peaceful image they presented, even to take Timmy into his arms and leave?

      Scott could stretch out on the couch in the living room, and get Timmy home in the morning, in time for Mrs. Benson to get him ready for school.

      Immediately, Scott nixed that idea. That would break too much into Timmy's sleeping pattern. He would just bring him home tonight and be done with it. That way, Timmy could get up at his usual time in the morning.

      Stooping down next to the bed on Jillian's side, he gently patted her arm. "Jillian," he whispered.

      Her long, dark lashes fluttered against her creamy skin. She opened her sleep-filled eyes, gazed at him momentarily, then turned on her side and faced him, closing her eyes again.

      "Uh-huh?" she mumbled.

      Unable to resist the urge to smooth her baby fine hair away from her face, Scott leaned in closer to her. Her skin was warm, kissable, beckoning to him. Giving in to the urge to kiss her, he planted a kiss on her delicate cheek, not daring to brush her lips with his own as he wanted to do; he swallowed at the contact.

      "I'm leaving, Jilly," he whispered, caressing her chin. She leaned into his hand and a flash of desire rippled through him. Valiantly, he ignored it. "It'll be easier for Timmy to wake in his own bed."

      A deep, contented sigh served as Jillian's only response. Straightening himself, he went to the other side of the bed, and lifted his sleeping brother into his arms. Then, shifting Timmy to his shoulder, Scott held him with the other hand, using his free one to secure all locks and other safety precautions at the Breakfast Nook, before making his way to his van.

      As he drove away from Jillian's place, he made a firm decision. Not only would he help her out of her financial jam, he would also ask her out on a date.
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      "Rave, don't you have something to do, or someplace to go?" Jillian asked with irritation, glaring at the charred food on the counter. It was too late to prepare anything else, even if she'd had the food to prepare. She'd overslept and her guests would be down at any moment looking for nourishment, and Weizel's weasel-act from yesterday left her cupboards bare of pastries.

      "Girl, get a grip!" Rave chastised. "You bought food for a hot breakfast last evening, so your guests won't starve. Life is just too short to get all bent out of shape over a few burnt biscuits."

      "A few!” Rave was a prime target for murder, and Jillian felt she was just the person to do the deed. Wondering how he could have burned her breakfast pastry, she ignored the worry creasing Rave's brow. He hadn't burned just a few, as he so casually put it. He'd burned everything—the croissants, the biscuits, and the rolls. She should be grateful for Rave's attempt to help her while she overslept, but looking at the incinerated, frantically-bought food, gratitude escaped her. Her annoyance even overshadowed thoughts of Scott, and the vague memory she had of his invasion into her bedroom to collect Timmy.

      Stomping to the counter and snatching one of the three large cookie sheets, she emptied the blackened croissants into the garbage disposal and switched the appliance on. "What happened to your newly wedded friends," she snapped, repeating the process with the other two cookie sheets. "They never came."

      "We did the town last night, honey," Rave answered, his mood quite subdued this morning.

      This wasn't the Rave she had come to know and love. Something was definitely wrong, but before she could question him, he started talking again.

      "It was after one this morning when we got in, so I showed them to their suite.” He went to the newly-encased refrigerator and opened the door. Soon, margarine, ham, breakfast sausages, eggs, bacon, and sliced, white and wheat bread lined the counter. "I hope you don't mind that I did that, Jilly. They were quite ready to crash by the time we got here."

      

      Feeling guilty, Jillian shook her head. How could she stay angry with someone who was always willing to give her a hand whenever he could?

      Quietly, he got instant grits from a shelf, and several frying pans from the cabinet next to the stove. An unaccustomed silence grew between them, descending like a heavy mist. With a pang, she realized she had never really delved into Rave's life the way he'd delved into hers. But no matter what he was always there for her. Until she met Scott, she'd been so wrapped up in her own problems and concerns, her own desire to see her inn become a success, she never had time to really be a friend. 

      Last night, when she'd gone to her room, and found Timmy sitting dejectedly in front of the television, instead of going to bed as she'd thought to do, she'd spent some time with the child. After the problems of the day, it had actually felt good to read a children's book to him and watch another short video before they'd retired to her room. She'd given something to the little boy that she didn't believe she would ever give to anyone else after Douglas’s betrayal—herself, her undivided attention. And now Rave asked the same thing from her. For the first time in two months, she felt up to the job of just being a friend. Regarding Scott and her feelings for him, she still wasn't as self-confident and sure of her next move.  She only knew that she had to make a decision soon. The job would be complete in another ten days and what would happen then?

      "Talk to me, Rave. What's wrong?"

      Rave looked up from his task of opening the packages. The lashes lengthened with additions or heavy mascara lowered over confused eyes. He smiled.

      "You have enough to worry about—"

      "No, Rave, if I can help, I want to. I want you to tell me what's the matter."

      Rave hesitated. "Melba's pregnant."

      

      Looking at the emotion on Rave's face, Jillian wasn't quite sure how to react. She wondered how Scott had reacted when he discovered his wife was carrying Timmy. Rave, however, needed advice, and she searched her mind for the correct thing to say. Having never been in a similar situation, words eluded her just then. She said the first thing that entered her mind. "Do you and Melba need me to do anything for you?"

      "Honey, please!" he said with a slight laugh. "There's not much you can do now."

      "Is she happy?"

      "Ecstatic."

      Unsure if she should ask her next question, Jillian shifted her weight. "Are you?"

      For a moment, he stood silently, his expressive face unable to mask his whirling thoughts. Then, he nodded and said, "Believe it or not, I am. I'm just in shock, more so than Melba. Although we talked about the prospect of having a family, we never made a firm decision. Or at least I thought we didn't. Apparently, Melba had."

      "When is the baby due?"

      "Late December or early January."

      Jillian went and wrapped her arms around Rave's neck. "Congratulations, sweetie. I just know you'll be the best dad this side of the Mississippi."

      "I sure hope so," Rave said with a nervous laugh. 

      "Are you doubting yourself?" Jillian asked incredulously. "The man who wears dresses for a living with bold aplomb? Has something finally put a chink in that amazing armor of self-confidence you possess?"

      

      "Jillian, think about what I do for a living," he answered. "Tell me, honey, how will my son react to seeing his father wearing huge wigs, pantyhose, and makeup? Or if it's a girl, how will she feel when I ask to borrow her lipstick? Either way, my kid might grow up with a serious complex."

      "Rave, you're blowing this way out of proportion."

      "Am I?” Rave went to the table and sat. He rubbed his temples. "My impersonating business is what I do best; it's the only thing I'm really good at. But faced with the prospect of becoming a father, well, I don't know."

      "What does Melba say?" Jillian sighed, wishing she had something more to say, but the only words that kept rolling off her tongue were questions. She didn't think she was helping matters.

      Rave drew in a heavy breath. "She wants me to sell the company. Or else she's leaving and raising the baby on her own."

      "That's quite a decision to make so soon," Jillian said with sympathy. Rave had worked long and hard to see his company to the success it was today, and it really wasn't fair of Melba to make such an ultimatum. "Oh, honey, I'm so sorry. Melba will...” She paused. She really wasn't sure what Melba would or wouldn't do because she didn't know the woman. Making empty reassurances wouldn't help either. "Somehow everything will work out."

      "Yes, I know, Jillian, but whether it works out with me keeping my wife and child as well as my business remains to be seen. Problems inevitably do have a way of being resolved. The catch is, it might not be resolved the way we would have liked or expected."

      Rave had a certain outlook on life that never ceased to amaze her, and always helped her, even when she wanted to be on the giving end of the advice. The problem Weizel left her with when he didn't deliver her food had certainly worked out, although she didn't like the end results—or the other resulting problems. Her attraction to Scott was also coming to a head, hastening by his approaching departure. Now whether it was a solution she wanted was another story.

      

      "I'm sorry, Rave. For everything. I guess I haven't been much help—"

      "Jilly, honey, you've been more help to me in twenty minutes than anyone has been in weeks. You listened. There's no more of a way a person can show how much they care than that."

      "Thank you."

      "No. Thank you.” Rave stood and smiled at her as he returned to the counter.

      Although he still had a sadness about him, he seemed more at peace than he had the entire morning. A deep sense of satisfaction entered Jillian and she too stood.

      "Well, there you are," a feminine voice said.

      Jillian turned to the sound and stopped in shock. A petite, blue-haired old lady greeted her, a wide smile wreathing her wrinkled face. "Hello, dear. You must be Jillian. You poor thing. Any word on the knuckle head who stole you blind?"

      The impact of the old lady's words sank in and Jillian's eyes widened. She glared at Rave, who stood unrepentant. "Raveno Territo!" she screeched. "Why don't you just put it on the six o'clock news!? Your mouth is big enough to shove a mack truck through it!"

      "Good one," the blue-haired old lady said with a laugh. "But he didn't do it on purpose. After his third Cyclone, he told us about both your problems. His wife's ultimatum and your predicament. Don't feel bad, dear. I've known Rave forever."

      "Who is this person?" Jillian asked through gritted teeth.

      "Meet one half of the honeymoon couple, Jilly. This is Ally.” A twinkle entered Rave’s eyes. "Mrs. Ally R. Gator."

      

      "No!" Jillian managed. Did she have a magnet that attracted the weird and outrageous to her and her inn? In that moment, she seriously considered changing the name of her inn from the more conservative Breakfast Nook to the more appropriate Breakfast and Bedlam. She smiled weakly at Mrs. Ally Gator. "Th-that's a rather unusual combination of names, isn't it?"

      Ally fanned a well-manicured hand in front of Jillian, the iridescent nail polish catching a spark of sunshine. "I know, dear.” She gazed around. "I heard you need a crash course in cooking. We'll do that later. Right now, I'm just going to help Rave with breakfast. Where do you keep your aprons?"

      Speechless, Jillian pointed to a baker's rack next to the pantry.

      "Actually, Jillian," Ally continued, tying the apron around her small waist. "My name is Allison. But you know how young people are with nicknames and all.” She nodded in Rave's direction. "Take Raveno. It does nothing for him until you shorten it to Rave, then it takes on showbiz quality.” With a frown, she glanced around the kitchen. "Rave, dear, go find out what everyone wants for breakfast. Let's all hope it isn't pastry."

      "Oh no, Mrs. Gator!” Jillian quickly said, watching helplessly as Rave rushed out of the kitchen. Disaster imminent, her mouth went dry. Suppose someone asked for something she hadn't bought last night at the supermarket? "Mrs. Gator, we'll just prepare what we have and place it on the sideboard. That way everyone chooses their preference."

      Before the words were fully out of her mouth, Rave returned to the kitchen with half the guests in his wake.

      "Where's the little lady?” A big, brawny gentleman with a Stetson on his head, and a drawl accenting his words, stopped at the table. "What's her name? Alla Gater?"

      

      "Ally Gator," Jillian moaned. There was something to be said about taking control of a situation. So far, her skills at doing just that were going from bad to worse. She needed to reassess her attitude and her initiative. "Her name is Mrs. Allison Gator."

      Rave looked at her with sympathy as the horror she felt must have showed on her face. Still, he pointed to the little blue-haired lady next to her. "That's her. That's Ally Gator."

      "Mornin' ma'am," the gentleman said, tipping his hat to her before meeting Jillian's gaze. "Don't you worry none, Miss Jilly. We'll git you through this and we're gonna find that rattlesnake who runned off with your money and the antick bracelet that got passed down to you from your ancestors."

      "What bracelet?"

      "You know, Jilly, the bracelet!” Rave's look told her to keep quiet. "The bracelet."

      "You's too delicate a little lady to know what we do to cow pucky like that down in Texas. But when we ketch him, you'll hear him hollering clear down to the Rio Grande! Now, you just go over there on that stool and sit down, while we fix breakfast this morning."

      "No," Jillian said firmly. "I really can't. I must ask you all—"

      "Not to burn anything else," Rave snapped. "Hush, Jillian. We've got everything under control. Now, do as Jesse asked."

      Vowing this would never happen again, Jillian went to the stool and sat down, becoming an onlooker to the chaos that was going on in her kitchen. Suddenly, she wondered if Douglas had taken advantage of her so thoroughly because she'd always been a spectator to the inn, and possibly her own life, instead of a participant. Oh, she'd did her fair share of everything as she still did, but she always relinquished control whenever Douglas, or anyone, asked that she do so. It was so much easier for her to rely on the help of others, then to do whatever needed to be done herself.

      

      With a sigh, she glanced at the clock. Seeing the lateness of the hour, she wondered where Scott was. She vaguely remembered him telling her he was leaving last night, which was the last thing she remembered until she woke up this morning to the smell of charred pastry.

      Remaining stoically silent, she listened to the sympathy generated on her behalf, and all the ways her guests wanted to make Douglas pay for his thievery—none of which would be pleasant to see. Yet, at the moment, she didn't know who she wanted retribution from first—Douglas for his treachery or Rave for his! He'd told the whole world about her problems and then embellished it with that antique falsehood.

      "How would you like your eggs, dear?" Ally asked, thankfully interrupting Jillian's murderous thoughts. "That nice, big, Texan named Jesse is doing Egg Duty.” 

      Ally pointed to two women at the counter where the toasters were.

      A stout, pretty brunette was popping slices of white bread into two four slice toasters, while a short red-head recovered the bread and buttered them.

      "They're on Toast Patrol," Ally explained. "Raveno is doing the sausages, ham, and bacon, and I am stirring up the instant grits!"

      Oh God! A city that's renowned for its gourmet food, and I'm serving something instant! 

      Thinking her business might never recover from that, Jillian fought back tears. What happened to her beautiful continental breakfasts? Her pastries with jams and jellies? Her fresh fruit and juices and coffee and selection of teas?

      What indeed happened to her backbone? The backbone that had once pitted her against the formidable Camille and Taylor Riley, her parents. Why didn't she just stick to the decision she had made about taking control of her life and usher everyone out?

      

      Because the fact remained that she still didn't know how to cook and without the help of Ally Gator and Jesse the Texan and Rave the Mouth, her guests would starve. Until then she had never considered what a privileged childhood had done to her; how having a cook, a chauffeur, and a bevy of other household servants at her beck and call had left her ignorant of certain basics.

      But then at the same time she started making plans and subsequently arguing with her parents about one day owning her own inn, she'd met Douglas, whom her parents hated. At twenty-one, she refused to let them dictate to her, so they cut her out of their lives and left her to fend for herself. Something she didn't really have to do until Douglas left her. She'd had money in a private account when she'd left home, and used part of it as a down payment on the inn.

      "Jillian, dear, did you hear me?"

      "Um...yes, Mrs. Gator. Thank you, but I'm...I'm not hungry."

      "I understand, Jilly," Ally said in breezy dismissal. She stirred the grits vigorously one last time before turning the burner off. Momentarily distracted as she instructed the others on what to do with whatever food they were dealing with, she quickly turned her attention back to the conversation. "Just as Rave shouldn't fret over Melba's decision because of the baby, you shouldn't fret over that garden slug. You're better off without him, and already lucky enough to snag another man. I hope you'll be more discreet with your emotions this time around."

      Jillian stared at Rave, appalled. There was no doubt in her mind now, that she would kill Rave. All that she needed was a method. She wanted it to be slow and painful! How dare he? How dare he advertise her private life like...like dirty laundry? If he wanted to do so with his and Melba's problems, that was his business to spread around.

      "Child, the tales I could tell you about my life.” Ally wiped her hands on the oversized apron she wore. Squinting at one of her manicured nails, she frowned. "Oh crap! Nail polish is coming off."

      

      Rave sauntered over. "Let's see. Oh, don't worry about that. I'll fix it later."

      "You're sure, dear?"

      "Positive."

      Ally nodded, but didn't answer. She sat next to Jillian. "My first husband was a terribly jealous man. Even though I've remarried, I still get disturbed thinking about number one and his temper."

      "I'm sorry, Mrs. Gator—"

      "Call me Ally, Jill. Everyone else does. Some even go so far as to say both my names as if it was one. You know, Allygator? Imagine, the cheek of them!"

      Jillian smiled at Ally's explanation, but chose not to comment. Instead, she said, "Ally, I'm sure your present husband can protect you against the wrath of your first husband."

      "That's true," Ally agreed. "Especially since my first husband has been deceased for ten years!"

      Squirming in her seat, Jillian looked up at the ceiling before once again glimpsing Ally. A genuine cartoon character if ever there was one. She cleared her throat. "Um, Ally," she said, trying to keep a straight face. "I believe your first husband is long over his jealousy by now. So I wouldn't worry if I were you."

      "You wouldn't?"

      "Nah," Jillian said. "By the way, where is your present husband?"

      "Robert Quincy? But he prefers the name Bobbie Q. So you have to call him that. No mister for that old geezer."

      "So you're now Ally R. Gator Quincy?"

      "No, dear," Ally answered with exasperation. "Haven't you been listening? My husband is a Gator. His full name is Bobbie Q. Gator."

      

      Biting down on her lip to keep from exploding into laughter, Jillian rubbed her brow. "Oh, I see.” Her voice trembled, her battle nearly lost when she saw Rave's shoulders shaking from his own chuckles. Resting her elbow on the counter, she placed her chin in her hand, then tapped her hand on her cheek. "Is Bobbie Q. all right?"

      "Oh, certainly, child," Ally reassured her. "He's a little bit older than I am, so he tires easily. Especially after a night like last night. After the outing, he had to perform his husbandly duties, you know."

      "How much older than you is your husband?"

      "He's twelve years older. But he is all man, dear. No Viagra for him.” Ally's voice dropped to a whisper. "Like most men his age, he has a few problems. Hardening of the arteries, arthritis, high blood pressure. You name 'em, he's got 'em. But the important thing is he can still perform. If you get my meaning?"

      "Oh, I most certainly do, Ally," Jillian said with a laugh. "How old are you?"

      "Me? Oh, I'm only eighty. Still in my prime," Ally answered with verve.

      Jillian patted her on the arm. "Bless your heart."

      "Thanks, dear.” Ally stood with determination. "Break's over, Riley! Up, on your feet. It's time to take your post serving the guests."

      Within an hour, breakfast was over and done with, and Ally and Rave were helping Jillian tidy up the kitchen. Yet there was still no sign of Scott, and it was nearly ten o'clock—way past his usual time of arrival. Had something happened?

      "Still piqued, Jilly?” Rave asked with a grin.

      "How could I be?" Jillian responded, not showing the worry she felt over Scott's absence. "You're a scoundrel, but you're a sweet, helpful scoundrel. And I'm sorry I called you Raveno Territo, even if it is your name. I know how you feel about it."

      "But I didn't have to be such a bitch about it, honey," Rave said. "Forgive me?"

      

      Jillian hugged Rave. "Of course, sweetie."

      "Don't you fret about that slime bucket who stole your money from under you, child," Ally said. "You reap what you sow in this world. Something good will turn up for you to save your inn."

      "Thanks for your concern, Ally," Jillian began. "I know...” Realizing Scott stood in the kitchen doorway, she stopped. She looked into his surprised face, and her heart sank. Then he smiled.

      "Good morning," he said, never taking his gaze from her. "I hope I am not interrupting anything."

      "Oh, hello, young man.” A smile creased Ally's rouged cheeks, revealing deep dimples within the lines of her face. "You must be Jillian's new beau.” She went to him and squinted her eyes, then nodded with satisfaction. "You have an honest face. I hope you don't turn out to be a thieving sleazebag like her old boyfriend.” 

      Jillian listened, eyes rounded and bright with embarrassment. Her cheeks were stained scarlet, and Scott knew her pride had taken a serious beating at what he'd overheard and what Ally had further revealed. But now he understood her reservations over involving herself with him. He also knew why she didn't hire extra help, why she hadn't paid Weizel, and why she'd asked him, Scott, for a time pay plan. He wondered what other problems had been heaped upon her because of her former boyfriend's treachery.

      

      Yet, his reaction to this discovery was harder to understand. He wanted to protect her and draw her into his arms to comfort her. She must have been frightened and worried. It was a good thing she had Rave there. Suddenly, Scott looked at the man in a new light, one wrought with respect. Raveno Territo Mondel didn’t visit Jillian to nag her. He visited her to look after her. 

      But now Scott was there for Jillian to lean on. Looking at Jillian’s deep shame, however, he knew it would be no easy task. First, he had to win her trust. Yet in doing so, he had to be damned sure he wouldn’t run scared when she grew too close to him. He didn’t want her hurt again, and especially not by his actions.

      “The crook stole all her savings!”

      “Ally!” Jillian cried. “Please feel free to discuss my affairs with the whole world!”

      “Oh no, dear, this does not concern the whole world,” Ally pointed out. “And don’t you go telling everyone your problems. That would certainly make you look like an easy mark.”

      “Ma’am—" Scott began, thinking to rescue Jillian.

      Instead, Rave saw Jillian’s blush deepen as an appalled look swept her features. “Come on, Ally,” he said to the little, blue-haired old lady. “I think maybe Bobbie Q. may need your attention, girl. Say so long to Jilly.”

      “So long to Jilly,” Ally said with an infectious laugh. She patted Scott’s cheek. “So long, young man. If I wasn’t already married….” Her voice trailed off as she followed Rave out the door.

      Jillian sat there, not saying a word to him. She hadn’t even greeted him yet. Her face drawn, her vulnerable gaze met his. Hoping to alleviate whatever emotion roiled within her and lessen the tension within himself, he smiled.

      “Seems I arrived just in time,” he said as lightheartedly as he could considering their situation. “After all the morning chores have been done.”

      “Lucky you.” She smiled tremulously.

      

      “Is there coffee left?”

      “No.” 

      “What time Monday would you like to go and renew your driver’s license? The earlier we get there—"

      “Thanks, Scott,” Jillian interrupted crisply. “But I’ll see to the matter on my own.”

      Silence passed between them, but Scott refused to press her into saying something she didn’t wish to say or doing something she didn’t want to do. He felt a little put out that she was suddenly rejecting his help. Life could be quite ironic. It seemed at the very moment he was accepting her intrusion into his life, she was deciding once and for all that she wanted nothing to do with him. 

      Just as he was about to get his tools, Jillian spoke.

      “I can make a pot of coffee for us.”

      Scott breathed a silent sigh of relief. Coffee meant she didn’t want to rush away from him, that she wanted his company. Pleased at that, he said, “That would be nice.” Pulling out a chair from the table, he straddled it. “Do you recall when I left last night?”

      “I…yes, vaguely.” She took a can of coffee from the cupboard to bring to the counter. Placing the can down, she faced Scott. “Why don’t we stop pretending you didn’t hear what Ally said,” she imparted, her tone flat and slightly hostile. “In case you’re worried, I can make a payment to you today. Ironically, Ally revealed my secret, while she’s also responsible for resuscitating my bank account, and the reason I can afford to make a small payment to you.”

      Not liking her tone, Scott frowned. “There’s no rush, Jillian,” he said gently. “If the money is needed elsewhere I can wait—"

      

      “I knew you would say that,” Jillian huffed, close to tears. “I don’t want your pity, Scott. Although I may not be able to pay you all the money at once, I will adhere to our agreement. The least you can do is accept my payments graciously.”

      Scott told himself that she was hurt and embarrassed at what had been revealed today. He told himself to ignore her tone that conveyed her resentment. But he couldn’t. Because it sounded like she resented him, and he hadn’t done her a damn thing; he couldn’t because he was hurt that she couldn’t recognize his offer as the overture that it was.

      The intentions he had of asking her out withered; the conversation that he’d had with Weizel left his thoughts. He needed away from her to remind himself that he never planned to marry and his interest in her would dim as soon as his job at the Breakfast Nook ended.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Ire laced his tone. Swinging his leg over the front of the chair, he stood and pushed it back under the table. “You’re absolutely right, Jillian. You must adhere strictly to our agreement. Please don’t bother with the coffee. My part of the agreement was to remodel your kitchen. It’s way past the time for me to get started for the day. Concentrating solely on that, I should complete this job within two to three more days.”

      With that, Scott stalked out of the door to the storeroom for the tools and equipment he stored there.

      Jillian swallowed back a sob. She hadn’t meant to sound so harsh. Although her feelings for Scott were something she couldn’t nurture because of the feelings he carried for Kayla, she enjoyed being his friend, and she didn’t want to lose that friendship.

      But maybe she should just clear the air and tell him outright that she didn’t believe he wasn’t married…at least seriously involved. Then where would she be? Especially if he decided to confirm her suspicions. If all she got to do was see him by not knowing, then that was better than nothing.

      Suddenly, she felt very sorry for herself. Almost sorry enough to telephone her mother, whom she hadn’t spoken to in four years, whom she had barely thought about in nearly two.

      

      How could she have allowed her life to get into such disarray? How could she have allowed herself to be duped by a man she trusted? A man who, as her parents predicted, was so wrong for her? While Scott seemed so right for her. In her heart, she knew it. But what good did that do her? He would always compare her to Timmy’s mother. And now he was angry with her.

      Two to three days. His words echoed through her mind. After he wrapped up the job, would she ever see him again? His twinkling gold-flecked eyes and dimpled jaws always brightened her mornings. Despite whatever emotion he harbored for Timmy’s mom, he seemed interested and concerned for Jillian. Would it be so bad to just go out with him for one night? To forget her problems while she enjoyed his company?

      Although it would have been just as easy to have him go with her to Troop B to see to her driver’s license renewal, she felt she needed to take charge of her life. She needed to do that on her own. However, now that she’d decided to take control of her life, not only would she contact her parents, she would also ask Scott out….

      “Perhaps there’s someplace else you can be doing something else, Miss Riley.”

      Carrying some equipment, Scott entered the kitchen again, his icy tone biting into her thoughts. 

      “Your presence in here isn’t necessary.”

      Her emotions in turmoil, hurt percolated through Jillian at Scott’s derisiveness. Angrily, she glared at him and swiped at an escaping tear, then silently crossed the room and made her way to her apartment.
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      For a moment, Scott stared at the door Jillian had just closed. He swore he'd seen a tear roll down her cheek. With a vicious curse, he began assembling the proper tools for the work he needed to do today. How could he have been such a jerk? He didn't mean to make her cry. In fact, that was the last thing he wished to do. All he truly wanted was to hold her in his arms.

      Dammit, she was too stubborn for her own good, and just as independent. Couldn't she see she needed his help to continue making this place work? She was working herself into the ground by trying to do it alone. The only thing she couldn't do was cook for her guests, and that's because she didn't know how.

      Putting on some yellow rubber gloves, he mixed an acrid solution in a plastic container. That done, he got on his knees and began cleaning the floor tiles. He'd wanted to tell Jillian, that, in order to save her money, he would clean the floor with a special solution, which would restore the tiles to their original luster.

      Shoot, he'd wanted to tell her quite a lot. What a pretty picture she'd made cuddling Timmy last night. How kissable her sleep-softened mouth looked; how inviting her wavy hair was; how satiny smooth her cheeks felt. His entire outlook had changed because of that one encounter. Most importantly, however, he'd wanted to finally ask her out. He had the perfect evening planned for them.

      But then she'd snapped at him and things went downhill because of his response. Why had she done it in the first place? He hadn't meant to eavesdrop or insult her, and he certainly wasn't pitying her. She was too feisty for pitying.

      

      When he'd gone to Weizel's office this morning on Tchoupitoulas and paid out Jillian's outstanding debt, he hadn't considered starting his day with her like this. Nor had he fully considered her reaction when he'd called The Times-Picayune and placed classified ads for someone to come in and give Jillian a hand a few hours a day, as well as a parking attendant to see to the cars. Given the circumstances, however, Scott thought it best to cancel the ad. He wouldn't want to offend her again. And where Weizel was concerned? Well, Scott would just have to cross that bridge when he came to it.

      His thoughts goading him, Scott's energy exploded and, without intending to, he cleaned over half the floor in a very short time. He threw the brush into the solution and sat on the floor. Snatching off his dripping gloves and throwing them over the side of bucket, he took stock of his reflections.

      He rubbed his hand through his hair, then stretched out his long legs, agitated. He didn't want to finish the job in two or three days; he didn't want to finish in two or three months. He never wanted to stop seeing Jillian.

      Scenes of the very family-oriented day at the park with her and Timmy yesterday insisted on intruding in his mind. Images of her upset with Scott because he'd neglected to mention Timmy's schoolwork also stayed in his mind's eye. She was so...so natural with his little brother, so motherly.

      In spite of his promise to himself, Scott realized he was falling in love with her. And he'd acted like a jerk after swearing he was a nice guy. How would he ever make it up to her?

      He glanced at the closed door to her apartment. Should he knock? He owed her an apology, but he didn't think she was ready to accept it yet. No, he wouldn't face her again today. He was too ashamed. Neither did he wish to be here when Weizel's delivery man arrived. Instead, he would leave early and write her a note explaining why.

      Quickly, he emptied the bucket, saving other items to leave there, and gathering the rest of his equipment to take with him. Then he scribbled a note and left it on the counter before exiting the premises.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      "Recognize it, Jilly.” Rave stretched out on the sofa in Jillian's apartment later that day, using a file to shape his short fingernails with a precision borne of practice. "You just have a way of chasing off men."

      

      "Leave her alone, Rave," Marley ordered, "and go check the casserole!"

      Rave stretched out to his full length and threw the file on the sofa table. "Well, he did leave her a note, Marl. Which is more than the slimeball did."

      Wondering had Rave resolved anything with Melba, Jillian glowered at him. "Out!" she ordered.

      "Well, you shouldn't be so quick-tempered, Jillian Riley," Rave chastised. "What do you do but spit and growl at me and him."

      Ignoring Jillian's gasp, Rave continued. 

      "You scared the man off."

      "He's my contractor, Rave, nothing more!" Jillian gritted.

      "Yeah, anything you say, girlfriend.” Rave paused at the door. "By the way, what did he say in the note?"

      Jillian stood from the sofa and stomped to the door. "I warn you, if you burn one piece of food in my kitchen, your life will be in imminent danger of ending," she admonished, then slammed the door on him.

      Marley laughed. "He's such a character. How ever do you put up with him?"

      Slouching down on the sofa once again, Jillian grinned. "Mostly with the utmost patience. He's good all the way to his soul, Marl, and he's always there whenever I need him. But he's quite unique.” She sighed and gazed out her sitting room window, which overlooked the parking lot for the inn. Partly cloudy skies helped to keep the temperature to a moderate degree. "And sometimes a snoopy pest."

      "What about Scott, Jilly?" Marley asked softly. "When you called me you sounded so distressed."

      

      "I know. But I never meant for you to come over," Jillian explained, facing her friend. "It's so nice of Howie to care for all three kids while you once again come to the aid of your dysfunctional friend with her demented guests and demanding neighbor."

      "Hush!" Marley said sharply. "We were sorority sisters together and you've just come upon hard times. You filled in for Howie at my Lamaze classes when he had to work late. Howie understands. Besides, allowing him time with the kids is just what he needs. He might finally be convinced to hire a live-in nanny," she said lightly.

      "But it's time I grew up, Marley. And Scott? Well, all he's ever been is nice to me and yet I've been so bitchy to him, blaming him for something he had no control of."

      "What did he say in the note?"

      "Only that he remembered something he had to do today and that he would see me tomorrow."

      Marley clapped her hands together, relief shining on her face. "Well, there you are, Jilly. He'll be back."

      "Yes, but only to finish the job I hired him to do," Jillian said miserably. "I've decided I don't want to lose him, so I'm going to ask him out. I have the perfect evening planned, if he'll agree, and—"

      "Why, Jillian Riley, you're in love with him!"

      Jillian's eyes widened at Marley's revelation, then her spirits sank even lower. It wasn't that that fact wasn't known, albeit latently, to her. She just hadn't realized she was so transparent.

      "Don't say that, Marley," she said, in denial. "I do like him. I'll admit that. I...I—"

      Marley's eyes filled with sympathy, a look Jillian was beginning to hate.

      "Jilly, what is it?"

      

      "He still harbors feelings f-for Timmy's mother, whom I believe is deceased. Now, it seems he’d interested in some woman named Kayla. We've already had one "discussion" about her virtues. But even though it's better that my association with him ends when the job does, I can't let it go like that."

      Marley hugged her, the smell of her favorite perfume stinging Jillian's senses. "Are you all right? Have you truly considered all the ramifications?"

      "Yes, Marley. I'm fine. Tomorrow, I'll apologize to Scott for my outburst, then I'll ask him out."

      "You do that, darling, and maybe you'll feel better. You need a break from everything. So I’m not asking you, I’m telling you that you and I are going out on a night on the town. Prepare yourself, Jilly! We’re going as soon as I can arrange it with Howie. It should be in the next couple of days.” Marley stood from her spot next to Jillian, then pulled Jillian to her feet. "Now, if there's anyone who can make you feel better, it's Raveno Mondel. Let's go and see what culinary surprise he's preparing for Bobbie Q. and Ally Gator, and all the other guests."

      Jillian laughed, and followed Marley out the door, her mood considerably lightened now that she'd overcome her panic at finding Scott's note.

      "Jilly, girl," Rave said when he saw her. "I was just coming to get you to tell you what the cat dragged in and left in your office."

      "I beg your pardon?” Jillian's eyes widened as her gaze fell on counters where the familiar crates and boxes heralding a shipment from Weizel sat. Scott. Somehow she felt he was involved in this. At the moment, however, Rave was quite excited. "Did you say someone's in my office?"

      "Yeah," Rave growled. "Wouldn't you know? It's the slimeball!"
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      Jillian's heart thudded nearly to a halt, and she stared at Rave as if he'd grown another head, tongue-tied. For two months, she'd wondered what happened to Douglas and why he left. And now Rave expected her to believe that he'd turned up, out of the blue, with no warning? Just as he'd left.

      "Douglas?" she gasped. Seeing the burning rage glaring from Rave's eyes and the disbelief on Marley's face streamlined Jillian's shock and helped it to recede. In its place, stark anger blossomed. "Douglas Hogan is in my office?” Her voice quaked with her rising anger.

      

      "The one and only, Jilly," Rave confirmed, his bearded jaw taut. "He awaits you even as we speak."

      "Why the nerve of that creep!" Marley huffed with indignation.

      A wicked grin curved Rave's mouth. "Shall I summon Jesse the Texan?"

      "No!” Jillian started for her office. "I can handle this."

      "Will you be all right alone in there with him?" Marley asked as she and Rave followed behind Jillian.

      "I'll be fine," Jillian said with assurance. A couple of days ago she wouldn't have been as certain, but she was going to stand on her own and face Douglas—and come out on top. "Just fine. Quit worrying about me, and I'll see you in the kitchen."

      Watching her friends as they retreated back to the kitchen, Jillian opened her office door and found Douglas rifling through her desk drawer. He was up to some other nefarious deed, but this time she caught him red-handed! The astonished look on his face and the frozen pose with his hand still in the drawer could have been comedic—if his treachery hadn't been so horrendous.

      Scalding fury threatened to consume her. In an effort to control it, she clenched her teeth, but to no avail. This man had caused her entirely too much grief.

      "What are you looking for, you thieving sewer rat?” Rushing to her desk, she promptly slammed the drawer on his fingers, which remained closed around something inside.

      Douglas's mouth flew open, and he grabbed his hand, then jumped up and down in pain. "Ooowwweee!" he managed in a whimper. "I think you broke my fingers, Jill."

      

      "Good," Jillian spat, having no sympathy for him. "I'd like to break your neck!” She glared at him. "Just what are you doing in here, you despicable maggot?"

      Shaking his injured hand, Douglas stopped scurrying around the room long enough to give Jillian a hound dog expression.

      "I've come to explain everything to you, Jillian," he said softly. He came to her and, with his good hand, caressed her cheek. "I know you probably wondered what happened to me and was very hurt and concerned over my disappearance."

      Jillian glowered at him. She couldn't fathom how she'd ever fallen for him or his smooth words. "Do you have my share of the money?"

      Surprise crossed Douglas's features at Jillian's demand. She had never used that tone with him. In the past, she always coddled and accepted. 

      He smiled. It was gentle and familiar and so disgustingly phony that she felt nauseated. 

      "That's what I've come to explain, Jill, darling. If you'll only hear me out."

      She nodded, unsure why she was agreeing to listen to anything he had to say. "Very well, Douglas. Although you don't deserve my cooperation, I am anxious to hear your explanation. Then I'll decide whether or not to call the police and have you arrested.” 

      Douglas paled slightly, but didn't comment. Wrapping his handkerchief around his swelling fingers, he said, "Thank you.

      Jillian went to sit behind her desk, fixing her icy regard on him.

      "May I sit down?" 

      

      Wondering what she ever thought attractive about him, Jillian nodded. Unlike Scott, who could have had a place on Mount Olympus with the gods of legend, Douglas was quite ordinary looking. His slight build and balding head made him seem even less than ordinary than she recalled. When she first met him, she'd thought him the best thing this side of Texas and overlooked his physical attributes, or lack thereof. Instead, she'd searched for the person she thought he was inside.

      He seemed to be faltering, unsure how to begin, and Jillian's impatience grew.

      "Well?" she urged.

      "Um...J-Jilly, m-my Thoroughbred filly—"

      His silly grin almost made him look like a donkey.

      "Cut the crap, Douglas, and get to the point."

      Douglas cleared his throat. "Very well, Jillian," he said pitifully, then moaned and hung his head. "But I'm in pain here. I think one or two of my fingers are broken. The least you could have done was prepare an ice pack for me."

      Infuriated at his attempt to butter her up, Jillian threw him a look that could puncture diamonds. He shifted his weight.

      "Jillian, I am so sorry about what I did," he began without further hesitation. "I took the money to invest. I wanted us to have more, and I didn't tell you because I wanted to surprise you."

      "I see.” She released a short, mirthless laugh. "So that should explain why you took the money, but why you didn't pay the mortgage for two months? It should also explain why you disappeared without leaving word of your...intentions?"

      Douglas shrugged his shoulders, and his cool nonchalance enraged her all the more.

      "I didn't pay the mortgage for the same reason that I took the money in the first place," he said nicely. "The more money, the better investment, the bigger the return."

      "I'm assuming for our money you've gotten a huge return. Otherwise, you wouldn't have been that arrogant to come back.” She glared at him with scorn. "So how much is my share?"

      

      "I've lost all our money, Jill," he answered with a nervous laugh. He bounded from his seat and dropped to his knees before her. "My darling, how I've missed you! I hope you can forgive me and take me back. Believe me, even if I wasn't now broke, I would—"

      With all the force of her fury, Jillian slapped Douglas across his jaw, effectively cutting off the lies he was telling her. The blow stung her hand and sent Douglas reeling. She stood from her seat.

      "Get out!" she blazed. "I don't ever want to see you again."

      Still on his knees, Douglas crawled to her. "Jill, listen—"

      "Are you hard of hearing, champ, or are you simply ignoring the lady's request?"

      Scott's snarl brought Jillian's attention to the door. For the reputation of her inn, she didn't want a brawl to ensue. But one look at the scorn on Scott's face told her the inn wasn't at the top of his list at the moment.

      

      "Who are you?" Douglas snapped.

      "I'm Peter Pan.” Scott's gold-flecked eyes were like bits of stone, icy and filled with dislike. He towered before Douglas, his body vibrating with power and tension. "And I'm about to show you how to fly!"

      Rave barreled through the door. "And I'm Tinkerbell," he snapped, throwing Scott a warning look. "Stepping in to remind you two where you are."

      "Scott!" Jillian said, confusion blocking out any anger she might have felt.

      "Jilly, honey, why don't you and gorgeous here go to the kitchen, while Rave and I see to Douglas leaving," Marley suggested, her legendary diplomacy coming through at a crucial moment.

      "Good idea," Scott said. He took Jillian by the arm and steered her around Douglas. Her annoyance obvious, he stopped. "Isn't it?"

      She merely nodded. Pulling herself free of his hold, she led the way to her apartment, where Scott closed the door behind them.

      Her body giving way to trembles, Jillian collapsed on the sofa, and shut her eyes. She wasn't sure what had upset her so much—the final, emotional meeting with Douglas that confirmed her financial woes and his true character or Scott's reaction to finding Douglas there.

      "Jillian, do you want to talk about it?"

      Scott's voice reached through her turmoil, very near to her and quite stirring. She was glad that he was there with her, glad that he had returned. As if he read her thoughts, he pulled her into his arms and caressed her unbound hair.

      "Yes, Scott, I would like to talk about it, but not now," Jillian answered, relishing the feel of his broad chest beneath her head, her dispiriting thoughts chased away by him. "I thought you had something to do. Why did you come back?"

      

      "I came back to apologize for my behavior this morning, sweetheart," Scott whispered. "I acted like a prize jerk, and I am so sorry."

      "Apology accepted," she said, "only if you accept mine as well. I could have been a little less grouchy this morning."

      "I understand, Jilly," Scott told her, gliding his hand up and down her back. "So you're not angry about Weizel?"

      Delicious tingles caused by his touch coursing through the core of her, Jillian pushed herself away from him. "To the contrary. I'm grateful."

      He smiled at her and seemed very pleased. Contentment flowed through her, and she gloried in this brief moment she was sharing with him. She and Scott might not have a long future together, but they had the here and now, the present, which could turn into a lifetime of blissful memories for herself.

      Although Scott was becoming interested in her, she was still certain he harbored some feelings for his wife. And, though he wasn't wearing it at the moment, she was quite sure that he had his wedding ring with him. It was always somewhere near him, which spoke volumes about how he'd truly felt about his wedding vows, despite the fact that he was in her apartment giving her comfort.

      She looked at him, and excitement surged through her. Passionate invitation smoldered from the depths of his eyes, lit with golden promise. Age-old instinct and need guided her as she parted her lips slightly.

      "Oh Scott," she whispered, her pulse quickening at the contact of his mouth against hers.

      Scott's arms tightened around her and he deepened the kiss, encouraged by her response. He feasted upon her lips, delved into the warm recesses of her unresisting mouth. 

      A knock sounded on the door. Abruptly, Jillian sat up, her body heavy, the mood shattered. Scott cursed roundly.

      "Oh no," she whispered. "I-I forgot about Rave and...and—"

      "Jillian, honey, relax," Scott soothed, as another pound shook the door. 

      His arousal pressed against his own denims, quite evident in the tight confines. How would he relax in the short time it took to open the door? Especially since the knocker sounded so impatient.

      "Jilly, honey, are you in there?" Rave called, his amused voice floating through the door.

      "Scott, th-they'll know," Jillian said, her gaze riveted to the bulge in his trousers.

      Scott grinned, unrepentant. "What you're looking at is concrete evidence of something we didn't do, sweetheart.” His grin widened. "Concrete. Notice the play on words."

      

      Jillian looked at the door, then back at Scott, smiling slightly at his statement. "Just a sec, Rave," she called, unable to rouse too much enthusiasm, unhappy at the intrusion. "Sit back down, Scott, and don't move.” She hurried to the door, tidying her clothes and hair in the process. Unfortunately, she didn't have any ice handy to cool her passion-heated cheeks.

      Smiling brightly, she swung the door opened and invited Rave inside.

      He perused her up and down, and a knowing glint entered his eyes. "Did I disturb something?"

      Jillian ignored his wicked amusement and cleared her throat, then glowered at him. "Really, Rave! What could you possibly have disturbed?"

      "Org—"

      "Where's Marley?" she quickly interrupted, knowing something outrageous had been about to spill from Rave's mouth. "Did Douglas leave?"

      "Marley's right in the kitchen, where I thought you would be. But no! You and Scott are in here organizing a plan of action.”  His grin widened and his eyes twinkled. "Girl, your face is glowing like a neon sign! If it's because Douglas slithered back, I'd better try and stop him before he gets to the airport."

      Rave's brashness corroding her aplomb, Jillian frowned. "How do you know Douglas is en route to the airport?"

      "Marley threatened his freedom by having him arrested for stealing if he didn't get as far away from the inn as possible. And from you."

      Jillian's glance slid to where Scott sat, listening impassively to Rave's explanation. The moment she'd stepped into her office with Scott, Douglas Hogan had simply become a bad memory. But Scott deserved an explanation. He earned it. He'd comforted her in her time of need and made her forget her troubles momentarily. Smiling hesitantly at the enigmatic expression on his face, she decided to usher her friend out.

      "Thank you, Rave. I don't know what I would do without you and Marley."

      

      "You'll never know, Jilly.” Rave's expression turned serious, then he swept her into a bear hug. "We love you! Don't you know you'll never get rid of me?"

      "I know a way," Marley chimed as she walked in. "We can hire a hit man."

      Rave glared at Marley. "Oh girl, how cruel can you get?” His feigned indignation provoked laughter all around.

      Scott got up and walked to where Jillian stood near the door. "Never fear, Rave. The Breakfast Nook wouldn't be the same without you. You give it character."

      Placing his hand on the door, Scott looked at Jillian, the message in his features full of sensual promise. Her heart raced, even as disappointment assailed her. He seemed ready to leave, and she'd wanted to talk to him.

      Nodding with satisfaction and approval, Rave winked at her. "He's a keeper, Jilly. And smart too. I knew I would like him the moment I saw him."

      "How's Melba?"

      "She's already contacting every Interior Designer in the city to plan the baby's nursery. Nothing but the best for little Moratorium."

      "Moratorium?” Jillian and Marley chorused in horror.

      Rave nodded. "If it's a boy. Her granddaddy's cousin on her momma's side was named Moratorium, and it's an old family name. Tradition. Who am I to stomp tradition? Although I would like to kick the tar out of whatever idiot first introduced that horrid name into Melba's family line."

      

      Biting her lip to keep from laughing at the ridiculous name and unsure of what to say, Jillian remained quiet. Marley shrugged, her eyes watery in an effort not to laugh. Scott shook his head at their antics and said, "So the two of you worked everything out?"

      "Yeah, pretty much. She finally realized how unreasonable she was being and decided that we would take things day by day."

      "Oh Rave, I'm so happy for you," Jillian said.

      "Yeah, honey, that's fantastic," Marley agreed. "I know how worried you were that she would leave."

      "Yeah, I was," Rave admitted. "But she's already having wild mood swings. Tomorrow, she might want my head on a platter."

      "Just take it day by day," Marley said. "When I was pregnant, poor Howie couldn't do anything right, but I've never met a man more patient. Whatever I demanded, he gave to me."

      "What about you, Scott?" Rave asked. "What did you do when Timmy's mother was pregnant?"

      All eyes turned to him, and Jillian waited breathlessly for his answer.

      "Whatever she wanted," he answered. "But I mostly stayed out of her way. Besides that, my dad was there. We leaned on each other for support when she was pregnant because it got pretty rough at times."

      Marley laughed. "And your mother, did she help any?"

      "Nah. Wasn't of a mind to do anything. But, we thought she was pretty remarkable to overlook a lot of what we did during that time."

      The information her friends got out of Scott amazed Jillian. She'd learned more about him in two minutes because of their questions than she had in the weeks she'd known him. Yet he went no further. Once their questions stopped, so did his narrative. She was now more curious than ever.

      Why ever would Scott's father help out, while his mother seemed to have distanced herself from the entire matter?

      "Say, Marl, why don't we leave Jilly and Scott alone?"

      

      "Nonsense, man," Scott said. "I was just leaving."

      Pulling the door opened, he paused and faced Jillian. He seemed suddenly uncomfortable, even boyishly shy. "Uh, Jilly...Jillian, I know this is short notice, but would you go out with me tonight? I'll pick you up for 8:00 and—"

      "That's less than four hours away, Scott, and I have my guests—"

      "Girl, pul-leaze!" Rave said, nudging her.

      Marley narrowed her eyes at her, her look one of dire consequences if she refused. Yet why was she thinking about declining Scott's invitation now? Hadn't she decided she was going to ask him out?

      "That's all right, Jillian. It was a bad idea—"

      "No!" Marley interrupted. "She'll go. Won't you?"

      "Yeah, and don't you dare worry about the food," Rave said sharply. "Me, Marley, Bobbie Q., Ally Gator, and Jesse will cook for everyone else."

      "Jillian, I've heard from everyone else but you," Scott said quietly.

      He watched her, his tall figure imposing and masculine. Yet this would be the defining moment. If she declined, Scott would walk away. If she accepted the invitation, then she would be taking the step she'd wanted to make for weeks.

      "I'd love to go, Scott," she answered succinctly.

      His relieved smile turned her insides to jelly. Tonight, there would be no bedlam to deal with, no Bobbie Q. and Ally Gator, and especially no Douglas. 

      Tonight, there would only be her and Scott.
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      At exactly eight o'clock, a shiny, white stretch limousine stopped in front of the Breakfast Nook.

      A half-moon hung in the cloudless sky, surrounded by a myriad of brilliant stars. Streetlights and the lights on Jillian's property provided brightness all around her house. The leaves rustled from the warm, evening breeze as the driver hurried out of the elegant car and rushed to open the door.

      

      Jillian stood on the veranda, waiting, expectant, breathless. Although the grandeur of the moment reminded her of her parents, without question, she knew it was Scott. He had gone through the expense and trouble of hiring a car and driver for her. Suddenly, she was glad she'd taken matters into her own hands and dressed to the nines for the occasion. Rave had wanted her to go leather for the evening, while Marley suggested prim and proper.

      She had done neither. Douglas stopped taking her to really nice places months ago, and whether or not Scott had dressed up for this hastily planned occasion, she wanted to. The gold-colored, silk slip dress swirled with sequins and beads represented a new beginning for her. Her four-tiered, golden beaded choker, earrings, and matching bracelets gave the illusion of command and power. She felt as if she could conquer the world on her own two feet.

      Yet her friends were the reason she'd abandoned her apartment and left them inside. Their advice had begun to make her head spin, and their well-wishes and offhanded jokes had taken their toll.

      No, she didn't need condoms, as Ally had suggested; yes, she'd hissed to Rave, she was quite certain there would be no "hanky-panky" between them. Finally, she'd given up and came outside.

      The only way she could take firm control of her own life was to stop allowing her friends to push her around. But, somehow, with them around, things usually resulted in her total loss of control.

      Scott disembarked from the vehicle and her breath caught, her senses spun, and her thoughts of the past hours dissipated completely. 

      His appearance took her completely off-guard. The dark suit he had on, so completely different from the way Jillian usually saw him, seemed tailored to fit him perfectly. His trousers emphasized his long, muscular legs with alarming perfection, and massive outline of his shoulders strained against the rich fabric of his coat.

      With nonchalant grace, he started toward her, commanding and self-confident. Reaching the steps, he smiled.

      "You're stunning," he said, the gold flecks in his eyes smoldering.

      

      "Thank you," Jillian responded breathlessly. "You're quite stunning yourself."

      Scott didn't respond to that. Instead, he held out to his arm to her and said, "Shall we?"

      Jillian tried to relax as he looped her arm through his, but it was nearly impossible. Her body vibrated at his nearness, and she felt fully, blissfully alive.

      They made the short walk to the beautiful car in silence. As the driver stood sentinel at the door, Scott handed her in, then got in beside her. Moments later, the driver pulled the car away from the curb.

      She sank into the dark blue leather, touched by the two bouquets of long-stemmed red roses sitting on each side in the glass holders. The door of the small sidebar stood open and a bottle of champagne chilled in a silver bucket, along with two crystal flutes. A tray with pâté, crackers, grapes and succulent, chocolate-covered strawberries rested in the middle of the side seat, and soft music floated through the overhead speakers.

      Scott stared at her, searching. She wasn't sure what to say, how to express her amazement at the trouble he'd gone through for her.

      "Does this meet with your approval, Jillian?"

      His words came out as a velvet murmur.

      "More than words can ever express, Scott," Jillian answered softly. His nameless cologne made her giddy, evoking a powerful response deep within her. A tingling began in the pit of her stomach. "Where are we going?"

      "I'd like it to be a surprise. For the moment, Barnes is just going to drive around the city, while we enjoy one another's company. With no Timmy or Rave or Marley; and without the inn and the guests and the repairs."

      

      Relishing his consideration, Jillian smiled. How did he know she needed time away from her well-meaning friends? Still, she was quite aware of Scott’s neglect in mentioning Kayla. If he didn’t, she certainly wouldn’t

      The dim lights around the doors and the bar glinted off Scott's hand—and the wedding ring he wore. The gold sparkled and flashed, and served as a bitter reminder about what exactly stood between her and Scott. He said he wasn't married, but he seemed to be holding on to whatever had been between him and Timmy's mother tenaciously. He’d also said that the wedding ring had been his father’s.

      Maybe Kayla wasn’t Timmy’s mother or Scott’s wife. Exactly who was she? Scott’s significant other? Kayla implied something was going on between her and Scott, and Scott referred to Kayla as super wonderful and the bright spot in his life. 

      She almost asked Scott about his ring and why he still wore it. But she was afraid she would ruin the evening. Instead, she’d armor up and shield herself from giving in to the overwhelming desire she felt for him.

      "Just trust me, Jillian, to show you a good time tonight."

      She nodded. 

      Scott forced himself to remain where in his spot and not gather her into his arms then strip the beautiful little dress from her long limbs. She was stunning, and graceful, and elegant, her look, her mannerism, a far cry from the teenager he'd mistook her for.

      She was all woman, a perfect, golden goddess, with not a hair from her shiny, upswept tresses out of place.

      The many facades of Jillian crossed Scott's mind. Each side of her fascinated him. His resistance to a long-term, committed relationship of marriage had been eroding steadily. But fear continued to plague him. He'd made up his mind so long ago about never marrying and turning that thinking around wasn’t easy; it was quite hard to realize that though nothing was ever guaranteed in life, a catastrophic event didn't befall everyone.

      The unexpected silence vibrated between them, filling the air with tension. He'd thought they would have more to say to one another, but Jillian seemed introspective, while he wanted to discover everything about her.

      "Would you like a glass of champagne?"

      

      Her throaty voice broke into his thoughts.

      He smiled sheepishly at her, wondering if she'd read his thoughts, realizing that the best way to start conversation between them was to simply talk. "I've been remiss, and without the manners I was taught."

      "I forgive you this time," she said lightly.

      Grabbing the bottle, he shook his head. "This time, huh?” With skilled expertise, he silently removed the cork, then poured a glass of champagne for her. "So you're saying I'd better not allow that to happen again?"

      "That's exactly what I'm saying," Jillian said with a laugh as she accepted the glass.

      Her light tone sounded forced and her hand trembled as their fingertips brushed.

      Pouring a glass for himself, then setting the bottle back in its bucket, Scott raised his glass in salute. "To you, Jillian, and whatever your heart desires.” He would have much preferred saying to us, but wasn't sure how appropriate that was, considering the mood between them.

      They touched glasses, and the crystal made a soft tinkling sound. Scott tasted his champagne, the sparkling spirit deliciously cold. The soft sultriness of the alto-sax playing on the radio lulled him to a sense of euphoria, of desire.

      Jillian sipped her champagne, ran her tongue across her full bottom lip, and created madness within his loins.

      The car moved slowly. Scott had asked Barnes to drive around the city to give the chef time to prepare dinner; to give him a chance to glory in Jillian's nearness; to make him wonder if she would appreciate what he and the cook had in mind. Or would she be calling for his blood?

      He took another swallow of champagne.

      

      "You're supposed to savor champagne," Jillian chastised. "Not swallow it in three gulps."

      Glad to have something else to focus on besides his lust, Scott drained his glass, turning it bottoms up for effect. Jillian laughed.

      "Do excuse my manners, milady," he said, the upper-class English accent he mimicked, amusing. "I'll try to do better next time 'round."

      "You're incorrigible," she said, still laughing.

      "I do try.” He poured himself another glass and took a sip, holding his little pinky out as he did so. "Was that better, my dear?"

      "Much," Jillian said with approval. She leaned over and picked up the tray, then sat it between them. Picking a grape from its stem, she popped it into her mouth. 

      Following her suit, Scott took a handful of grapes and devoured them. "Who taught you to savor champagne?"

      "My parents," she answered without hesitation. "My mom especially."

      Her parents? This was the first time she'd ever mentioned them. Scott wondered if they were still alive. But he wouldn't pry, not if he expected to keep the conversation about his parents at bay.

      "I think they would approve of you," Jillian continued. "Unlike Douglas, whom they hated, and probably still do."

      That caught his interest. Unable to resist, he asked, "They don't know he's history?"

      Jillian shook her head. Casually, she picked up a strawberry and bit into it. "How could they?" she asked, saddened. "I defied them to be with him. After years of rebellion on my part, that was the clincher. In the end, not only did Douglas leave, but my parents disowned me."

      

      Picking up the tray, Scott slid closer to her, then placed it down where he'd sat. The hurt note in her voice wouldn't allow him to stay detached. If she needed a shoulder to cry on, he wanted to be close to her, without a damn tray sitting between them. And if in return for his interest in her family life she asked questions about his? So be it. He would answer them.

      "They haven't contacted you, not once?" he asked incredulously.

      She sipped her champagne. "No. I haven't seen them in nearly four years."

      "Do they live out of state?"

      "No. They live on Betz Street."

      Few things in life surprised him, but at the mention of Betz Street, he nearly choked his drink. Betz Street. In Old Metairie. Or better yet, Old Money. Where mansions that resembled noble estates straight out of the countryside of England sat, and servants waited at beck and call.

      That explained Jillian's inability to cook. And, maybe, even the reason she was so hesitant about starting a relationship with him. After all, he was from working class. He doubted she even realized he had a fortune of his own. Still, he wondered why her parents disowned her for making choices they didn't approve of.

      What this revelation didn't explain, however, was the reason she was so down to earth. She had Rave as a friend, for heaven's sake.

      "But I've decided I'm going to call Mother to do lunch with her."

      Scott frowned and studied the contents of his glass. His concern for Jillian's intentions were very real. After nearly four years, would Jillian's mother even want to see her? "Are you sure you want to do lunch with her, Jilly?" he asked finally. "She's your mother! You haven't seen her in quite a while. Why don't you invite her over to have dinner with you?"

      "To the Breakfast Nook?" Jillian screeched in horror. "My mother would simply faint! Her daughter, reckless as usual, waist-high in bedlam! No way, Scott.” She drained the last bit of champagne from her glass.

      "Okay, you know what's best," Scott said. "Now, what about your father? Why—"

      "We've always been at loggerheads. Mother is usually the one..."

      

      Jillian's eyes widened, as if some great revelation hit her at that moment.

      "Scott," she whispered, "do you know what I was about to say? Do you realize that for most of my life my mother handled everything for me? Today, I made the decision to take charge of my life, but I was about to let my mother handle Daddy for me, so I wouldn't have to face the difficulty of the situation."

      "Jillian, I think you're being too hard on yourself," Scott soothed. "Change doesn't happen overnight, and the fact that you've made the decision to stand on your own two feet is commendable in itself."

      But what exactly did that mean for him? Certainly, a woman discovering her independence wouldn't want to be saddled with a love affair.

      "Thank you, Scott," Jillian said, calmer now. She held up her glass. Before she said anything, he refilled the crystal with champagne.

      "When's the lunch going to take place?"

      "I'm calling her tomorrow. I hope to set it up for Monday afternoon. I'll probably be in the Office of Motor Vehicles awhile."

      "Probably so," Scott answered, disappointed that she didn't ask him to come with her, as they'd originally planned. He should be pleased. Who wanted a dependent mate?

      Just then, Barnes's voice came through on the intercom.

      "Mr. Scott, I just got the call. Should I head to the Marina?"

      "Yeah, Barnes. I'm famished."

      "Yes sir, Mr. Scott."

      Arched eyebrows were the only indication that Jillian had questions about the familiarity in his chauffeur's tone.

      "Your call sounds intriguing," Jillian said. "Am I involved?"

      

      Scott smiled, pleased at her curious tone, hardly able to contain his anticipation at seeing her face when they arrived at the Marina. "Indeed, you are involved, my lady! But no more questions. Have patience."
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      Because they'd driven away from the lake during their ride around the city, it took twenty additional minutes to arrive at the West End marina. Barnes stopped the limo before a boat slip, where an elegant yacht was moored. Drawing in an excited gasp, Jillian sat motionless. Smiling in approval, she turned to Scott. He returned her smile with one of his own.

      As Barnes swung the car door opened, Scott stepped out onto the dock, then reached inside and handed her out, Jillian allowed her gaze to roam her surroundings. Outlines of sailboats and yachts, secured in their slips, caught her attention. Two were lit, and seemed occupied with party-goers. Tall palm trees added a tropical flavor to the evening, and the yacht, sleek, long, and inviting, sent a feeling of deja vu through her.

      Jillian had grown up around such trappings, and she didn't realize she missed this lifestyle. Yet, Scott, by whatever means, had recreated what she had once known.

      "Are you impressed yet?"

      "Um...ah...is this all you have to offer?"

      Scott laughed at her impish tone. "My golden goddess, your jaded personality is showing itself."

      Lights brightened the yacht from stern to bow, a gleaming jewel against the dark waters.

      "Come, beautiful lady, perhaps I can still show you something that will meet with your approval."

      

      Beaming a smile at him, Jillian allowed Scott to steer her toward the yacht. Normally, she would have been shivering at wearing such a skimpy little outfit. But with Scott so near, her temperature was running way above normal. The brisk breeze blowing off Lake Pontchartrain cooled her skin to a comfortable degree and the trees and plants gave the setting a lush ambience. Even the stars in the night sky glittered, as they twinkled and danced around a full, yellow moon.

      They reached the boat. Smiling enigmatically, Scott helped her on deck, then led her into the main cabin.

      "Oh!" Jillian managed.

      Spacious and splendor came to mind as she immediately recognized the finely appointed French furnishings of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The floral drapes hanging on the window were opened, allowing a magnificent view of the dusky night. The Louis XVI style sofa sat between two richly carved tables, accentuated by brass candelabra lamps that cast soft light around the room. Surprised yet again by the tender planning Scott put into this evening, the thickly sweet fragrance of the single red rose laying on the coffee table wrapped around her insides. 

      An intense look on his face, Scott picked up the rose and presented it to her with flourish.

      She would have commented, but two men, dressed in black and white waiter's uniforms came in.

      "Evening, sir," the bearded one said. "Would you like a glass of wine? Or anything else?"

      "Jillian?"

      "What do you have?" she asked, nonplussed at this show of wealth. It dawned on her that everyone from the limousine driver to the two waiters acted as if they knew Scott personally.

      "Anything you want, ma'am."

      "Yeah, Jillian, if you name it, we should have it. Or someone will damn sure get it."

      

      This was a new Scott, one she had never seen. From what she knew of him, he always seemed to be a take-charge, no-nonsense man—her complete opposite in fact—but this Scott reeked of power, position, and pretentiousness. She wasn't sure if she liked that, even as she reminded herself how much she'd missed her old lifestyle and he'd did all of this just for her.

      For now that was enough to overlook any discomfort she felt, had always felt, at being wealthy, and enjoying that wealth.

      "Jillian?"

      "Oh, uh, I'll take a gl-glass of white wine."

      "And I'll take Beaujolais."

      "Will you and Miss Jillian be ready to eat soon?" the older one asked.

      Scott looked at Jillian for the answer.

      Her eyes wide, she shrugged with a nonchalance she didn't feel. "What's on the menu?"

      "Nothing fancy, ma'am," the older one answered. "Cook didn't have time to prepare a feast. The basics. Soup, appetizer, salad, entree, and dessert."

      "I see," Jillian said. "Sounds good. I believe I can handle the basics after we're through with our wine."

      "Good," Scott intoned. 

      Within moments, the bearded one had brought the requested drinks to Scott and Jillian. Once they were alone, Scott glanced at her, a question in his eyes.

      "It looks like you've moved up in the world in a matter of hours," she teased. "I'm duly impressed."

      "At last!" Scott exclaimed, leading her to the sofa. "Get comfortable, Jilly. Whenever you say the word, we'll eat."

      As Jillian tasted her wine, the boat was slowly moved from its berth. Some minutes later, it was sailing away from the dock with a gentle rocking motion.

      "Where are we going?"

      

      "I'd like to sail to an island with you, Jillian, but I can't," Scott answered, the regret in his voice setting her heart to pounding. "So we'll just traverse Lake Pontchartrain tonight."

      "I'd like that," Jillian responded softly. Setting her glass on the side table, she touched his cheek. "Scott, thank you. To go to such expense...just for me. I-I don't know what to say."

      Scott brushed her lips with his own. "The look on your face is gratitude enough, sweetheart. And don't think about the expense. I assure you, I can afford it."

      Jillian smiled dreamily. "Let's stop somewhere in the middle of the lake to eat—"

      "We'll probably drift."

      "Who’s at the helm now?"

      "Don't worry, sweetheart, there's a very skilled yachtsman steering Splendor.” He caught Jillian's questioning look. "The name of the boat," he clarified.

      Taking another sip of wine, she skimmed her finger around the rim of the glass. How could she have left her heart so unguarded after Douglas, and fall so completely for Scott? 

      She’d chastised herself a gazillion times for speculating on the turn her emotions had taken, and she certainly wouldn't at the moment. Not if she wanted to continue to enjoy her evening. Somehow, she had managed to ignore that wedding ring on his finger, but if she started thinking about how she felt about him....

      No, she would continue to just relish Scott's kindness. And nearness. And...and devastatingly impossible good looks. 

      Face it, girl. You're in love with the man. Rave immediately came to mind and she smiled.

      "Let's go on deck and look at the stars," she suggested.

      

      "How compatible can two people be, Jilly?" Scott asked. "Or did you simply read my mind?"

      Scott led Jillian out on deck, and Jillian breathed in the fresh air. The calm waters allowed for practically smooth sailing, and the receding shoreline was alive with bright lights.

      Leaning against the railing, Scott looked striking, his profile strong and sharp, dark against the moonlight.

      "I've been thinking, Jilly," he began. He blew out a breath, then took a sip of wine before continuing. "Hear me out before you make a decision. Deal?"

      Intrigued by Scott's wary tone, Jillian nodded. "Sure, Scott. I'm listening."

      "You're in dire need of help at the Breakfast Nook..."

      "Scott—"

      "Hear me out, Jillian!" Scott interrupted. "I want to help you. An ad will begin tomorrow, for help for you. I'm going to hire a parking attendant, a housekeeper, and a cook for you. As a matter of fact, the cook tonight is here as trial for you. He's an ex-sous chef from one of the top restaurants here, just out of a job for two days."

      "And he's agreed to work at the Breakfast Nook?" Jillian asked incredulously. "Why?"

      "Because his pay will be fantastic, and with your gracious hospitality the two of you together can put your inn in the four-star category."

      "I can't let you do this! There's absolutely no way I'm going to accept your charity. I've been handling the obligations at the Breakfast Nook quite well with Marley's and Rave's assistance and—"

      "And you can't expect them to continue that, no matter how much they may want to. They have their own lives, Jillian.” He straightened to his full height and moved closer to her.

      

      Jillian smelled his cologne, felt his glare.

      "Don't let your damn pride get in the way of my help!"

      Her temper flaring, Jillian stormed back inside. With a vicious curse, Scott followed close on her heels. 

      "It's charity, Scott. Not help! I can't accept that."

      "You damn well know the difference, Jillian!” Scott thrust his fingers through his hair in frustration. His tone calmer, he said, "Timmy's going to be out of school soon, and we're going to be leaving, so I can oversee this job in Memphis. But I want to make sure that you have the help you need."

      "You're leaving New Orleans?" Of all the things Jillian expected to hear, it wasn't that. But weeks ago he had mentioned to her about an out-of-state job he was hiring a crew for. She hadn't thought much of it then. "When?"

      "In a couple of weeks. As soon as the Breakfast Nook is completed. Ever since the death of my father, I've wanted to bring T & C national, and here's my opportunity to do it."

      "Mr. Scott, Cook sent me in to inform you that your meal is about to begin."

      It was the bearded waiter again, who gave Jillian an odd look. Maybe he noticed the strain on her face. Or the hurt she felt that made tears rush to her eyes. It could have been a host of things, but Jillian didn't care.

      She allowed Scott to escort her to a dining cabin that had a table in it, set intimately for two. A large bouquet of ivory tea roses served as the centerpiece and was framed by two feather candles, which cast flickering light around the dimly lit room.

      The ambience was meant for romance and seduction, but Jillian's mood was ruined by Scott's revelation.

      "Are you okay, Jillian?" Scott asked with concern, as he held out a chair for her.

      

      Not willing to admit that she wasn't okay, she merely nodded and took her place at the table. Once she was comfortably situated, Scott took his own place.

      He attempted conversation, but she answered in monosyllables and soon he fell quiet.

      The basic meal that the older waiter spoke of turned out to be a gastronomic feast of vichyssoise, lobster wraps with garlic sauce, avocado and blue cheese salad, stuffed flounder with braised carrots and onions, and for dessert, caramel pecan custard pie. 

      For two hours, Jillian feasted on the food, while sitting in stony silence. When the meal ended, she was stuffed.

      "What do you think?" Scott asked. He sounded weary and disappointed. "Does Sloan have a job?"

      "May I think about it?" Jillian responded. She felt guilty for ruining the evening, but his announcement took her off-guard. "I'll let you know tomorrow."

      "Sure. Would you like to see the rest of the Splendor, and enjoy after dinner aperitifs?"

      Jillian swallowed. They were entering dangerous territory. If she stayed longer and allowed him to escort her around the yacht, it would inevitably lead to other things. The hunger in his gaze, the vulnerability she felt, told her that. 

      "I-I'm sorry, Scott. I'm afraid I must leave. Please, can we return to the harbor?"

      Without speaking, Scott nodded, his expression closing.

      An hour later, Barnes pulled up in front of the Breakfast Nook. Scott handed her out and stood while she got safely inside. But neither of them said anything else. Not even goodbye.
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      By the time Jillian left her apartment at ten-thirty the next morning to go to the Office of Motor Vehicles, Scott still hadn't arrived nor had he phoned. Now, as she stood in line at the remodeled office, alive with activity and sunshine, even the telephone call she'd made to her mother or their twelve o'clock lunch date didn't dominate her thoughts. It was Scott. She hated to think that he was punishing her for asking to be brought home.

      Not knowing what to expect from him, she hesitated to call his company. She would hear from him eventually, once he overcame his pique. He still had work left to do in the kitchen. He still had to tell her goodbye before he left for Memphis. Besides, he didn't strike her as a person who sulked when things didn't go his way. Yet if he wasn't angry, then what was wrong with him?

      She hated speculating. But under the circumstances of the parting, she couldn't help wondering if Scott's absence was because of her.

      "Next!"

      A nudge from behind told Jillian she was next. Glaring over her shoulder at the freckle-faced girl, she stepped forward. 

      "Fill this form out, then step over here."

      The form in question was shoved into her hand. It didn't take long for Jillian to answer the personal questions that would go on her license. Finished with the task, she handed it back to the lady who was serving her. The name on her badge read A. Nelson.

      Squinting down at the form, Mrs. Nelson said, "Would you like to become an Organ Donor?” 

      "Yeah, sure."

      Mrs. Nelson checked off the appropriate box, then once again handed pen and form back to Jillian. "Initial there, please."

      After she completed the application process, Mrs. Nelson indicated the two eye lenses that Jillian had to peer into. "Read the bottom line please."

      The bottom line that only an owl should have been able to read, but Jillian kept that comment to herself as she looked into the viewer and said, "P G J W E R A V Z M L."

      "Good.” Mrs. Nelson punched two holes in the application, then pointed to a door which led to another room. "Bring the form to the cashier's desk and she'll direct you from there."

      An hour later, Jillian was walking to her car, an up-to-date license securely in her purse, and, a half hour after that, she was sitting in The Cheesecake Bistro on St. Charles Avenue, fidgeting. Wondering if her mother would show up, yet apprehensive that she would, she sipped her sparkling water.

      She told herself not to feel apprehensive. Camille, after all, was her mother, but she couldn't help it. They had always been at odds and once Camille discovered how right she'd been about Douglas, what would she say to Jillian?

      To ease her nerves, Jillian contributed her ambiguity to not having seen either of her parents in nearly four years. Glancing toward the door, she looked at her watch and her apprehension increased. Her mother was nearly half an hour late.

      She gazed around the pink and teal, art deco styled room. This was one of her favorite places, but she'd been so wrapped up in her problems, she hadn't been here in months. But the friendly, adept waiting staff, as well as the hip atmosphere, and delicious food, welcomed her.

      She tasted her water again, and frowned. She wasn't really thirsty. In fact, she felt as if she'd drown if she took another sip. Pushing the glass aside, she looked toward the front entrance again, just as her mother breezed flamboyantly through the glass doors.

      Jillian drew in a breath. Wearing a wide brim, black hat, her hair flowing to her shoulders, her mother was as beautiful as ever. The thigh-length black and white checkered dress she wore was both fashionable and flattering. 

      As Camille scanned the room, Jillian stood and waved to her, giving her a tremulous smile. Looking ten years younger than her forty-seven years, Camille rewarded Jillian with a dazzling smile.

      Her heart swelling, Jillian forced herself to remain calm and not run to her mother and throw her arms around her. She had to remain focused. There was still a lot to be discussed between the two of them.

      "Hello, Mom," Jillian said around the lump in her throat, as Camille approached her. "You look stunning.” Feeling like a small child again in blue jeans, silk t-shirt, and sneakers, she faced her mother, a smile pasted on her face. This morning, after speaking to her mother briefly, she'd dressed with a bit of defiance. Her mother, rarely, if ever, wore denim, and she hated Jillian in it. But, today, Camille didn't seem to care what Jillian wore.

      She stared at her with a teary gaze. "Is hello, mom all I get after four years?" Camille asked, her voice breaking. She stepped closer to Jillian and threw her arms around her.  

      "Oh, Mom!” Jillian clung fiercely to her mother, forcing her tears to stay at bay. Such a public display was so uncharacteristic of them both, but she didn't care. Her mother always allowed her actions to speak for her, and, at the moment, her actions were speaking volumes.

      "Let me look at you, darling.” Camille stepped back, and swiped a few stray tears from her cheeks. 

      Jillian stood silent as Camille perused her up and down.

      "You look wonderful," she chimed, hugging her fiercely once again.

      It seemed the years had changed them both.

      "Thank you, Mom," Jillian managed. "So do you."

      "Sit down, Jillian," Camille said, the commanding tone that had once so rankled Jillian firmly in place. "Tell me why it took you so long to contact your father and me."

      With a smile, Jillian realized how much she'd missed that autocracy. Complying with her mother's wishes, she sat as did Camille. Immediately, a waiter rushed to their table, where they both ordered the day's special.

      "Now where were we before we were so pleasantly interrupted," Camille said, gazing around the room. But instead of making some offhanded comment, she said, "My, I'm famished."

      "So am I," Jillian agreed. "And as for me not contacting you, I wasn't sure if you would welcome me. My leaving home wasn't my idea, Mom. You and Dad sort of insisted, remember?"

      Camille nodded, and her eyes clouded with emotion. "That's true, dear. Your father and I didn't think Douglas was suitable for you. Apparently, we were wrong. You and he must be doing well. Otherwise, you wouldn't have called. You've always been too proud for your own good.” She paused and placed her hand on top of Jillian's, the diamond ring on her manicured finger glittering. "We've missed you, but I guess we were being as proud and stubborn as you. I had intended to contact you for Christmas if we hadn't heard from you. But your father and I had a nice talk after you called this morning. If Douglas is the young man you've chosen to spend your life with, we can adjust to that. Besides, your father wants to give you away in marriage whenever you two set the date."

      Jillian bowed her head momentarily. Her mother knew nothing of her life of the past four years, or of her break-up with Douglas. How right they had been about him! That bitter pill threatened to choke her. She swallowed to get the taste out of her mouth and to clear her thinking.

      However, her mother's conciliatory attitude was salve to her bitterness and embarrassment—as well as her pride. The same pride that hadn't allowed her to take her parents' advice. The same pride that wouldn't accept Scott's help.

      She met her mother's steady, curious gaze. "Mom," she began in a strong voice. "Douglas and I are no longer together."

      When she'd finished relating the past four years of her life, nearly three hours had flown by. At times, both their voices were weepy, but neither dared to allow their emotions to completely overcome them. They were still in a public place.

      She mentioned Rave and Marley, but she kept Scott out of the conversation. Since there was no future between them, she didn't see the point in bringing him into the conversation. She wondered had he arrived at the Breakfast Nook.

      "You've grown, Jillian. I'm so proud of you and so sorry you went through such pain. Caused mainly by your father's and my stubbornness."

      "I needed to go through this, Mom," Jillian returned softly. "Without the experiences of the past few years, I never would have reached the place in my life that I am now."

      "Well, as of now, you're finished going through trials, darling. I'm going to see to it that your inheritance is reinstated.” Camille grabbed her handbag and flipped it open. Pulling out a small cellular phone, she punched in some numbers and waited. "I hope you can forgive your father and me for our selfishness."

      "I was a little stubborn too, Mom," Jillian conceded, curious to know who her mother was calling, barely able to believe that her mother was going to reinstate the inheritance that had been put into a trust for her at birth, but taken away from her all those years ago. "I only insisted on going with Douglas at first because you and Daddy demanded I stop seeing him."

      Moments later, punching in another number on the cell phone, Camille greeted the family accountant.

      "Hello, Richard. I have a small matter I would like for you to handle immediately.” She listened for a moment. "Yes, well, I understand that, but you remember my daughter? Yes, Jillian. I need some funds transferred into her account by the end of the day. Hold on. I'll ask her."

      "How much do you need?"

      Jillian counted the numbers in her head, but hesitated to tell her mother exactly how much money she needed. After all, she had never quite known how much she stood to inherit, and, although she hadn't asked for the money her mother was now offering, it still felt as if she had failed. However, her mother lost patience and rolled her eyes in exasperation.

      "I want ten percent of her money transferred to her accounts today. I'm sure Jillian can manage until her father gives her the rest of it.” Camille gave her an encouraging smile. "Yes, Richard. That's right. Two hundred fifty. All right. I'll stop by with her account number within the hour.” With that, Camille snapped the phone closed and wagged a finger at Jillian. "I don't want you to think you're a failure, Jillian Riley! You've earned this money!"

      "Earned the money?" Jillian asked, incredulous. 

      "By right of your birth, darling, that money is yours."

      "Mother, please. There are poor, starving children out there, but I've earned two hundred fifty dollars because I was born a Riley?"

      "Two hundred fifty hundred dollars?" Camille gasped. "Wherever did you get that number from?"

      "You told Richard to have two hundred fifty dollars transferred to my account, Mom, ten percent of my inheritance."

      "I see," Camille said with a laugh. "Let's tend to the bill, darling."

      Jillian reached for her purse, and took out her credit card.

      "Put that back, you poverty stricken thing," Camille teased. "You can't afford to pay for this yet."

      Jillian laughed, her mother's tone easing the tension. "I was hoping you'd say that."

      Once Camille took care of the bill, they went outside and stood in front of the restaurant, awaiting Camille's limousine.

      "Darling, I need your account number for the transfer."

      Jillian relayed the information to her. "Thank you, Mother."

      "Of course. You're my baby and I love you. And I'm just dying to see your Breakfast Nook. Will you invite me soon?”

      "Of course, Mom. You're welcomed anytime, as long as you promise not to interfere."

      "Me? Interfere? Bite your tongue. I promise not to, Jillian. I think from what you've told me you are capable of taking care for your own affairs."

      A long black limousine stopped before Camille. The driver, whom Jillian didn't recognize, hurried to open the door. Camille hugged Jillian fiercely then got into the car. After the driver closed the door, Camille rolled the window down.

      "Oh, yeah. Regarding your two hundred fifty?"

      "Yeah, Mom."

      "You've always been a latent philanthropist. Now, you'll have enough money to save the whales if you care to. But I implore you to learn to count better. You'll need those skills to manage your money. By five o'clock this afternoon, you're going to have two hundred fifty thousand dollars in your account. Ta, darling." 

      Camille rolled the window back up, and the limousine moved swiftly out of the space it had occupied.

      Jillian stared after the slow moving vehicle, speechless. The air whooshed from her body, then returned just as quickly, dizzying her. Her mother was joking with her. She had to be! Jillian's luck wasn't as good as that. Not only did it seem as if she and her parents were reconciling painlessly, but it appeared that Jillian would soon become a millionaire.

      Her mother was having ten percent of her inheritance transferred. Her trust fund had been worth two point five million dollars?

      In essence, she was now a millionaire!
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      When Jillian arrived home an hour later, she almost succumbed to giddiness. In the blink of an eye, her financial problems had been solved. Her inn would be saved and her bills paid up. She wouldn't have to accept Scott's goodbye gift, which was tantamount to charity in her eyes. Instead, she would hire all the help she needed herself. She could save the whales, feed the hungry, and crusade for the environment if she desired. Best of all, she could breathe easy for the rest of her life.

      Dropping into a chair in the kitchen, she meandered her gaze around the room. Her kitchen. Truly hers, lock, stock, and barrel. Laughter bubbled inside her and sound exploded from her. She covered her mouth with her hands, unsure why, not caring who heard her screams of joy.

      "Jilly, are you okay?"

      At the sound of Ally Gator's voice, Jillian jumped from her seat. She twirled around the room and shouted again. Then she took Ally into her arms and pirouetted around the floor with her.

      "Ally! It's a glorious day, isn't it? My mother and I have reconciled our differences and by the end of the day my financial problems will be a thing of the past."

      “That's wonderful, dear.” Ally dislodged herself from Jillian's embrace. "Calm down and tell me what has happened? You know, Bobbie Q. and I will be leaving in a couple of hours and we wanted to tell you and your young man goodbye."

      "You haven't seen Scott today?"

      Ally shook her head, bringing attention to the newly-frosted blond ends of her blue hair.

      Some of her euphoria evaporating, Jillian walked to the closet and looked inside. Sure enough, Scott's tools set neatly in place, untouched.

      Where could he be? No matter what happened between them, he always showed up for work. He wasn't finished with the job yet. The wooden cabinet encasing the refrigerator still had to be primed and the bricks in the walls had yet to be refurbished. So what had happened?

      The thought crossed her mind that she should telephone him, but since she didn't know what reception she would get from him, she hesitated to do that. She would hear from him eventually, after he got over his pique from last night. But Scott didn't strike her as being a person who sulked because he was angry. Yet if he wasn't angry, exactly what was wrong? She hated speculating.

      "Give me a hug, Jillian," Ally said. "I'm going up to help Bobbie Q. finish packing. It's been a pleasure, dear. We'll be back for Labor Day."

      Jillian hugged the charming old lady tightly. "You're welcomed back anytime, Ally."

      After a short while, Rave was there to bring Bobbie Q. and Ally Gator to the airport. It turned out to be a mass exodus because Jesse the Texan followed soon after, and so did the six remaining guests, leaving Jillian totally alone until the next guests were due to arrive at various times during the next few days.

      By the time nightfall arrived, she was finished tidying the rooms in preparation for the new arrivals, but she still hadn't heard from Scott. Beginning to worry, once she completed a small, lonely supper and had a hot shower, she gave in to the urge to telephone his company.

      "Hi, you've reached Scott Martin and Town & Country Builders. I'm sorry but I'm unavailable—"

      Jillian slammed the receiver down and leaned her back against her headboard, disheartened and frustrated. She wanted to talk to Scott, not his machine. She wasn't sure what she would say to him, beyond asking why he hadn't come in to work. But there was so much she was bursting to tell him. In the nearly forty-eight hours she had last seen him her life had changed for the better.

      If he was inclined to agree, she could even spend time with him in Memphis. That thought crossed her mind without warning, and immediately she chastised herself. Whatever demons Scott fought was beside the point. She had her business to think about and now that she had the money she could finally get it to the point where she always longed to have it.

      She could hire a very competent staff to take care of things in her stead. But they would need to be trained, and there was no one but herself to do that.

      Yet her business wouldn't warm her on lonely nights, cheer her on hectic days, or be with her during holidays and birthdays. Her business was a poor substitute for the joys of motherhood. Marley seemed to thrive in her kids and her relationship with Howie, and she didn't seem to miss her work as a registered nurse. Even Rave and Melba would soon become parents.

      Where was Jillian at in her life? In the blink of an eye, her financial woes had been cured, her inn saved, and she and her parents reconciled, but suddenly she realized it just wasn't enough. She wanted more. She wanted Scott and Timmy and everything else that went with that. Her cured money problems weren't a cure-all, after all.

      Maybe if he knew how she truly felt, things would be different between them. Maybe he could put things into perspective. Did he believe bringing his company to national recognition would alleviate his pain and loneliness? She didn't believe that he had. Running away wasn't the answer.

      The ringing of the telephone interrupted her thoughts. Picking it up before the second ring finished, she said, "Hello."

      "Hello, Jilly."

      The gruff, masculine voice wasn't Scott's, but still a very welcomed sound. It was her father, who sounded far away, as if he used a speakerphone.

      "Are you there, baby?"

      "Daddy?” Her tone was a mere whisper and full of tears. How she'd missed him these past years. The black hair, neatly trimmed moustache that had once given him a rakish air was probably now laced with touches of gray. She could only imagine how distinguished it made her father look coupled with his dark eyes and healthy skin tone. "I've missed you," she blurted before she could stop herself.

      Taylor sniffled. "I've missed you too, honey. Your mother tells me you've become quite a beautiful, independent woman. I'm so sorry I acted like such a jackass, Jillian. But that Douglas person was all wrong for you."

      "I know," Jillian conceded. "But I couldn't see it then. I apologize for—"

      "It's in the past. I was calling for two things actually. First, your mother and I are leaving for Europe tomorrow. We'll be gone two weeks or so, but we want to test our new plane out, so I thought Camille would benefit from a day or two in the Alps and a little shopping in France. We want you to come. Let us pamper you a little while."

      A day or two in the Swiss Alps? Jillian hadn't visited her parents' Swiss chalet in years. While the thought was tempting, she couldn't go. Not now. She had too much to sort out.

      "I can't, Daddy. I have to see to my inn. I have to hire a staff and catch up on my accounts. May I have a rain check?” Not knowing what to say, she decided against mentioning Scott to her parents.

      "Of course you can, baby. Whenever you're ready to cash it in, I'll have the jet fueled and anything you want at your beck and call."

      "Thanks, but I wouldn't want anything too fancy."

      "Whatever, Jillian. The choice is yours. I never could win a battle with you when you decided to feel guilty about the money you were born into. Damned foolish, but the choice is yours...Ow!"

      "Taylor Riley, I told you not to mention anything that might start an argument!"

      "Dammit, Camille, you pinched me!"

      "And if you don't watch your mouth, I'll do more than that to you. Jilly, ignore your father. We understand your quirks, darling. Always remember that. Now tell her the rest, Taylor."

      "I spoke to Howard Gibson, your friend at Commons Bank. It'll take him a couple of days to do all the paperwork, but the Breakfast Book is yours."

      "Uh, Daddy, it's the Breakfast Nook."

      "Yeah, whatever. It's still yours. You know what Shakespeare said? What's in a name? A rose is a rose. By any other name, it would still smell as sweet. By any other name, your inn is still all paid for and is yours. The other thing is, I couldn't transfer as much as I wanted to you today. I could only do a half million and you have to wait three days for it to clear. Howard did say he would try to have fifty thousand available for you tomorrow. When I get back, I'll advise you on investments."

      "Only if she wants, Taylor!" Camille said sharply.

      "Of course. Your mother's right, Jillian. Whatever you want."

      "What time are you leaving tomorrow?"

      "Bright and early," Taylor said with a groan. "Your mother rises with the roosters."

      "Oh," Jillian said, slightly disappointed. "I was thinking to meet you at the airport to tell you goodbye. And just to see you again."

      "That would be fabulous, Jillian!" Camille exclaimed. "The plane leaves for seven thirty, so meet us for six and we can have breakfast on the plane."

      Jillian smiled. "I'll see you then."

      "Ciao, darling," Camille said.

      "Bye, Mother, Daddy. I love you."

      "We love you too."
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      Deep in thought, Scott sat behind his desk in his office. He regretted the less-than-amiable parting he’d had with Jillian. His offer had come from a sincere desire to help and protect her, but, after wrestling most of the day with how wrongs things had gone on their date, he realized he was pushing her too fast. He didn’t know how to stop himself because he’d fallen in love with her.

      Grimly, he rubbed his throbbing temples. After vowing that he wouldn’t ever involve himself seriously in a relationship, he’d fallen head-over-heels in a few short weeks. How had it happened?

      It happened because of who Jillian was. She was loving, witty, charming, self-sufficient, and oozing with artless sexuality. How could he not have fallen in love with her? Jillian Riley was a woman Scott wanted in his and Timmy’s life forever. He had to remember, however, once he straightened this fiasco out, to let her go at her own pace. Her independence was her most important achievement. If she needed or wanted his help, she would ask him.

      Reaching for the phone, he picked up the receiver, intending to dial Jillian’s number. After all, he hadn’t spoken to her at all yesterday. He’d apologize to her for his insistence and then pray they’d proceed to what he knew would be the love affair of the century. Kayla’s appearance ended his intentions.

      A dark frown crept into his countenance.

      “Whoa!” Kayla said, holding her hands up in mock surrender. “Who forgot to feed you your raw meat this morning?”

      “You’re not funny, Kayla,” Scott snapped, annoyed at her intrusion, slamming the receiver back onto its cradle. Lately, Kayla seemed to be everywhere. At his house. At his office. At Timmy’s baseball games. “What can I do for you?”

      All animation left Kayla’s face and her features took on a stricken look. “I…”  Her voice trailed off. She backed towards the door. “I-I’ll just come back a little later. You seem rather preoccupied.”

      Before Scott could respond, Kayla exited. He thought of calling her back in, but decided against it at the moment. He didn’t want to deal with Kayla and her less-than-subtle flirting. Not today. Today, thoughts of Jillian and their disastrous date cluttered Scott’s mind.

      Following through with his original intent, he dialed Jillian’s private number, but didn’t get a response. When he called the number to the Breakfast Nook, he got the answering machine. Wanting to talk to her, he decided against leaving a message. To him, a message seemed so impersonal at the moment, when their relationship was in such a critical state. He’d call back a little later. They inn and her determination to see it succeed always kept her quite busy, so she wouldn’t be away too long.

      Scott smiled. Jillian was something of a workaholic, just as he was. Until now, his work ethics and ambitions had never bothered him. He was happy as long as his business thrived. He loved his little brother, but he was just as content with leaving Timmy with their housekeeper, as he chased jobs big and small. It was the American dream.

      Or was it?

      Jillian was just as determined to see her business succeed. She was as dedicated to the inn as he was to contracting. She was ambitious. But she was also satisfied with growing her business here in the city, laying a foundation here. 

      Since meeting Jillian, Scott realized that he hadn’t even concerned himself too much with thoughts of big, out-of-state contracts. He was happy doing jobs here in the city and helping Jillian and her assortment of nuts at the Breakfast Nook.

      He only hoped Jillian felt the same way about him. It would devastate him if she spurned him.

      His attitude toward Kayla came to mind, and he sighed. He should not have snapped at her. He supposed he owed her an apology as well. But he also needed to have a talk with her to make sure she understood that they were, and always would be, nothing more than friends.

      Getting up from his desk, he walked to the outer office to where Kayla sat at her desk. Without preamble, he patted her on the back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so grouchy. Was there something you wanted to talk to me about?”

      “Yes, but it can wait,” Kayla said, wondering what had Scott so upset. She wanted to console him for whatever reason, but dared not. If she pushed too much, he might shut her out completely.

      Kayla wanted to share Scott’s life and all his woes, although she wasn’t so sure anymore that she’d be able to do so. In a few short weeks, Scott had gone through a dramatic change. It had all happened in the amount of time he’d been working for the innkeeper. He was like a starry-eyed kid, with his first crush. None of it was directed toward Kayla, either. And she’d tried everything to win Scott for herself. Using all of her feminine wiles, she was still unable to garner his attention, let alone get him into bed. Even all the special attention she’d paid to Timmy hadn’t moved him. Oh, she was certain she had his gratitude, but his gratitude wasn’t what she wanted. She wanted his love, his body, his children. If only she could get him into her bed, he’d forget all about the innkeeper. 

      Perhaps, if he thought she was leaving, he’d be a little more attentive to her. With that in mind, she forced a chuckle. “Well, on second thought, Scott, I would like to talk to you about something personal.”

      “I’m all eyes, bud.”

      “Well,” Kayla began slowly. Her mind whirled with ideas. Scott would never let her go without a fight. He’d told her often enough how important she was to him and the business. She almost laughed out loud at her own cleverness. Why hadn’t she thought of using her supposedly imminent departure as a way to win over Scott? She cleared her throat, her insides humming with anticipation. “Why don’t I cook dinner, tonight, at my place, and we can talk there?”

      Scott stared at her. A variety of emotions crossed his handsome features, so quickly Kayla found it impossible to read any of them. “Sounds ominous,” he finally said.

      Standing, Kayla faced him. “Ominous?” she asked with a nervous laugh. “How could a dinner invitation from me sound ominous? You already know I can cook.”

      “You cook quite well, Kayla,” Scott agreed, with a short laugh, more annoyed sounding than amused. “But I was half-joking when I said your invitation sounded ominous. Especially before since you’ve never before extended such an offer.”

      With as much nonchalance as she could muster, Kayla shrugged. “There’s always room for change, you know.”

      “Yes. Always. I much appreciate the offer, Kay. But I don’t want to see you spend an evening in the kitchen on my account.”

      “But—”

      “No ‘buts’. Let me treat you to a great Italian meal at Pascal’s Manale tomorrow night. That way we’ll both win. I would do it tonight, but I have to meet with the owners of the Memphis project that we’re bidding on.”

      “Really?” Kayla asked glumly, referring more to his logic about his invitation than about his plans for the evening. Scott had treated her to lunch and dinner a thousand times. At his house, whenever Kayla dined there, Timmy was always present. They’d never shared a quiet evening alone together, as she’d intended for them this evening. “How will we both win?”

      “You won’t have to clean up afterwards and I won’t feel guilty watching you do it.”

      How could she respond to that? His demeanor, his words, seemed like a death knell to her dream. Only fools spent their lives nurturing unrequited love. The thought that Scott might never be hers cut.

      If things didn’t go as planned tomorrow at dinner, she’d tender her resignation then and there. Scott wouldn’t be left in the lurch. He was very in tune to his business. If this all-out effort failed tonight and she left, she’d miss Scott, but she refused to spend her life pining after him.

      “Well,” Kayla said. “You talked me into it. What I have to say can be said over dinner at my house or in a restaurant.”

      “Good. We’ll leave early this evening, and go out and pal around.”

      Kayla laughed at that expression. “I’m with you, bud.”
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      Bright and early the next morning, Jillian met her parents at Lake Front Airport where the private planes in New Orleans are kept. It felt as if she and her parents had never lost contact as they chatted throughout their breakfast of grits and grillades.

      Camille promised to pick up a few items for Jillian, while in Paris, while Taylor swore he would watch the European investment markets.

      Jillian stayed until the plane was taxiing down the runway toward Lake Pontchartrain, then she headed for Commons Bank, where she met Howard and two assistants who sat and spoke with her for two hours about her options now that she was a rich woman. Before she returned to the Breakfast Nook, she went and placed ads for hired help. Finally at noon, she returned to her inn, only to find that Scott still hadn't come nor had he called.

      Forcing herself to relax in her apartment, her concern for Scott increased. Perhaps, when he did return, it would be for a final good-bye. At the thought of losing him, her grief nearly suffocated her.

      If she’d kept the Breakfast Nook as it was, old-looking, she probably wouldn’t have met Scott. But, noooo, she had to complicate matters by renovating the place to make it look prosperous.

      With a stroke of her parents’ pens, her financial burdens had been lifted. Perhaps she would have succeeded without their help, but she’d never know.

      Sighing, she rubbed the back of her neck, faced with a glaring truth. Without their help, she probably wouldn’t have made it. The very thought made her a traitor to her own ideals. Although she might have been idealistic, she wasn’t crazy. After struggling for so long and attempting to get help from the bank, she realized she needed help from some other source. Some other monetary source. Besides, Scott was right. She couldn’t keep depending on Marley and Rave to donate their time to her cause. They had families of their own to concern themselves with.

      Her unsettling thoughts relentless, Jillian sighed again. Where was Scott? She believed he was genuinely interested in seeing her succeed, and his generosity towards her really touched her. And, now, she had absolutely no reason to fail. She wanted to prove to both Scott and her parents how astute she was, how through their help and belief in her as well as her own dedication, what a roaring success the Breakfast Nook would be. She was determined to make them proud of her.

      The abrupt ringing of the phone startled her, evaporating her thoughts. Her heart pounding, she crossed her fingers, wishing it was Scott. She lifted the receiver without looking at caller ID. “Hello,” she said, forcing calm into her voice, hoping the caller wouldn’t hear the pounding of her heart.

      “Hi, Jilly,” Marley said cheerily.

      Jillian’s heart plummeted. “Marley, hi,” she said, hoping Marley didn’t detect the disappointment in her tone.

      “I promised you a night on the town, and tonight is it.”

      “Oh no, not tonight,” Jillian began in protest. “I have guests coming and—”

      “Yes tonight,” Marley insisted with a no-nonsense attitude. “Tonight is perfect. You’ll only have a handful of guests on hand. Rave and Howie can easily handle such a small load. We’ve hired a sitter for the kids and have all decided that you need this time away from the Nook.”

      “Oh, Marley,” Jillian said, undecided now as to what to do. They had so carefully planned everything, she really hated to disappoint them. And she did need a night out. But, if she left, she might miss Scott’s call. “Er—” How could she reject Marley’s kindness? She was so lucky to have such concerned and loving friends. Sometimes, however, they truly overwhelmed her. Still, she’d had a life before she met Scott Martin and it would behoove her to remember that. Besides, she and Marley hadn’t been out alone together since before Marley married Howie. It appeared Marley needed a night out as much as she herself did. It would be good for both of them. “All right, Marl. Tonight is perfect. Where shall we meet and what time?”

      “Why don’t I come to the Nook. Either we go together in my car, or I’ll park mine and we can go in yours.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Jillian said. “I’m easy.
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      Having chosen Marley’s car, at Marley’s insistence, they ended up at Pascal’s Manale on Napoleon Avenue in Uptown New Orleans.

      “Italian,” Jillian said with satisfaction after they had been seated. “I love Italian food.”

      “I know,” Marley said with a smile. “That’s why I brought you here.”

      Bringing them each a menu, their waitress asked if they cared to order from the bar. Marley ordered a bottle of Beaujolais, which they shared throughout the entire meal. Jillian enjoyed a Caesar salad, shrimp fettuccine and cannelloni for dessert. Marley’s salad and dessert were the same, but her entrée was chicken parmigiana.

      “I must learn to cook Italian,” Jillian said, taking a sip of her wine. The thought that she needed to learn to cook, period, crossed her mind, and she scowled.

      “Then you can serve Italian food to your guests,” Marley offered.

      “Guests my eye. That would be for my own enjoyment.” Jillian set her glass down, reached across the table and caught Marley’s hand, stopping Marley from picking up her own glass. “Marley, I have so much to tell you.”

      “What? That you and Scott are now an item?”

      Some of Jillian’s enthusiasm dissipated as her heart twisted at Marley’s words. “No,” she replied, more subdued. “As much as I’d like that to be true.”

      “You’re in love with him, aren’t you, Jilly?

      Jillian hated the sympathy lacing Marley’s voice, but she knew that was Marley’s way of lending support. She smiled. “Yes,” she said, uncomfortable. “But I’ve overcome everything else. I can overcome that. But that’s not what I wanted to tell you,” she said, lightening her tone once again.

      “Don’t keep me in suspense, Jillian Riley! What gives?”

      Hold on to your seat,” Jillian began with a laugh. “I know Howie doesn’t discuss customers’ affairs with you, not even if they are friends—“

      Marley glared at her. “Jillian, just get to the damned point,” she ordered impatiently.

      “I had lunch with my mom yesterday. This morning, I saw her and Daddy off to another one of their European jaunts.” Reconciling with her parents was compensation for the loss of Scott. They couldn’t take his place, but she now knew, without a doubt, that they would always be there for her. Upon their return from Europe, she’d certainly tell them about Scott.

      “Don’t keep me in suspense, Jillian,” Marley said, nearly bursting with curiosity. “How did your lunch date turn out with your mother, and what does Howie have to do with all of this?”

      Jillian giggled. “Howie couldn’t tell you that Mom transferred ten percent of my inheritance into my bank account.”

      “She did?” Marley blinked. “She didn’t!” 

      Jillian nodded her head with vigor. 

      “Omigod, Jillian! How wonderful! Was it enough to pay off some of your debts?”

      “It was ten percent of my inheritance,” Jillian stressed, as if Marley should know what that meant.

      “Well, was it enough?”

      “Let’s see. I have the mortgage and the remodeling, and I owe Lucy and Scott,” Jillian explained, her face a mask of feigned despair.

      Marley patted Jillian’s arm. “Oh, honey,” she said with sympathy, her features taking on the same mask. “Take heart. At least they gave you something. Right? I mean, that’s the best way to look at it.”

      “Yeah,” Jillian agreed, draining her glass of the last drop of wine. “The stingy darlings. How far do they expect two hundred and fifty thousand dollars to go?”

      Marley gasped and sputtered, nearly choking on the wine she was sipping. “Surely, you jest!” she managed, catching her breath and taking a drink of water. “Jillian, are you serious?”

       “Marley, I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to make you choke. And, yes, I’m serious. Mom said the whole of my inheritance is two and a half million dollars. Tell Howie to explain it to you with my permission.”

      “Oh, my goodness! You’re rich!”

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” Jillian laughed, the sound genuine and joyful. Money certainly wasn’t a cure-all to all of her problems, but it would help to relieve her financial difficulties. “I knew my parents were loaded, but I never knew to what extent,” she added with good-natured crassness.

      “This calls for champagne. But since neither one of us are drinkers, maybe we should pick up a bottle and share it with Rave and Howie.”

      “Only if I’m allowed to pick up the tab for both the champagne and this dinner.”

      “Well, Miz Rich Witch, I hope you didn’t expect me to spring for all this,” Marley said, chuckling.

      Jillian beckoned for the waitress. It took a little more than five minutes to settle the tab. Taking up her purse, she stood and looked at her watch. “Let’s go to Martin’s Wine Cellar for the champagne. We’re not too far away and should make it before they close.”

      “That’s fine with me,” Marley said, standing from her seat also.

      Habit made Jillian peruse the restaurant, looking for familiar faces. All of a sudden, her gaze fell on Scott and a pretty, dark-haired woman, sitting three tables behind them. Jillian’s stomach lurched and her body seemed to turn to stone. Scott and his date seemed oblivious to their surroundings. The woman was crying and Scott was drying her eyes with his handkerchief. That done, he caressed her cheek as she held onto his hand and leaned into it.

      Scott’s actions toward the other woman jettisoned Jillian into action. Shock almost overtaking her, she pinched Marley’s arm. Marley pulled away, rubbed the spot Jillian had abused, and opened her mouth. Her chastisement fell away when she noticed what was holding Jillian’s attention. 

      “It’s Scott!” Marley whispered incredulously. Without another word, she grasped Jillian’s arm and steered her out of the restaurant.

      Outside in the parking lot, Jillian leaned against the car. It felt as if her heart had shattered into tiny little pieces and each shard now pricked her. But why should that be? She’d been right in her suspicions all along.

      In a comforting gesture, Marley slid her hand over Jillian’s back. “Are you okay, honey?”

      Jillian smiled too bright, light-headed, sick-at-heart, and so hurt she didn’t know whether she wanted to laugh, cry, or scream bloody murder.  “I’ll be fine, Marl.” Of course she would be fine. Given time. Maybe the next hundred years would be enough time to overcome a broken heart. What a fool she was! It was totally ridiculous for her to even have a broken heart, given the circumstances.

      She and Scott were never really involved. They’d shared a few kisses and even that shouldn’t have happened. Scott was married, which meant he cheated on his wife. And what did that make Jillian, lusting as she did after a married man. The woman with Scott seemed so distraught. Recalling her stricken face, Jillian was barely able to hold back her own tears. “Yes, I’ll be fine,” Marley,” she repeated, a mantra she would have to repeat over and over again before she truly believed it.

      “Let’s go home, Jillian.”

      Jillian looked at her and smiled with trembling lips. “Yes, let’s go home. But I believe we had a stop to make first. I could really use that champagne now. I’m thinking Dom Perignon. What do you think?” She forced her smile to broaden. She wouldn’t allow what she saw to bring her into a deep funk. The best way to do that was not to dwell on what was hurting her so terribly.

      Marley laughed. “I’m thinking you’re terrific,” she said, hugging her. “When you want to talk, you know I’ll always be here.”

      “I know. I think two bottles of champagne seems sufficient, don’t you?”

      “Why not?” Marley said, unlocking the car door and climbing into the driver’s side. She waited until Jillian had seated herself in the passenger’s side before speaking again. “Maybe even a case or two. Little Miss Moneybags can afford it.”

      “Damn right! Let’s get rolling, peasant. Tonight, I want to find out what inebriated means.”

      “Right. And I’ll just stay to tuck you in. Dom Perignon is pretty strong stuff, you know? I guess Rave will be there in the morning to help you nurse the hangover you may get.”

      “Oh, God forbid!” Jillian said. They both laughed, knowing Rave’s remedy would be far worse than the hangover.
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      Jillian dragged herself into the kitchen at seven-thirty the next morning. Rave had her croissants and biscuits already baking in the oven. The fresh fruit, jams, and jellies were lined on the counter, ready to be placed on the sideboard in the dining room. The milk and orange juice had been poured into their respective pitchers and the aroma of fresh brewing coffee permeated the air and turned her stomach.

      Slowly, so as not to further unbalance her aching body, she made her way to a stool by the counter and plopped down on it. Materializing suddenly, Rave shoved a glass containing a green liquid concoction at her.

      “Drink it!” he commanded.

      Jillian pushed it away. “Rave, please! I’ll die if I drink that poison.”

      “Girl, pul-leaze! Why would I poison you? This drink is one helpful cure for hangovers. I promise it’ll make you feel better in no time at all. Now, drink it!” Once again, he shoved the glass of green stuff into her hand.

      She glared at Rave, then studied the drink a few seconds. With a deep intake of breath, she closed her eyes and chug-a-lugged the contents of the glass. It took all her willpower and control to keep from retching on the counter. When she opened her eyes, they watered and her vision blurred. Her head swam and her breathing came in rapid pants. Holding herself rigid on the stool, she waited impatiently for death to claim her and end the awful after effects of the drink. It seemed as if Rave had poisoned her, after all.

      “Here, use this.” Rave shoved a bag in her face. “It’s a barf bag. Let it out in there.”

      Jillian nodded weakly, then secured the bag around her mouth. After a few embarrassed moments, she removed the bag. Incredibly, her head had cleared, the queasiness in her stomach had gone, and she felt like the color had returned to her cheeks.

      “I’ll take that and dispose of it,” Rave said, correctly interpreting the hostile and murderous glare Jillian gave to him. After a few moments, he returned and handed Jillian a glass of cool water to drink. “Feeling better?”

      Jillian drank half the contents of the glass, savoring the water’s coolness against her parched throat and inside her stomach. She looked at Rave. “I should kill you! What was that stuff, Raveno Territo Mondel?” she spat.

      “Well, thanks a lot, girl. I use my skills to rid you of a monstrous hangover and you want my blood for it.” Rave threw his hands up and went to check the coffeemaker. “And watch your language,” he added over his shoulder.

      Tapping the counter, Jillian shook her head, full of remorse. “Oh, Rave,” she lamented. “I’m sorry. I do appreciate your efforts.”

      “And well you should. With that you drank last night, it would take you until Christmas to overcome that hangover.”

      “What was I thinking?” Jillian asked, sipping her water. “To imbibe that much.”

      “You were thinking Scott Martin, Jilly. And how you feel he broke your heart, even though the man has yet to make a commitment to you.”

      “If you don’t mind, Rave, I don’t want to talk about it,” Jillian said and smiled ruefully. “After the second bottle of champagne, my memory is kind of fuzzy, but I must thank Marley for putting me to bed.”

      Leaning next to her and resting his elbows on the counter, Rave lifted an eyebrow. “Marley? Girl, pul-leaze. Marley was dragged out after the first bottle of champagne. Howie wanted to get her to bed before she passed out over here.”

      Jillian widened her eyes. “Th-then w-who undressed me and put me to bed?” she asked with trepidation, already knowing the answer.

      With a silly grin plastered on his face, Rave raised his eyebrows up and down.

      “Rave!” Jillian growled, slapping him on his back with all her might. “How could you?” She stood from the stool. “How could you?” she repeated, outraged.

      “Get a grip, Sheba,” Rave told her, holding a chair like a lion tamer, to keep her at bay. “It was either that or let you stay on the floor where you sat after that last glass of Pouilly Foisse.”

      The shock of that announcement cut through Jillian’s anger. “Pouilly Foisse? Wine? I thought we drank champagne.”

      “That, too,” Rave explained, still holding the chair in front of himself. “But the champagne ran out. And you, trooper that you are, insisted on opening the wine. Well, after a glass and a half of that, rigor mortis began to set in. Believe me, Jilly, it taught you the meaning of dead drunk!”

      “Oh, my goodness! I’m so ashamed! Rave, I’m so sorry. You’re a true friend. I don’t know what I would do without you. Thank you for your concern for my well-being.”

      Setting the chair down, Rave waved her embarrassment away. “Don’t sweat it, honey. I was glad to be of service. Next time, be more cautious of demon alcohol, especially since you aren’t a drinker.”

      Jillian laughed. “You don’t have to tell me twice,” she said. “By the way, what was in that drink you gave me a few minutes ago.”

      “Family secret. If I told you, I’d have to kill you to keep it a secret. Besides, if you knew what was in it, you would kill me. Just be grateful that my invention worked.”

      Shaking her head and thinking it best that she didn’t know what Rave had given to her, Jillian laughed again. “My friend, the mad professor.” She walked up to him and threw her arms around him. She kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks again, sweetheart. Now, I think I’d better take a quick shower and get dressed for the day ahead.”

      “Jilly?” Rave called as she started towards her apartment.

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t grieve over something that never happened, honey,” he said gently. “In spite of what you saw last night, I think Scott will come back and explain to you how he really feels. For my money, I would say you’re at the top of his amorous list.”

      “I wish I could believe that,” Jillian said with a sigh.

      “Oh, ye of little faith. You’re probably the only one who hasn’t noticed the look of love in Scott’s eyes when he regards you. Don’t judge him yet, honey. Sometimes looks can be deceiving.”

      “Even the look of love,” Jillian pointed out.

      “Only if the love isn’t real, honey.”

      Reaching the door to her apartment, Jillian turned to Rave. “I’ll see you as soon as I can. Thanks for the cheer.” In spite of what she saw last night at the restaurant, Rave might have been right. Besides, she still felt the need to talk to Scott herself. Even if it was to end what she’d imagined they’d started. At least, there would be closure to that chapter in her life.

      With that in mind, before she showered, she placed another call to his company and once again got his answering machine. The day crawled by without word from him. Not even Rave's outrageous antics cheered her up, and by the time she saw to four more new arrivals and retired for the night, she was exhausted but unable to sleep.

      

      Getting up and putting on her robe, she went into the kitchen and prepared a cup of warm milk for herself. Afterwards, she returned to her private quarters and stretched out on the sofa. She had barely made herself comfortable when the doorbell to her apartment's living room rang.

      Rave. She sighed. Maybe if she ignored the bell he would just go away. She really didn't care to be subjected to his perpetual cheeriness tonight. Unfortunately, as usual, he was persistent. He was ringing the doorbell while banging on the door.

      Sipping her milk, Jillian glanced at the clock on the wall. 11:45. Well, maybe Rave and Melba had had an argument. For his kindness to her, the least she could do was let him in to talk about it. Besides, it didn't look like he would leave. She set the glass down.

      "Just a minute.” Leaving the chain latched, she opened the door to reveal not Rave, but Scott, holding a sleeping Timmy over his shoulder.

      Hurriedly, Jillian unlatched the chair and pulled the door opened. "Scott! Come in."

      Scott walked into the living room. Unshielded from the shadows of moonlight and darkness, Jillian clearly saw his haggard, unshaven expression in the light of the room.

      "Scott, what's wrong?"

      When he didn't answer immediately, she thought to press the issue and demand answers from him, but she realized it wasn't her place. At the moment, he needed her as a friend. Later, she could question where he had been these past days he should have been working at the Breakfast Nook. If he cared to hear, she could tell him about her reconciliation with her parents and her restoral of fortune. If he cared to hear, she would tell him how much she loved him.

      Scott spoke into the silence, broken only by the gentle, even breathing of the sleeping Timmy. "I need a favor, Jillian," he said in a strained voice.

      

      "Of...of course, Scott.” Her heart thundered at his nearness, but concern about why he was there in the middle of the night with his sleeping son lessened her happiness. With a start, she realized that the wedding ring he usually wore wasn't on his finger tonight. "Please, tell me what's wrong."

      He dodged her question again. "Will you take care of Timmy for me tonight?"

      She met his troubled gaze. "Of course."

      "There's no school tomorrow. A staff meeting or something to that effect is going on. He's all ready for bed, Jilly, so I'll just lie him on the sofa."

      "No, no, Scott. Put him on the bed. It's a king, so there's enough room for us to share."

      "Thanks, sweetheart.” Scott brought the child into the bedroom. When he reappeared Timmy-less minutes later, he headed for the door. "Jillian, I'll explain tomorrow."

      He smiled at her, and his deep dimples overshadowed the creases of worry on his face. Leaning down, he brushed her lips with his own. The brief contact left her yearning for more.

      "You're wonderful," he said, caressing her cheek with the back of his hand. Opening the door and flicking on the outside light, he stood there for a moment. "Timmy knows I'll pick him up some time tomorrow. He has a change of clothes in his backpack."

      Desire and vulnerability stood in his gaze, but before Jillian commented, before she touched him, he spoke again.

      "Thanks again.” Then, he rushed to the big, black Beamer parked outside.

      Jillian stood in the door until Scott drove away. Securing the latch, she went in to check on Timmy, who was sleeping peacefully, before going back to sit on the sofa.

      

      She couldn't imagine what had transpired with Scott since she'd last seen him. Where was Kayla that she couldn't take care of Timmy? Maybe something had happened to her. Speculating again. Well, she just wouldn't do that to herself. She was stressed enough already. She would just wait for the explanation Scott promised to give her.
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      The next morning, Jillian sat at the kitchen table, sipping from a cup filled with strong, black coffee. Already seven-thirty, her guests would be down in a half-hour looking for breakfast. That didn't matter, however. She'd been awake nearly forever, wondering about Scott, and had already burned the food she attempted to cook. Now ready-made, fluffy croissants and thick pastries lined the counters, waiting to be warmed.

      Her lack of cooking skills was a serious matter. She would have to remedy that as soon as possible. Maybe the ex-sous chef Scott had recommended could teach her the basics.

      "Good morning, Jillian.” Timmy came to the table and pulled out a chair, sitting across from her. It surprised her to see him already dressed.

      She'd intended to peek in on the little boy after she finished her coffee, but apparently that was unnecessary. 

      She smiled brightly and looked into his light brown eyes—eyes that mirrored Scott's. A poignant longing assailed her, but she ignored it as she perceived Timmy's wariness. He was only a child, left with a virtual stranger until his father took care of whatever business he had.

      "Good morning, Timmy. Aren't you the efficient one, up and early at this hour."

      Timmy relaxed slightly at the compliment. "I'm used to getting up early, Jillian," he explained. "Especially on school days. Mrs. Benson always comes at seven in the morning. She says it's to help me and Scott get started. Sometimes, she even comes at five, when Scott needs her to."

      

      "I see. And what does your Mom do when Mrs. Benson isn't there?” She was prying, but she couldn't stifle one of many questions that begged to be asked. Why did Scott have to bring Timmy there when he had Mrs. Benson and the child's perfect mother?

      She was being uncharitable and spoiled, but she was so afraid that Scott would return and say goodbye. And, now, she was questioning a seven-year-old in his father's stead. This was an all-time low for a grown woman.

      Timmy squirmed in his seat and she softened her irritation.

      "Can I have some Cheerios?"

      Glad that he had taken away her guilt from the question by not answering her, she rose from her seat. "Of course, Timmy. But I'm not sure I have Cheerios. We'll just see what kind of cereal we have."

      "I'll get it!” Timmy bounded from his chair and ran to where Jillian stood. "I'll bet my Mommy liked Cheerios, 'cause me and Scott both like it.” He screwed his little face into a frown. "Do you think God has Cheerios in heaven where my Mommy is, Jillian?"

      Her hand froze on the box of cereal and she stared at the child, rendered momentarily speechless. The thought might have crossed her mind once or twice that Scott was a widower, but she'd never truly believed it. Nor had she comprehended fully what that meant for Timmy.

      Timmy was motherless, and Scott was a widower. That might have explained a lot—his vehement defense of the lady in question, his warning that Jillian never compare herself to Timmy's mother, his interest in her but his apparent reluctance to become deeply involved. Yet his behavior in the past days would have made Jillian wonder if Timmy's mother—Scott's wife—had passed away last night had she not known better. But that just couldn’t be. The death of Timmy’s mother hadn’t occurred last night. A few weeks ago, in an angry outburst, Scott had told her in so many words that Timmy’s mother was dead. 

      Timmy tugged at her sleeve. "Jillian, what's the matter? Aren't you going to get my cereal?"

      

      The discovery had brought her to a complete halt, but she didn't want to distress the child any more than he must have been. She mobilized herself and yanked several boxes of cereal down from the cupboard.

      "I was just thinking, Timmy, your mom probably does like Cheerios and get all she wants in Heaven."

      "Yeah?” Timmy seemed relieved at that. "You know that's what Scott says."

      "Then Scott's right.” Her admiration and respect for the care and love Scott seemed to shower upon Timmy increased. What a lucky little boy Timmy was. "Why do you call him 'Scott'?"

      "'Cause that's his name," Timmy answered quietly, looking over the bright, colorful boxes of cereals. "Oh, boy! Cap’n Crunch! I want that!"

      "Then you shall have that," Jillian said with a laugh. She fixed his cereal, then poured herself another cup of coffee. "In a few minutes, I have to serve breakfast to my guests. I have some game boards on the bookshelf in my apartment and also neat books. Some about airplanes and big trucks and trains—"

      "Do you have any about boats?"

      "Yes. And also some about animals. Just take your pick." Marley wouldn't object to Timmy reading her kids' books.

      "Is it okay if I watched television? I'll read and color later. Do you have any coloring books?"

      Jillian ruffled his russet hair. "I have almost anything you wish, dude! As soon as you're finished I'll set you up in my living room."

      Timmy slurped up the last of the cereal and milk in his bowl. A milk moustache framing his lips, he burped. "I'm finished now," he said with a giggle. "I want to watch the Cartoon Network."

      Bounding from his chair, he headed to Jillian's apartment.
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      Another day passed without word from Scott.

      Jillian went through her routine with military precision, ever grateful for a friend like Raveno Territo Mondel. Not only did he lend his usual generous hand in the kitchen, he entertained Timmy while Jillian occupied herself with a telephone call to Howard and one from her parents' giving her the phone number to their hotel in Paris; writing necessary checks to clear up her accounts; and then seeing to her guests' needs.

      By dinnertime, Timmy had relaxed quite measurably, and by the time she was tucking him into bed, they had become friends. Before she completed the book she was reading to him, he'd drifted off into a contented sleep.

      Now, an hour and a half later, nearly midnight, Jillian was bathed and ready for bed but she worried about Scott's absence. He was supposed to pick Timmy up sometime yesterday, but no one had heard from him in nearly two days. Jillian consoled herself that Scott's absence wasn't due to the passing of his wife. Sometimes, during the course of the long day, Timmy revealed that his mother died a long time ago. Pressed further, she discovered he had still been a toddler at her death, only two years old.

      That was small consolation, however. Her concern for Scott overrode everything else, and another phone call to his office produced the same results she had gotten since early evening. His blasted answering machine clicked on.

      What could be wrong? She knew how Scott felt about Timmy, and unless something dire had happened, he wouldn't have gone, then not contacted his son. Where could he be? Was he with Kayla?

      Her eyes began to droop, but she wouldn't allow herself to fall asleep until after she'd heard from Scott. 

      

      As if on cue, a knock sounded on her door, the voice accompanying it soft and weary sounding.

      "Jillian?"

      Without preamble, Jillian unlocked her door and pulled it open. Scott stepped inside and, before she could reclose the door properly, he had her in his arms, clinging to her. His body was warm and masculine against hers, and she held onto him as tightly as he held onto her, holding him for whatever reason he needed to be held, as long as he needed her. Which she hoped was for an eternity. She laid her head against his chest, feeling so right in his embrace.

      Long moments later, his grip on her relaxed. He stared down at her, his eyes red, his face a mask of grief.

      On impulse, she hugged him and kissed his hair roughened cheek. "Oh, Scott, come. Sit down.” She led him to the sofa, where he obediently sat. Her nerves hummed through her, making her unable to sit down. "Can I get you a drink? Wine? A Coca Cola? Coffee? Water? Beer—"

      "No, I'm fine.” Scott ran his fingers though his hair. He looked exhausted. "Is Timmy all right?"

      "Yes, Scott. He's asleep in my bed.” She regarded him in question. She hated to force the issue, especially when he seemed so aggrieved, but she needed answers. His pensiveness was arousing her old fears and uncertainties, and any plausible explanation to his behavior failed to surface.

      Beneath his tired sadness, she couldn't burden him further with her confession of love. She was afraid he wouldn't welcome the declaration, spurning her instead.

      The silence between them was uncomfortable, the tension building. Jillian shifted her weight restlessly, unsure of what to say, and Scott sighed.

      "I'm sorry, Jillian."

      

      She wanted to remain silent, afraid his apology boded nothing good, but she couldn't. "For what, Scott."

      "For being so mysterious, sweetheart. For burdening you with Timmy. I wanted to explain, but I prefer not to talk about certain things in front of Timmy."

      "Never think Timmy is a burden to me. He's welcomed here anytime. As are you.” Jillian sat next to him. "Wh-what's happened?" she dared to ask again, wondering how bad the answer would be.

      "Where should I begin?" he asked with a trace of bitterness. "On Monday morning, when I lost the Memphis contract and flew there in a desperate attempt to save it? Or should I tell you about what happened when I returned to discover that my housekeeper's husband became ill suddenly," he said with low torment. "It was a stroke."

      "Oh, Scott! Is it bad?"

      Scott's bleak expression answered her question even before he spoke. "I'm afraid so. His chance of survival is only about twenty percent."

      "I'm so sorry, honey."

      Scott stood, his raw emotion spilling over, vibrating through his body as he paced the length of the room. "I feel like such a cad. Mrs. Benson has been a part of my life for five years. Believe me when I say I am truly very fond of her. But all I've been able to think about is Timmy."

      "Timmy? Why?"

      "Because Mrs. Benson won't be returning. She's decided she'll remain with her husband as long as she has to. Which, of course, is as it should be. When my father had his accident, he clung to life for a week, but it just wasn't enough. His brain was damaged too severely. But I don't know what I'll tell Timmy now. He loves Mrs. Benson. She's been a stabling force for him.” He gave a short laugh. "And me, for that matter."

      

      The hurt in his voice told Jillian how much his father's death had affected him. He had never spoken of his father, but maybe there was a reason for that. For years, she had been reluctant to speak of her own parents because of the bridge between them. Scott, however, seemed to be immersed in grief—for so many reasons. And now not only must he grapple with Mrs. Benson's loss, but he had to worry about Timmy's fragile, young emotions.

      "Scott, I don't want to intrude, but if you'd like, I'd be happy to explain to Timmy about Mrs. Benson."

      Scott gazed at her for long seconds, his expression inscrutable. Uncomfortable beneath his unreadable regard, Jillian shrugged. She refused to admit that she was slightly hurt that he didn't want her help and reminded herself she was in love with him, and not vice versa.

      "It was just a thought," she mumbled.

      Reseating himself next to her, Scott smiled with such tenderness Jillian's breath caught. If she didn't know better, she would think he was in love with her.

      "Thank you, Jillian. Maybe we can both tell him."

      She looked at him in surprise and nodded, liking that idea much better. But she wondered where Kayla fitted into all this. Weren’t she and Scott an item? It was time that that relationship was also aired in the open.

      “What about Kayla? Won’t this cause a conflict with you? Maybe, it’ll even confuse Timmy.”

      Scott blinked his tired eyes. “Kayla?” he repeated, unable to hide his surprise.

      Raising her chin, Jillian gave him a steely look, daring him to lie to her. “Yes. She called the first day you brought Timmy over.”

      “My secretary? She put her heart and soul into the work she did for me, but she told me she had a better offer from her friend, Dr. Ellenberger. I’m going to miss her. I took her to Pascal’s Manales the other night. When I told her she had been like a younger sister to me, she started bawling like a baby.” Scott shrugged. “Women. Go figure.”

      Go figure indeed, Jillian thought. Men were so dense sometimes. She sensed that Kayla was in love with Scott. Why couldn’t he sense the same? Would he be able to sense Jillian’s feelings for him?

      Knowing what unrequited love felt like, Kayla had Jillian’s deepest sympathies. But she also felt as if her heart could sing, because now she truly had a chance with Scott.

      Laying his head on the back of the sofa, Scott stared at the ceiling. "I'd best be going. I've had a particularly long day. With the Memphis contract shot to smithereens, I had to go to Slidell to settle some business and hire a crew for a local building project I'm doing."

      Her body tensed in anticipation as the realization sunk in that Scott wasn't going to Memphis. He had lost the contract! He and Kayla weren’t an item. And, she, Jillian, was in love with him. 

      Guilt followed her initial relief. She knew how much that contract meant to Scott. She moistened her dry lips to ask her next question. "What happened? I thought the contract was already signed."

      

      Scott closed his eyes. "I wish it had been. Preliminary agreements were made, but nothing formal. I've spent thousands of dollars to secure this contract, and all for nothing.” He sat up and rested his elbows on his knees, hanging his head, the picture of dejection and tiredness. "At the last minute, one of their local companies underbid me and stole the contract right from under me. I never saw it coming."

      "I'm so sorry," Jillian said quietly. "If you hadn't been here—"

      "Don't even say that, baby. I wouldn't give up my time with you for anything. Timmy and I are quite lucky to have you, as irascible as you can be at times."

      Jillian inched closer to him and put her arms around his neck, heartened by his words, but still reluctant to declare her love. "I've been so worried about you, Scott, and if you would have allowed me I would have come up to Memphis to see you and Timmy."

      His mouth curved into his infectious grin, devastating in its appeal. "You would have?"

      "Yes," she said softly. "I'm so sorry you lost the contract because I know how much it meant to you. But, in all honesty, I'm relieved right down to my toes."

      Scott laughed, and Jillian joined him as he stood.

      "Mr. Benson's stroke has put a lot of things into perspective for me. Most of all, my relationship with you, which I want to talk to you about. At the moment, though, I'm bushed. I'll just collect Timmy and be on my way."

      "You'll do no such thing!” Jillian stood, hands on hips, and glared at him. It didn't help that his mysterious words were once again leaving her to speculate. From the tone of his voice, however, it didn't sound as if he wanted to end their relationship. "You're exhausted," she said with a touch of militancy, "and Timmy is quite comfortable where he is."

      "I can't impose on you any longer, Jillian. You've already been more than gracious with your help."

      "I won't take no for an answer."

      

      "But Jillian—"

      "No buts, Scott Martin! Perhaps you should think about staying too. The events of the last few days have certainly taken their toll on you too. You can sleep in bed with Timmy and I'll sleep on the sofa."

      "I'll sleep on the sofa. I wouldn't dream of taking your bed away from you. Besides, I'm grubby enough to warrant sleeping on the floor."

      He did need a shave, but the extra hair added to his virility and gave him a rakish, sexual appeal unmatched by any. She smiled in triumph. "That can easily be remedied, now can't it? Do you prefer a bath or a shower?"

      "A shower, but—"

      "I said no buts," Jillian said bossily. "I'm going to prepare a bath for you. It's more relaxing.” Going into the bathroom, she turned on the tap in the tub, wondering what her next move should be. She still needed to hear from him about what had happened to Timmy’s mother.
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      He hadn't taken a bath since he was a small boy. And he'd never taken a bubble bath in his life!

      Scott grimaced in contentment, the heat soaking through to his tired bones. If he had been less secure with his masculinity, he might have balked at being immersed in bubbles up to his torso. As it was, when he got out of the water, his skin would be softened, and he would be smelling like a combination of Ivory Liquid dish detergent and a floral bubble bath.

      He smiled, grateful for her fussing over him. He needed it desperately right now. Not since the death of his mother, had he felt so vulnerable. But he was a grown man and it was hard for him to put his feelings into words. Jillian, however, seemed to understand what he needed, what he wanted, without him saying anything.

      

      No wonder he loved her so much. Unfortunately, it had taken Mr. Benson being close to death to realize just how much she meant to him. Despite the fact that Mr. Benson's illness again reminded Scott of how fragile life could be. If the old man did succumb to his paralyzing stroke, as the doctors insisted, he would leave a legacy of love with his wife and kids. And he himself would know exactly what it meant to get that same type of love in return.

      Mrs. Benson had said that nothing but his family had ever been more important to Mr. Benson. Indeed, his overtures of fatherly love had reached Scott and Timmy. Scott would grieve as much as his blood relations if the old man died.

      But what a rich and rewarding life he'd had, filled with a wife who adored him, and children and grandchildren who admired and respected him.

      It was the type of relationship his own parents had enjoyed. It was the type of relationship he longed to have with Jillian. And now he had a chance to prove to Jillian how much she meant to him.

      Other than his irritation that he'd wasted months of money and contacts in Memphis, it hardly fazed him that he'd lost the contract. His complacency was shocking, but it spoke volumes.

      He felt free. For the first time in years, he felt as if he could move on with his life and get a wife for himself, who would be a mother to his little brother. Jillian was perfect for both roles.

      She was smart, caring, and attentive. Most of all, he was in love with her and wanted to spend the rest of his life with her.

      The water had begun to cool and he was impatient to see Jillian, so he decided to get out. Glancing around for a towel, Scott realized that was the one thing she'd forgotten to leave for him. He supposed it would be easy enough to find in the bathroom, but he didn't relish rifling through her cabinets without permission. Even though he doubted Jillian would mind, he now had an excuse to invite her into the bathroom.

      

      Only feeling slightly guilty for what he was about to do, he turned on the hot water outlet to add more water to the tub. Done with that, he leaned back.

      "Jillian?"

      Jillian had been waiting on the sofa until Scott finished his bath, wondering exactly how tired he was. Scott had been a widower for more than five years. Not only that, he hinted that she meant more to him than she'd suspected. Now unencumbered with misplaced pride and constant worry about Scott's feelings for her or his dead wife—the woman would always hold a place in his heart as his first wife and as Timmy's mother—Jillian decided to move their relationship into the realm of intimacy. Then she heard his husky call and she jumped.

      Her heart pounding with her intentions, her body heavy with anticipation and barely checked desire, she went to the door and knocked gently. "Yes, Scott?"

      "Open the door, sweetheart."

      His command had a seductive tone, and she found it impossible not to imagine how his voice would sound as he made love to her.

      Complying with Scott's request, she swallowed hard and stepped inside the bathroom. Wicked heat rushed through her veins at the sight of his wide shoulders glistening from the water. The hair on his chest was plastered to his well-honed body, and traveled down, disappearing beneath an abundance of bubbles and suds.

      He raised his gaze to her, the soul-reaching message, the age-old invitation hard to ignore. She heard her roar of blood, felt the currents pulsing through her. Her knees trembled and a hot ache grew within her.

      "You forgot to show me where the towels are."

      "They're in—"

      

      Losing her train of thought at the intense, half-lidded look he gave to her, her voice trailed off.

      "Close the door, Jillian. The water's just fine. Come join me."

      Mesmerized by the tone of his voice, Jillian obeyed. She wished she had thought to put soft music on before she'd come into the bathroom. But under Scott's scrutiny and the magic of the moment, she needed nothing to guide her. Moving to the rhythm of her pulse-pounding desire, she slowly disrobed. The terrycloth robe she wore whooshed to the floor. Her cotton pajamas fell silently.

      Scott swallowed visibly and his eyes darkened as she stood there with nothing on. He seemed nearly ready to jump from the water and ravish her.

      His response to her giving her a heady sense of power, Jillian laughed throatily. Her dusky nipples were taut and swollen. Her gaze never leaving his, she walked to the tub, glorying in his fascination with her nudity.

      She slipped into the tub and the level of water rose slightly.

      "I'm afraid this isn't included with the service this inn provides.” Setting herself in front of Scott, she kissed him.

      Scott reached for her. "Well, I should show my appreciation for the special attention.” He claimed her lips. "Jillian," he murmured.

      She returned his kiss with equal ferocity, with nothing to inhibit her feelings. Her emotions whirled and spiraled, spinning her into a vortex.

      Her hair trailed the water as she threw her head back.

      

      Scott found her mouth again and guided her to him. Maneuvering in the tight confines of the bathtub, she locked her legs around his waist, and together they reached the perfect tempo. As they rocked against each other, the water in the tub began spilling over onto the floor. It vaguely came to her that Scott released the drain plug and the water began receding.

      She kissed him wildly. His touch consumed her and turned her body into an inferno, ready to erupt in sweet agony.

      Scott's arms tightened around her and they reached the stars together.

      For endless moments, Scott held her and she clung to him in the now waterless bathtub. Slowly, her emotions ebbed back to normal.

      "Oh, Scott," she whispered, when the overpowering grip of their feelings allowed them to slowly break apart, when only peace and contentment remained between them. "Scott."

      "I know, Jillian, sweetheart," he murmured. “The sweetness was all too brief, all too rushed. Believe me, I do have a passionate slow hand.”

      “Don’t apologize, Scott,” Jillian whispered. “We were both overwhelmed by our pent-up passion.”

      Scott kissed her again, his maleness stirring to life again. However, he ignored it. When next they were together, he wanted Jillian in a bed.

      From the moment Scott had first laid eyes on Jillian Riley she'd awakened something inside him—something he'd fought to ignore. Now, in the wake of their shattering lovemaking, he admitted that something more than mere raw passion happened between them tonight. Something vital. Something that only added to what he felt for her.

      Until he'd met her, his life was mostly work, with the occasional date. All of his free time was devoted to Timmy. They played catch a lot. Although he had to sit Timmy on his shoulders in order for the seven-year-old to score a goal, they played basketball as well, using the goal Scott had installed in the backyard.

      Timmy. His son. Well, not exactly his son. But with their great age difference, he couldn't imagine feeling anything but fatherly toward his baby brother.

      He thought of the happiness earlier in the child's eyes, which was a far contrast to the devastated little boy whom he'd assumed responsibility for.

      Like a son, Timmy was of his blood. In essence, however, Timmy had been orphaned at five. Since their mother's death, two years ago, Scott hadn't quite overcome his fear of fathering children.

      He had a dangerous job. His father had died in a construction accident, leaving Scott T&C; and he wouldn't want his kids orphaned for one reason or another. Even now, thinking of Timmy's predicament, he shuddered. He was Timmy's only living relative, and at times the pressures of Scott's responsibility was great. The bewildered little boy who had said goodbye to their mother had made Scott stop and take a look at his life. 

      It made him that much more ambitious. Scott worked long hard hours to retain the legacy his parents had built and to make sure Timmy would have money enough to assure the next generations of Martins an easy lifestyle.

      It also made him decide he would never get seriously involved with any woman, leaving him no chance of getting married and risking fatherhood. 

      But then Jillian had made him pause and wonder what could be, if only. . .Suddenly, he wanted if only to become would happen. 

      Although Timmy gave him happiness, Jillian brought him joy. Jillian, who was a little kooky herself, with her assortment of weird friends. From the beginning, she'd tugged at his heart.

      She could also be a positive influence on Timmy. But Timmy didn't reckon with his feelings for Jillian. He was a child, and would love Jillian for Jillian. 

      Scott paused in his thinking, and chuckled to himself. No way would he sleep with the little guy tonight. Jillian would just have to accept that Timmy's place was relegated to the sofa. Scott would tolerate no objections. Tonight, her place was in his arms on her bed.

      Getting out of the tub, they delighted in drying one another. Afterwards, Scott allowed Jillian to shield him with a huge towel, while he did the same to her. He kissed her soundly then went to transfer the sleeping Timmy to the sofa.

      Moments later, he joined Jillian in her bedroom for a hot and passionate night.
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      Rave shaped the last croissant he was preparing for the morning's breakfast, singing a cappella the song, My Way. 

      Jillian leaned on the counter and stared into space, forgetting the cantaloupe she had been slicing. Rave snapped his fingers in front of her face.

      She frowned at him. He’d finished his entertainment and his task.

      "Jilly, girl, I'm not one to pry—"

      "Oh, yes, you are," she retorted, feigning displeasure. "You always pry into what doesn't concern you."

      "Well, since your inheritance has been restored, haven't you become Miss Rich Bit—"

      Jillian's cuff on the arm interrupted him.

      "Anyway," he continued, unperturbed. "Everything here concerns me. Don't you know that by now, girl?” He guided her to the table, then grabbed two cups from the cupboard for coffee for the two of them. "Even guys who appear to be departing instead of arriving in the early morning hours from the apartment of a certain nameless innkeeper."

      Taking the cup of coffee from him, Jillian narrowed her eyes at him. "What? Do you employ spies or don't you ever sleep?" She would let nothing mar her happiness, not even Rave's ribbing. He had been there for an hour, and already they’d discussed the meeting with her mother and father again, and he'd told her that Melba was already having morning sickness and vowing to do him bodily harm for the condition she was in. Sooner or later, the subject of Scott had to be broached. She gazed at the door leading to her apartment, wondering when Timmy would awaken.

      Rave slid into the chair next to her, his grinning features wicked and expectant. "Jilly, must you be so smug? Girl, quit stalling and tell me what's going on before I positively get the vapors from curiosity?"

      His tone was both mischievous and imploring, and Jillian couldn't help but laugh.

      "Raveno, you're too nosy for your own good.

      "Well, did you or didn't you?"

      "I wonder what you mean, Rave?" Jillian teased. "Did I or didn't I what?"

      "Jilly!"

      Jillian laughed harder. "Not that it's any of your business, but Scott did spend the night with me.” She grabbed a handful of his t-shirt. Nose to nose, she glared at him. "If this goes any further than this room, I will saw your tongue out with an aluminum file!"

      "Ouch." Rave winced and pulled free of her hold. "Girl, you're ruthless. Too brutal."

      "Promise me," Jillian hissed.

      "You have my word, Jilly. As long as you give me the 411 about Kayla, all information about your night of uncontrolled passion will come only from you."

      "Do temper your imagination and never mind my passion."

      "Jillian?"

      With a guilty flush, Jillian glanced toward her doorway to see Timmy standing there.

      "Hey, big guy.” Rave snorted and eyed Jillian. "In a few minutes, I'll be putting breakfast out. Nice, hot, buttered bread—"

      "I want Cap’n Crunch." Timmy pulled out a chair next to Jillian and sat. "Where's Scott?"

      Jillian slipped her arm around his small waist. "He had to go to Slidell again today, Timmy, but he'll be home by noon."

      "Is today Saturday?" Timmy asked.

      "All day," Rave answered. "You had a free day off from school for two days, but today is quite legal. Soooo...until Scott returns would you like to hang out at the zoo with me today?"

      "Oh boy!” Then with a chastened look, he turned to Jillian for approval. "Can I, Jillian?"

      Feeling very much like a parent, Jillian smiled. Rave winked at her, and she knew his intention was to give her and Scott some time alone, when he returned from Slidell.

      "You certainly may," she said. "You'll be on your best behavior, of course?"

      "Of course he will, Jilly," Rave said with exasperation. "Timmy and I are pals. With us, any way we behave is our best behavior! Finish your breakfast, pal, while Jilly and I serve the guests."

      Promising to return before dusk, Rave and Timmy left at midmorning, leaving Jillian to tidy up her apartment. During the entire time, her thoughts kept straying to the lovemaking between her and Scott. They'd touched and kissed and caressed and joined almost the entire night. To say she was exhausted was an understatement.

      She couldn't wait to be as exhausted again, and for the exact same reason.

      After the small amount of cleaning was completed, she stretched out on the sofa to relax and fell fast asleep within minutes. Which is how Scott found her when he returned.

      Stooping next to her, Scott gazed at her beautiful, sleeping face, hoping she would say yes to his question.

      With the moment of truth almost near to hand, he shook her awake. Her eyelashes fluttered and her eyes flew opened. She smiled and sat up.

      "Hi," she said shyly. "I must have fallen asleep. When did you get back?"

      Scott bent and kissed her, their tongues meeting, mating. "Umm," he murmured. "What was the question?"

      "I don't remember," Jillian said throatily, wrapping her arms around his neck.

      Scott's body responded immediately. "Where's Timmy?"

      "With Rave.” She kissed the pulse point of his neck.

      "Then I'm positive he's in good hands," Scott responded, kissing her hungrily.

      "Excellent hands."

      Soon, they were surrendering to their bodies' desires. In the afterglow, they redressed and went to the kitchen and had a small lunch.

      "You never did tell me how your meeting with your mother went."

      "Scott, you won't believe what happened!” 

      Jillian explained her good fortune and Scott's rich laughter filled the air.

      "What's funny?" Jillian asked, puzzled.

      "Nothing, sweetheart. Nothing at all. But I would like to show you something.” He stood from the table. "Come with me, Miss Riley."

      They walked into the scorching late May afternoon. In front of the inn sat the big BMW Scott had been in when he dropped Timmy off. She looked at him in question as he opened the door for her.

      "Do you like it?" he asked when he slid into the driver's side.

      "Wouldn't mind having one."

      Scott nodded as he turned the key in the ignition. The motor purred to life, and he checked the traffic then moved the car away from the curb. "Traded my old one in two weeks ago for her. She's a beauty, isn't she?"

      "Does she have a name?"

      "Hmm. How about Jillian's car," he said casually. "That's if you like it.” He smiled at the shock on her face. "Stop asking questions for now. You'll have answers soon enough."

      Barely able to contain herself, Jillian was vastly relieved when they pulled into Beau Chene Estates, a wealthy subdivision just outside Orleans Parish, twenty minutes later. Driving to nearly the end of a very long cul-de-sac, Scott pulled into the circular driveway of a very imposing two-story red brick house. Impatiens in a multitude of colors filled the flower boxes on the windows of the lower floor.

      She got out and waited for him to lock the doors. Stopping before her, he gave her a lavish bow.

      "Welcome to my home, Miss Riley."

      After the night on the yacht, Jillian suspected Scott was wealthy. But...but—

      Whoa!

      "This is where you live?"

      Scott smiled proudly. "Like it?" 

      "It's...it's beautiful," Jillian said. "I had no idea."

      "How could you when I never told you? Of course, the yacht should have given you a clue."

      Jillian laughed. "It did," she admitted.

      "Come.” He took her hand and led her to the stained glass mahogany entrance door. Unlocking the locks, he pushed the door open. "Please, explore the rest of the house."

      From the cathedral ceilings, marble fireplaces, hardwood floors, crystal chandeliers, and indoor heated swimming pool, the mansion was a study of grandeur. Of course, there were glimpses of Scott's down home earthiness. The roomy kitchen, for example, had an old-fashioned eating booth in front of the bay window that overlooked the private tennis court. And the huge den had a well-worn leather recliner. The double doors led to the patio, where flowers bloomed in a nearby garden in colorful profusion.

      "I think we should talk."

      "You're right," Scott agreed. "Do you really like my house?"

      "Of course. Who wouldn't? It's just gorgeous, Scott."

      "Good. Before I show you upstairs there's something I would like to ask you."

      Scott took her hand into his own as Jillian looked at him in question. He gave her a quick kiss on her lips, then dropped to his knees, and took both her hands in his. Knowing what was coming next, Jillian choked back a sob. She never thought they would reach this point.

      "Jillian, sweetheart, I love you. I fell so quickly and so hard, I will never recover. The only medicine is for you to marry me. Will you marry me, my love?"

      Jillian drew in a weepy breath. "Put that way, you make it hard for a girl to refuse. Especially since she loves you as much as I do. Yes, Scott, I would be honored to become your wife."

      Scott stood and hauled her against his chest. Covering her mouth with his, he kissed her until she swayed in his arms.

      "Let me show you the master bedroom," he croaked, taking her hand and leading her up the stairs.

      Jillian hardly noticed the decor in the bedroom. Her mind focused only on Scott, who began kissing her all over again as soon as they stepped into the sun-lit room.

      Her heart flip-flopped inside her chest and her blood curled hot and slow through her veins. Her direction befuddled, she helped Scott undress her, then aided him in disrobing.

      They made love urgently, furiously, and then later, slow and tender, until they were sated, until their love became one emotion between them, and their souls fused. Later, after showering together, they went to the kitchen in search of a snack. Scott insisted Jillian sit at the booth with the view of his tennis court.

      "Scott, we have to talk."

      "Talk away," Scott said, hard at work in his preparations of hot Spam sandwiches.

      "When we're married...I mean...I-I won't give up the inn."

      "And give up all those assorted nuts you call friends? I wouldn't expect you to. But I do expect you to allow your full time help to earn their living."

      Jillian laughed. "Okay, that'll work."

      "Good. Anything else?"

      "Uh, well yeah.” Jillian drummed her fingers on the table. "I had no idea you were so wealthy. Between us, we have a lot of money. I...Would you mind if I chose a charity to make an annual gift to?"

      Scott shrugged. "My money is your money to do with as you please. Just don't break us in your quest to save others."

      "Never. Daddy said he's going to help me invest some of my...."

      Her voice trailed off at Scott's questioning look. "Do you mind? I think it'll go a long way in soothing any lingering hurt he has."

      "I understand perfectly, Jillian.” Scott set a plate of sandwiches on the table. "What else?"

      “Were you and Kayla ever involved?”

      “Kayla? Involved with me?” Scott seemed astonished at Jillian’s question. “Why would you think that?”

      Jillian wouldn’t tell him about the conversation she’d had with Kayla or the impression that there was something between them, that Kayla had deliberately conveyed. “I’ve loved you almost since the day we met, Scott. When I talked to Kayla, I guess I was overtaken by paranoia and jealousy.”

      Scott laughed. “At one time, I thought Kayla had a thing for me, but I realized that was my male ego.”

      With a smile, Jillian realized how dead on the money Scott had been.

      “Anything else?”

      "Yes. Why do you let Timmy call you by your name?"

      Scott frowned as he bit into the toasted wheat bread loaded with Spam, lettuce, tomatoes, and mayonnaise. "What else would he call me?"

      Jillian glanced heavenward, beseeching strength. "How about dad?"

      "I'm not his father, Jillian, so why should he call me dad?"

      "You're not Timmy's father?" Jillian asked in surprise. She narrowed her eyes. "You're not Timmy's father?"

      "No."

      "Then his mother wasn't your wife?"

      "Darling, what are you talking about? I've never been married. I told you that. Timmy's mother was also my mother. Didn't you know?"

      "Not that part," Jillian answered, feeling a little foolish at the moment. "You never told me Timmy was your little brother. I always thought he was your son. For starters, you always call him ‘son’."

      "I know. I feel like his father. Since my dad died, I am the only father he’s known, after all. But I would never let my son...our son call me by my name.” Scott wolfed down another sandwich then stood. "You're not hungry?" he asked, when he realized she hadn't taken a sandwich.

      "Not for Spam," she said primly, and smiled at the unintended double entendre. "I detest the stuff."

      "I do believe you have a touch of a snob in you, Miss Riley.” He walked to the counter and opened a cabinet.

      Jillian waved a dismissing hand. "What about the wedding ring you always wore?"

      "It was my father's. Which, if it's okay with you, I would like to use as my own ring for our wedding."

      "Oh Scott, how wonderfully sentimental you are. Of course, it's okay with me."

      "I almost forgot," Scott said mischievously. He beckoned her to him. When she was standing next to him, he placed a large, pear-shaped diamond on her finger. "Now it's official."

      "It's beautiful," Jillian breathed.

      "Do you think Raveno would take care of Timmy for a couple of weeks for us? And also the inn? Do you think Melba would mind?"

      "For our honeymoon?" Jillian asked with anticipation.

      "Yes. But also because you need a rest. We'll get married as soon as possible and leave right after that."

      "My mother would simply die if she couldn't plan something spectacular for me," Jillian said, feeling quite giddy. "And Marley and Rave would as well."

      "Well, I don't wish to offend my soon-to-be mother-in-law, but she's in Europe at the moment. She can do all the planning she wants when she returns. We can have a huge wedding to celebrate our first anniversary. As for Marley and Rave, they have three days.” He gave her a quick kiss. 

      "Let's call Mother and Daddy."

      At the news, Camille cried and Taylor congratulated them both. After Jillian was informed that she had a brand new wardrobe on the way to her to make up for lost time, her parents promised to pick out a spectacular wedding present that would be waiting for them when they returned from their honeymoon. With a last warning that their first year wedding anniversary would make every society paper in the country, they said their goodbyes.

      "You're quite lucky to have them back in your life," Scott commented. "They sound as if they missed you dreadfully."

      "They missed bossing me and subjecting me to obscene wealth," Jillian said with a resigned sigh. "But I missed being fussed over."

      "So not only do you have your parents to fuss over you again. You now have me, and Timmy, and Rave, and Marley. You greedy wench!"

      Jillian laughed, basking in the glow of her happiness.

      "Isn't it time for you to see to your guests for the evening meal, Innkeeper?"

      "Oh, you hard taskmaster," Jillian teased. "Lead me to my beloved salt mines."

      "No sooner said than done. Let's go and get Timmy and break the news to Rave and Marley, who are always there on Saturdays."

      Her heart tripping inside, Jillian followed Scott outside the house to the car. This was a man who'd offered her everything and who finally opened her heart to trust and love again.

      This was the man she would gladly spend the rest of her life with.
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        FALLEN SNO

        Everyone has a breaking point…

      

      

      

      Sno had been pushed around her whole life. When her father died and she was left with an evil stepmother, she's quickly left to fend for herself. But what happened when you were pushed too far? When the only way to save yourself was to become everything you were against? Meeting up with seven unlikely men, she formed her own family and fought for what she wanted.
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      “Sno, come back here. You can’t outrun this problem. Let us help you.”

      The voice faded off and I tried harder to tune it out altogether. He couldn’t get me to stop running and I wasn’t sorry for what I had done. Seeing the crimson stream flow from her throat was the most satisfying thing I had ever done. It topped any fancy food or drink I had ever had, the rush of a good game or reading a scary book. Watching the life drain from her, and knowing it was by my hands, was even better than sex.

      Where he was wrong was on the part I was outrunning what I had done. What he failed to realize was I was outrunning my past and jetting straight to my future. One I hoped to have with him but was fine if it wasn’t. I learned a long time ago that the only person I could depend on was me. Nothing I had ever been told or anything I thought I knew was what I thought it was.  People I loved died at the hands of others I loved. She might have been the villain, but she wasn’t working alone.

      Neither was I. I had the strength of seven souls attached to my face to give me power and courage I hadn’t known before. They rode along on the spikes that shot out from my face when I hunted her like the monster she was. 

      When people had enough, they snapped. You couldn’t blame them for trying to make any of it right again. They would do anything to make any of it make sense and when it didn’t, they tried to cope anyway they could.

      My way to cope turned out to be balancing the scales. A life for a life. 

      I wasn’t able to right every wrong, but I did what I could to fix one and take back my life.

      That was when I would always wake up from the dream that felt too real to not have happened. I wasn’t sure who the man was, but he always felt familiar like I had an intimate connection with him. 

      Maybe it was because of all the years of hurt my stepmom had given me that I wished so hard for her death. Or maybe it was because I knew her truths better than anyone else and not saying or doing something was killing me inside. Whatever the reason for the dreams, the nightmares, I knew what had to be done. 

      Even if I wasn’t sure how.
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        Two years earlier

      

      

      

      “Sno, where are you?” 

      I heard her voice as it screeched down the hall penetrating the thick, concrete walls and landed hard in my ears. I wanted to pretend I hadn’t heard her, but the few times I had, she made sure I paid for it. I looked down at my hand and rubbed the top of it. It wasn’t like it hurt anymore, but the nasty scar that zigzagged across the top was a permanent reminder of how evil she could be.

      “Sno,” she screamed again. It was getting louder and I knew she was on her way to my room.

      “Yes, Stepmother?”

      “Answer me the first time I call you. I shouldn’t have to walk across the house to get you. I need you in the kitchen now.” Her hands were folded across her giant chest and I tried not to stare as they heaved up and down with each breath she took. The short walk halfway down the hall had her out of breath. 

      “Sorry. I didn’t hear you.”

      “What are you looking at?” she barked.

      “Nothing.” I lowered my eyes to the floor and prayed she would go away. 

      “That’s what I thought. Here is your list of chores to get done today.” She thrust the piece of paper at me and almost hit me in the face. When I reached up to take it from her, she jerked it away. “I want all this done before your father gets home.”

      “Where is he?” It was the dumbest thing I could have done, but I hadn’t seen my father in three days. He had never been gone for that long, even when Mom was dying, and he couldn’t stand to watch her anymore.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but he had to go away for work.”

      “Work? Will he be home today?”

      “What’s with all the questions? Yes, today and you better have the list done.” She didn’t wait for me to say another word before she started her fast waddle back down the hall.

      I looked at the paper in my hand and sighed. It was full on the front and half down the back. I looked it over to try and find the order I would get it done in. She never said how much time I had, but it would have taken anyone days to get all of it done.

      Laundry

      Wash the bedding including in the guest rooms

      Polish all the furniture

      Clean the glass

      Wash the windows

      Sweep the floor

      Vacuum the rugs

      Mop and seal the floors

      

      The list went on forever and I was exhausted looking at it. Shuffling my feet, I went to my dad and stepmom’s bedroom to grab their clothes and bedding first. That alone would take hours to do since my stepmom liked to change her clothes more than three times a day. While they were hanging to dry, I dusted, cleaned the mirror I would find her in front of all the time, and vacuumed the rug she needed to have. I remembered the day they brought it home. My dad hated the ugly roaring tiger surrounded by human skulls, but he would do anything to make her happy, so he spent hours laying the orange, red and purple rug just where she wanted it.

      I was finishing up in their room. Sweeping and mopping the floor was all I had left. I reached on my hands and knees to get the broom all the way to the wall under their dresser. I knew she would look at all she could reach, so I wanted to make sure every spot she could get to was perfect. I heard a strange noise as something was pushed against the baseboards.

      “What the?”

      I got down lower on the floor to look under it and see if I could see what had made the smacking sound. I saw a round tube of some kind pushed as far against the wall as it could have been. I tried so hard to get it to come back to me using the broom, but all it was doing was pushing it harder against the wall. Getting back up, I wiped my hands on the ugly dress she insisted I wore before I grabbed on to the corners of the tall, skinny dresser. Pulling it away from the wall, I was able to get ahold of the object. 

      I rolled it over and over in my hand. The clear plastic container wasn’t labeled but there was something inside. I twisted off the lid and the smell of sour flowers hit me like I had smacked a brick wall. The bright purple petals looked familiar, but I was having a hard time placing where I had seen them before. 

      “What are you doing with that?” she demanded as she stormed, hips swaying, arms flailing, into the room. “Put the cap back on and give it to me.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Never mind what it is. You never saw it. Got it?” She grabbed it from my hands and tugged the small plastic container out before I could get a better grip on it. “Did you touch it?” She rolled my hands over to look at my palms.

      “No. I only took off the lid and looked at it.”

      “You never saw this. Got it? I find out you told anyone about it, and it will be you I go after instead of him.”

      “Him who?”

      We had several male workers and a few of the women had boys they kept there with them. It could have been any of them she was talking about, but I knew better. I knew the answer whether she would tell me the truth or not.

      She meant my father.

      “Nothing. Finish cleaning or else.”

      I had to find a way to figure out what the petals were and what she was doing with them. It was going to be impossible though the way she watched my every move.  I put my hand into the pocket on my ugly, too big for me dress and touched the one I had managed to get before she caught me. If I had the chance to get to the garden, I knew Mekhi would know what it was and what she was doing with it. I hoped to get that chance later that day.  As long as I was done with the inside chores, she would send me out to do the others.

      Not wanting to draw attention to myself, but trying to hurry, I didn’t do as good of a job as I usually did. I hoped it was enough for her to stay off my back. I had one room left to do before I could get outside. My right side had started to tingle the longer I worked, and a strange rash was starting to form on the hand I had touched the petal with. I didn’t want to, but I had to take it out of my dress pocket and place it somewhere safe until I was done.  The only place I knew she wouldn’t look for it was in her own stuff. Getting back in her room wasn’t going to be hard because I had to still make the bed but getting back in there a second time; that would be a challenge. 

      She said my father was coming home that day though, so I hoped he could distract her enough that I could get up to her room, since they didn’t share a bedroom, and get it back out. Tiptoeing carefully, I wrapped the petal in a tissue and carried it under the sheets back to her room. I opened the top left drawer of her oversized dresser she made my father buy her when she moved in. I moved a few small items to the side then slid the tissue under a small stack of papers. As I was putting everything back into its place, one page closer to the top caught my eye.

      One word written at the top in bold, red letters read: Wolfsbane. I had never heard of it before, but I had a feeling it was what I found.

      Creeeeee-kkk.

      The door to my stepmother’s room began to open. Hastily, I tried to put everything back where it had been and get the drawer shut before she caught me in her things again. The last time she had, it was an accident, but she didn’t care. I went almost two weeks with nothing but a slice of bread and water twice a day. She made me do all my chores like normal and when I got too weak to handle it, she beat me for being slow. I knew she would come up with something even more sinister if she caught me in there again.

      I got the drawer closed and moved closer to the bed just as she came into the room.
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      “What are you doing in here?”

      “Finishing up. I still had to make your bed after the sheets dried.” I tried to keep the shaking out of my voice but was terrified she saw through the lie. Heat raced up my neck in a hasty jolt to meet the lava running down from my hairline. A legally blind person could have seen how nervous I was and the lie I had told. If she hadn’t bought it, I would be dead for sure.

      “I thought you were already done. What’s taking you so long today?” Her eyes squinted and my face grew redder.

      “There was a lot on the list, and I wanted to do it right for you.” It wasn’t a total lie. If I hadn’t done it right it would have been my head. The lie was I wasn’t doing it for her. My dad was having a hard time after losing my mom and I wanted to do whatever I could to make him happy. If that meant being her slave, then I was a slave. I hated it, and at times, I hated her. I was sure she was up to no good and only using my father for his wealth. 

      There were rumors going around that she had something to do with my mother’s death. I wasn’t sure how she could have when she didn’t show up for months after her death. I learned a long time ago not to listen to, or believe, every rumor I heard. There were even a few about me. How my parents weren’t really my parents and that I was nothing but a little orphan that they felt sorry for. They also said it was because of me that my parents never had more kids. I never understood that one and had nobody to ask. The one time I brought it up to my mom, she said to let it go and trust her that she couldn’t have loved me more if she tried. She also told me that I was all she needed. I was the perfect child, so they had no reason to try and have another one. True or not, she always made me feel better about myself with a few words and her gentle hugs.

      I missed my mother so much and fought back the tears that were begging to be set free. If my stepmom saw them fall and asked why, I would never hear the end of it. She thought it was funny that I still missed her. “It’s been over a year since she died. Move on already,” were the words she loved to throw at me any time I brought her up.

      “Well, if you have that much and it’s taking you so long, I will make sure to give you extra time to get it all done next time.”

      “Really?” I couldn’t believe she was saying that. There had to be a catch.

      “No you idiot. Learn how to manage your time better. Do you think life is going to give you more time if you can’t get everything done?”

      “I…I…”

      “No,” she screamed. “Life doesn’t care about you or me. Get your work done and do it faster. I will be checking on all you did today too. It better be perfect, or I will make you do it again tomorrow.”

      “I did it like you asked me to.”

      “Speak up you blubbering mouse. Your words are useless to me. I will check for myself.”

      “Isa, when is Dad coming?”

      “Why? Miss your daddy, princess?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you’re lucky, he’ll be home around dinner time. And never call me by my name again. You don’t have that right and you sure haven’t earned it.”

      “Okay.” I hung my head and waited for her to leave.

      She didn’t.

      “Let’s go look together at what you’ve gotten done so far. Shall we?” She held out her arm for me to take. It was one of the power trips she used on me. She knew I didn’t want to touch her or for her to touch me. Giving me her arm, it forced me to do what I hated and made her feel important. 

      “Okay. Let me finish your bed and then I will catch up with you.”

      “No. Now.”

      I looked from her to the dresser out of the corner of my eye. If I couldn’t get to it, it would wither and die. I would never know what it was then or what she was doing with it. I knew it was nothing good.

      We walked down the hall and turned to go into the first guest room. That was the one that was in the worst condition after she let one of her friends stay in it. I had to work double hard to get that room as clean as the others and even then, I wasn’t sure it was good enough.

      Holding my breath until my lungs hurt, I watched her walk slowly around the room and touch every inch of it. Small grunts were the only sound she made until she walked the whole room.

      “Sno, how could you possibly think this was clean enough for me? Are you blind, dumb or both?”

      “I spent hours in here and cleaned every corner.” Sweat began to form on my forehead and I clasped my hands in front of me to try and hide the shaking. 

      “Really? You did a half ass job in here. Come here.” 

      She snapped her finger at me like she was calling a dog. In some way, I envied our dogs. They were treated better than I was. Slowly, I made my way closer to where she stood but kept a little distance between us.

      “Closer,” she hollered. I jumped but obeyed her. “Does that look clean?” She was pointing to the very back of the headboard. There was a set of underwear hidden behind it and a thick, maroon streak that ran the length of the headboard that was stuck to the wall.

      “No, but I pulled the bed out. That wasn’t there.”

      “So now I’m a liar? You could use a good lesson on manners there, missy. Come with me.”

      She didn’t let me talk or even explain anything farther. Grabbing me by the hair, she tugged on the stringy, black, greasy mess I had attached to my head. It had been three days since she had allowed me to take a bath and then working hard every day, I wasn’t looking like the pretty little girl I used to be.

      “You’ll pay for this and for talking back to me. I will not be accused of doing things like this in my own house.”

      I wanted to yell at her that it wasn’t her house but my dad’s. I knew better and had more control than that. I wasn’t looking to getting whipped into the next week and she was in the kind of mood where she would have. The last time my dad was gone for a few days and I was alone with her, she had sent me to the pig barn to sleep because I didn’t thank her for letting me wash my only other dress she let me have. At least with them I was safer than I had been with her.

      “Wait until your father hears about this stunt you tried to pull. Do you know how upset he will be? To think he used to think you were the perfect little girl. I guess that was why I was sent here. To show him how awful you really are. You can’t fool me with your big brown eyes and big red lips. Just because you look like a doll doesn’t mean you’re as innocent as one. I know the truth about you and soon, he will too. Then what will you do? You won’t have him to run to. It will only be the two of us.”

      “What?” I had no idea what she was talking about. My dad would never believe her. I was the only thing he had left after Mom died and before she showed up, we were so close. He had to remember that.

      “Don’t think daddy will be around forever. I’m younger than he is and in better health. You’d be wise to get on my good side.”

      I knew she didn’t have a good side. At least not one I had ever seen. When they first met, I hoped I would see in her what my dad had, but as hard as I tried, I couldn’t find anything good about her. And when he left us alone, it was even worse. 

      The one time I tried to tell him how she was when he wasn’t home, he laughed at me and said I was only saying it because she wasn’t my mother. I had to get used to her, her new rules and the fact that he loved her. 

      After that, I never told him again how she was to me when he wasn’t home.
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      “When is the last time you washed that mess on your head?” she asked as she tossed me against the wall in the room she loved to lock me in.

      “The last time you let me.”

      “Well, since you can’t seem to keep clean, let me help you with that part at least.”

      I saw the gleam of light from the single bulb hanging in the middle of the ceiling hit the stainless-steel tips of the shears she held in her hand. I tried to move back, but the cold of the cement hit my back and raced through the light fabric of my dress. A shiver ran down my spine and I tried to stop the shake before she saw it. Showing her I was afraid seemed to fuel her desire to hurt me.

      “Please don’t.”

      “I have to. Look at you. You’re a complete mess. What would your father think if he saw you like this?”

      “Let me take a bath before he gets here, and you won’t have to do this.”

      “No, it’s time to learn this lesson too. You can’t always be the prettiest girl in the room.”

      Before I could think, she leaped at me, grabbed my hair and began to cut. The yanking hurt but not as bad as watching my black hair fall to the ground. She was ripping some out by the roots as she continued to cut. I felt something warm and wet begin to flow down the side of my head. I didn’t dare reach up and touch it or she would have cut off my fingers too. Besides, I already knew what it was. She was pulling so hard and not being careful with the tips of the shears. Blood was running down my head from her quick haircut.

      “There. Much better. Now get this mess cleaned up before I get back to get you. We have about an hour before you need to be ready to be downstairs and I won’t have him see this mess or you looking like this. Here’s a broom. Get busy.”

      Flinching as she slammed the door behind her, I looked at the broom then at the mess on the floor. There, scattered all around, were my locks of black hair. I picked up a clump and twirled it over in my hand. It had been past my butt before she chopped it all off. I dropped the hair to the floor and ran my hand up to my head. Shaking, I touched what was left. I winced when my hand ran across one of the places she had cut me. Taking it back to where I could see it in the soft light, I saw the red cover my fingertips. Folding up, I cried into my hands. Nothing I said would change how my life had turned out. My dad, the only person I had left in the world, hadn’t believed me about her. I prayed when he saw what she had done to me that he would finally see her for who she was.

      Not knowing when she was coming back, I sucked up all I was feeling and got to work cleaning up the mess she had made. I had gotten good at that. Sweeping my hair into a pile, I pushed it all into a corner in the far side of the 4x4 room. Without having windows, it was impossible to tell what time it was or how long I had been in there. It always felt like days to me, but she never let me know. 

      I hadn’t eaten all day and was reminded of that when my stomach roared; filling the silence with its voice. Reaching into the small pocket I had sewed into the inside of my dress, I pulled out the one-half slice of slightly molded bread I had found. I tried to carefully eat around the bad parts just enough to satisfy my stomach so it would be quiet. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing and it seemed to shut my stomach up a little. I always worried I would get sick eating the way I had to, but I knew starvation was a real thing too and not something I wanted. I had to survive to keep an eye on my dad even if he wouldn’t do the same for me.

      I jumped when the door flung open smacking hard against the wall and bouncing back on whoever had opened it. That caused them to fling it again, only that time, they kept their arm out to stop it from coming back on them.

      “Sno, come on,” I heard the familiar male voice say. “You need to hurry.”

      “Okay.” I scrambled to my feet and almost fell over. My right leg was completely asleep and putting my little weight on it was too much.

      “Sno, now,” Thomlin, my dad’s driver, said. He held out his hand for me to take and when my small hand landed in his giant hand, it was swallowed up.

      He dragged me down the hall, up the tall flight of stairs and into the living room. There were so many people standing around that it was hard for me to tell what was going on or who they were looking at. Nobody seemed to notice me, but the mood in the room was heavy. Like a thick fog on a hot summer’s night, the air was hard to breathe. I waited for someone, anyone, to realize I was there and tell me what to do.

      I turned back to Thomlin and all I got was a nod to move closer. His eyes were red like he had been crying and his shoulders slumped forward. His normal six-foot-plus frame was crumpled and looked defeated.

      I carefully pushed my way through the crowd of people, most I recognized, a few I hadn’t. None of that seemed to matter though when I was finally through and saw what it was they had been looking at.

      There on the couch lay my father. He was pale, covered in sweat and shook so hard, the couch vibrated under him. He looked up at me and I gasped. His once vibrant blue eyes were now dull and sunken into his skull. Hollow, there was nothing looking back at me when I looked at him.

      Without warning, he threw up and covered the first row in front of him with a thick, purple sticky liquid. A few jumped back and moved out of the way, but one stepped closer. With a wash rag in her hand, Jasmine began to wipe him up. She never said it, but I knew she loved him. I wished everyday he would have seen it and married her instead. 

      Jasmine was sweet and kind. With her long dark brown hair, deep chocolate eyes and light mocha skin, she was as beautiful on the outside as she was on the inside. How my stepmother won over her was something I never understood. I would have loved to have Jasmine as part of our family and as more than just one of many helpers and the one who raised me when my parents weren’t around or too busy. 

      “What did she do to you?’ she whispered to him as she finished cleaning the mess off his face. She used a different towel to wipe the sweat from his forehead and cheeks. Pity was in her eyes but there was more. Anger. I saw how mad she was at what was lying in front of her. I felt it too and I wasn’t sure why at the time. I knew my stepmom had something to do with what was happening to him, but none of us could prove it or knew what it was. 

      “Watch, Sno.” I heard the words and knew she had too before he threw up again even more violently than before. Jasmine was covered in it and still, she hadn’t moved from his side.

      “Where is she?” Jasmine shouted over the small crowd that had gathered. “Where is his wife?” She spit the word out like it was poison on her tongue.

      “We haven’t seen her since we brought him into the house. I heard her mumble something about not up to caring for the sick or something like that as she went up to her room,” one of the gardeners said.

      “Go get her and make her come down here. I don’t think he’s going to make it and she needs to be here. This is her husband after all,” Jasmine said firmly.

      “Yes ma’am,” he said and ran up the steps that led to our bedrooms.

      “Sno, baby, come here.” She held out her hand for me and I carefully took it. She pulled me in closer to her and I started to fight her. “No. Stop that. He’s your dad and you need to be here. I get that it’s uncomfortable for you but try to push those feelings aside and remember all the times he was there for you. I’ve watched your relationship with him crumble over the last year and I hate it. I also know it had nothing to do with you two and everything to do with her. Remember who he was. Trust me, someday you’ll be glad you stayed by his side.”

      “I’m scared,” I whispered.

      “So am I.”
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      “I can’t watch this, and you are all cruel for making me,” my stepmom wailed. “I didn’t choose this and if I would have known he was going to go this fast, I wouldn’t have married him.”

      Her eyes locked on mine and ice ran through my veins. She did that too him and we both knew it. I also knew she wasn’t up to raising a daughter, especially one that wasn’t hers. I was terrified for what would happen if he didn’t make it. Being alone with her for the little bit I had to when he went away was hard enough. If I lost him and he was never around, I didn’t know what would happen to me. It was selfish and I knew it, but I was only a child and was watching the only parent I had left dying in front of me. 

      The scene was all too familiar to me. It was almost identical to how my mother was at the very end. The two days leading to her death were hard, but the last day, the last few hours, were the hardest. She couldn’t talk, sit up and she didn’t know who either myself or my father were. I was waiting for that to hit my dad. I didn’t want to be close to him in case he asked who I was. I couldn’t take it again and nobody seemed to understand that. 

      “I know, but this is where a wife should be,” Jasmine said to her.

      She turned on the tears like they were cued and sobbed into Jasmine’s shoulder. It was an act for all the people around us. She didn’t care that he was dying. All she cared about was how she looked to others when she wasn’t behind closed doors. 

      “Ahh,” he moaned. Turning his head side to side as the pain took over, he moved the only part of him that he still could. He wasn’t throwing up purple anymore. There was nothing left in him when he tried. Dry heaving until I was sure he broke a rib, he had nothing left but small moans in him. 

      “Daddy,” I whispered through my tears. We hadn’t been as close as we had been when my mother was still alive, but I adored him. He was the one person I used to be able to go to for anything. I missed those days and that was what I would hold on to when he was gone.

      With one last breath, he stopped moving.

      “Is he?” my stepmom asked when she noticed it too.

      The doctor had shown up only a minute before that and when my dad stopped moving, he put his fingers on his neck and brought his ear closer to his mouth. I’m sure he was only like that for a few seconds, but to me, it felt like a lifetime.

      “He’s gone,” was all he said as he stood and started to gather his things.

      “No,” I wailed. “He can’t be. Check again.” My little fists pounded on the doctor’s chest as I begged him to be wrong.

      “Sno, come on baby,” Jasmine said coming up behind me. “Come with me.”

      “No.” It wasn’t as strong as before because I knew there wasn’t anything anyone could do to bring him back. I had watched both my parents go in similar ways. Both violent and in agony. I was alone in the world and had nobody I could turn to.

      As if sleepwalking in a nightmare, I let Jasmine walk me back to my own room. It was at the opposite end of the hall from my stepmom’s room, but I was right next to my dad’s. I took a lingering glance into his room as Jasmine walked me past it. His bed was still made from the fresh set of bedding I had put on earlier that day when I thought he would be sleeping in it. I put on his favorite set. It was a black and red flannel set with sheep skin for the trim. It was a gift my mother had made for him and he only used it once in a while so he could keep it forever. It wouldn’t matter what happened to it now that he was gone. 

      “I need something,” I managed to get out.

      “Okay.”

      She let go of my shoulders and watched as I made my way into his room. Walking up to the bed, I grabbed the comforter off of it. Carefully wrapping it in my arms, I went to turn and leave when I saw his pillow. Placing the comforter back on the bed, I moved to where the pillow was. I picked it up and took in a deep breath. It still smelled like him even though I had changed the covering that morning. Tears ran down my face and landed softly on the one thing of his that smelled like him. I took a breath, grabbed the pillow and comforter, turned to Jasmine then walked to my room. If my stepmom had an issue with me taking something of his that my mom made him, I would fight her for it. On that, I wouldn’t budge.

      “Do you need help?” she asked looking at the load I had in my arms.

      “No.” It wasn’t meant to sound harsh, but that was how it came out. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Jasmine, I loved her, but I needed to hold his things. I had lost so much time with him when my stepmom showed up and now, I would never get any of it back.

      “I know things are hard for you right now, but you’re not alone, Sno. I will always be here for you and I love you like you were my own.”

      I looked up at her and really took her in. She had aged significantly since my mother passed. Here once dark chocolate hair now had bold white streaks pasted in. Her face had wrinkles I hadn’t seen before and dark circles encased her once vibrant brown eyes. She had lost a lot of weight too and I was sure she couldn’t have weighed more than I did at that point. I was mad at myself for not seeing that sooner and thinking she hadn’t cared more than she did. 

      Jasmine had worked for my family for as long as I could remember. She had told me many times about the day I was born, how she had been in the room with my mom and watched as I made my debut. She said I looked fake with my jet-black hair that stood straight on end and my creamy, soft porcelain skin. She said when you added in the cool as ice blue of my sapphire eyes, there wasn’t anyone around who could touch my beauty. I never saw it, but I let her tell her story. It always made her face light up and a smile form I only saw when she was telling me about how she first laid eyes on me. Her little doll.

      “Come on now. Lay down and try to rest. I will go get you something warm to drink and be right back.”

      “Okay.”

      “Good girl. It will be alright. It will be alright…”

      She kept repeating those four words to herself as she walked out of my room and down the hall. I found myself repeating them too. It will be alright. It had to be. I had to keep going, as much as it hurt, for him. He would have wanted that for his daughter. 

      At least I think he would have. I didn’t know him like I used to before we lost my mom. He was so different then. Always happy, laughing and looking to play a friendly prank on you. He would scoop me up in his big bear arms and swing me around as he sang, “little dolls are meant to have fun” and I would laugh at him until my sides hurt. He gave hugs and kisses out freely to me and Mom. Never one to hide how he felt about us, the words “I love you” were heard over and over in a day. And I knew he did too. He loved us more than anything.

      I tried so hard to understand why things between him and I changed when she died. I wasn’t the one who took her away. I had lost her as much as he had. When I would ask him, he always said we would talk about it later when I was older. I guess I would never get that chance with him gone too. 

      I chose to hold on to the good times and let go of the bad. It wasn’t worth it to make him hold up to my expectations of him when he lost her as much as I had. I loved my dad and I knew he loved me. It might not have been shown the way it used to be, but that was all I needed to know.
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      “Give me that. It isn’t yours.”

      I was jarred awake when my stepmom ripped the blanket out of my hands. I didn’t realize I had fallen asleep until then. Looking around, it was getting dark out and I realized I never heard Jasmine come back into my room.

      “But it’s my dad’s and my mom made it for him.”

      “I know. That’s why it has to go.” 

      The smile with her hollow eyes sent me into a shiver. She was taking it from me because she was jealous. Jealous of me and my mom. Anything that had to do with us, she tried to erase from the house. It was as if she wanted my dad to only remember her. 

      “Please let me keep it. I’ll give you everything else,” I begged. Sleep quickly left me, and I was in the fight to save one of the few things I knew he treasured.

      “No, but you can keep begging. I love it when you beg.” Her laugh was loud and deep. A small row of cackles before letting out one big one like she had told the funniest joke ever. 

      “Please. Where’s Jasmine. She knows how much he loves that blanket.”

      “Jasmine? You mean the help? Why on earth would you want her?”

      “Because,” I paused wondering if I should admit the truth or come up with a lie. “She’s all I have left.”

      The truth came out before I could stop it. Telling her how I felt about Jasmine was the worst possible thing I could have done. She would be gone for sure after that. My hope was, she would take me with her. She said she loved me like I was her own. Now that I was an orphan, I could be hers.

      “Oh, well. I’m sorry to say it, but she has been relieved of her duties here along with anyone else you had before me. The only help left are the ones I hired. It saves me from having to retrain them. Your parents let them get away with too much. Treating them like family instead of what they really are. It was pathetic. That isn’t how I will be running my household princess. If you don’t like it or can’t handle it, I will happily show you the door.”

      “Where would I go?”

      I wasn’t even yet sixteen and wasn’t old enough to be on my own. I was starting to get prepared to learn how to live on my own, but I wasn’t there yet. She had me trapped, and without knowing where Jasmine or the others had gone, I had nobody to turn to. The help she hired was just like her. They wouldn’t have cared what she did to me as long as they still got the paychecks each week.

      “Where you go is none of my concern. I never wanted you. You little nuisance. Always in the way and always getting into things you have no business being involved in. I can’t wait until your eighteenth birthday. You better have plans lined up because come midnight that night, you are out of here and everything your father promised me will be mine.”

      “What did he promise you?”

      It was the first I was hearing about him leaving her anything. As far as I knew, I got the house, the grounds, and his business when I turned eighteen. That was why he was prepping me for what he did all day. She hated the times he took me with him and, as much as he assured her it was so she would never have to dirty her hands a day in her life, she would still glare at me with her slits for eyes and twisted frown.

      “He promised me what I deserved for putting up with you and him for as long as I have. You think it was easy pretending to care about any of you? That has to be the hardest job I’ve ever had. You and your ‘I’m so perfect’ attitude. Him and his ‘My princess is my everything since I lost Tasha’ You both made me physically sick the years I’ve been with you. I only thought it was fair to do it back to them. If you’re lucky, I won’t do it to you.”

      “Do what? What did you do?” 

      I was screaming at her, a thing I knew wouldn’t end well for me, but I didn’t care. If she did something to them, I wanted to know. I remembered the flower I found in her room and wondered again if it had anything to do with that. Had she poisoned my parents? And how? I didn’t remember seeing her much when my mom started to get sick. It wasn’t until the very end when she would come by to check on us. I never liked her but couldn’t pinpoint why. 

      “I took care of the trash,” she said through gritted teeth. I was waiting for them to snap in half the way she was snarling them. “If you have the sense to someday look back at all of this with objective eyes, you’ll see that everything I did was right. I’m not the bad guy here, Sno. Open those eyes of yours and see that.”

      “If you did something to them, I will never see anything but that as long as I live.”

      I stood abruptly to gain a little ground over her. She stood easily a foot over me and outweighed me by almost a hundred pounds. But I was younger and faster. If she wanted to go around, I would happily oblige her. 

      “I’ll also be taking this back.” I grabbed at the blanket she held loosely in her hand and was shocked at how fast I got it back from her.

      “You little bitch.”

      Smack.

      Without missing a beat, she hit me across the cheek with the back of her hand. She sliced into my flesh with the absurd amount of gaudy rings she had on both hands. My hand went to my cheek as I turned back to face her. The stinging and burning I felt racing along my cheek bone made me wonder if she broke it. It also gave me the fuel I needed to face her.

      “You have a lot to learn little girl. Your place with me is one of them. Until you can do that, I have no choice but to punish you.”

      “What could you possibly do to me that you haven’t already?”

      My shoulders slumped as I realized I might have started a war I wasn’t prepared to fight. She had years on me with causing people pain. She was a pro at it, and I wasn’t even enough to qualify myself as an amateur. What I saw on her face told me I hadn’t seen anything yet.

      “I’ve gone soft on you but now that no one is here to protect you, I can finally do to you what I want.”

      “I don’t care anymore. I have nothing left to live for.”

      “Oh really?” she said laughing. “I bet I could find something for you to live for. We all have the need to survive. It’s instinct weather we want it or not. You’ll see what I mean. Get over here.” Her crooked finger pointed to the spot in front of her while her other hand found her ample hip to rest on. When I didn’t move fast enough. She snapped her finger at me and stomped her foot. “Now,” she screamed.

      I moved closer to her and waited for whatever punishment she could think up. I didn’t have to wait long.

      Dragging me two floors down, she opened the door to the tiny 4x4 room without windows or a bed and pushed me in. I tried to keep my footing, but the floor was uneven, and I tripped on a patch of concrete that stood higher than the rest of the floor. Catching myself on my hands and knees, I sat there for a second waiting for the sting to subside.

      “Stay in here until you realize what you did wrong.”

      “But it’s cold down here and there isn’t a bed or a place to go to the bathroom. How am I supposed to do that?”

      She looked around in the closet outside the room and came back to the door.

      “Use this and if you miss or spill, I’ll make you clean it up with your dress,” she said and threw a small metal flowerpot at me. It missed me but bounced loudly off the floor leaving a loud ringing to circle the room.

      “Where do I sleep?”

      “Oh my child. You and your many demands.” She stood there for a second and then a smile slithered across her face. “Use this. Sleep on this. It can be your bed, blanket, and anything else you need. Keep it clean though, or I will throw it in the next fire I make.”

      She tossed my dad’s blanket at me before slamming the door shut. I heard a key ring jingle before the click of the lock being turned from the outside. Getting up to my feet, I ran to the door to try and turn the knob.

      It didn’t budge.

      I was stuck in there with nothing to eat or drink and only a pot to use as a bathroom and my dad’s comforter to use as a bed and blanket. I pulled it close to me as I backed up to the far wall and slid down to the ground. Using it to cover my face, I sobbed into it until I had nothing left to give.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two years later

      

      

      

      I almost lost track of time when she shut me away in that little room. That was nothing compared to what she had instore for me once she let me out. The time I spent in there, she used to come up with new ways to make my life a living hell. I knew she was evil, but she took it to a whole new level I had never seen before. Fear of her was justified and I learned how to play her game. She was right about one thing, my need to survive outweighed all the things I had done to me.

      For the years following my father’s death, she made my life a living hell. The final push was making me throw my dad’s things into a fire she had going in the backyard. Watching the little bit of him I had left go up in smoke sparked the hurt and anger I felt the day he died. I still knew she had to have been involved in it and in my mother’s death too. 

      When she let me out of my prison cell, one of the first things I did when she had me clean her room was look for the purple flower. It was a long shot, but I had to try. I worked hard to get things done faster than I normally did so I could move from the first floor to the second. Once I made my way up there, I went to her room first. If I got caught, I would say I wanted her room done first so she would feel good about going in there when she was ready. She had been staying in there more and more the past few months, so she wouldn’t have questioned my motives.

      I looked first in the drawer I saw her place them in after I caught her with them, and my heart sank. The drawer was empty without a trace of the flower. I was about to give up and start cleaning her room before she came in and yelled at me when I remembered I had hidden some the last time I saw my father alive. I moved to where I had stashed it, opened the drawer and moved the items to the side. There, in the corner of the drawer, was a perfectly preserved piece of the flower. I was about to pick it up when I heard someone coming down the hall. 

      The drawer closed and I was able to move away from the dresser before the door swung open.

      “What the hell are you doing in here?” she snapped.

      “Cleaning it so you could have it back as soon as possible.”

      “Have you done all the other chores yet?” my stepmom asked me. Moving toward the bed, she alternated between rubbing her neck and forehead.

      “No. You seemed to have another one of your headaches so I thought I would do yours quick.”

      “Whatever. Be quick about it. I’ll go use the guest room down the hall until you’re done.”

      The guest room she was talking about used to be my father’s bedroom. The room she was in now he used to share with my mother. It still made me ill to think of her in there, using my mom’s things she liked and tossing away what she didn’t. I was mad at my dad for a long time when she took it upon herself to use that room as her own. He tried to make her feel welcomed and part of the family and one way to do that was to let her have the room she wanted. When I asked him why they didn’t share a room like he did with Mom, he just dropped his head and said he didn’t feel right about it. I didn’t get it then, but I got it now. 

      “I will.”

      “Hmm,” was all I got back. 

      As soon as I knew the coast was clear, I made my way back to the dresser, opened the drawer, grabbed the flower, and stuck it in my pocket. It was only seconds later that my hand began to tingle and the side of my leg where the flower now sat in my pocket, started to go numb. I needed to get it out of there and in a safe spot before I lost all feeling in my leg. 

      Looking down the hall, I didn’t see anyone. I hugged the wall, trying to stick to the shadows of the early evening, as I made my way to the other end to my room. It was right before my dad’s room, so I hoped she wouldn’t see me in there. I had to take the chance though, the numbness was starting to radiate out from where the mystery plant was.

      I managed to get into my room and hid the flower in one of the small corners of my closet. She never cleaned and had nobody but me to since she fired the whole crew the day my dad died. I knew it would be safe there with only myself knowing where it was. I still had to figure out a way to get out of the house and find someone who could tell me what it was and if it could have been what killed my parents.

      “What are you doing in here? I thought you were going to do my room first?” she barked from my doorway. 

      “I am but I needed to grab this,” I said and held up the fresh rag I had sitting there. “I wanted it to be perfect for you.”

      “Why was that in your room?”

      “I brought everything I needed to clean up here and put it in my room so it wouldn’t be in your way. I did it for you.” I batted my blue eyes before looking down at the ground. I needed her to believe that if I had any hope of her leaving me alone.

      “I don’t believe a word coming from those filthy lips, but I need to go to sleep. Hurry up and get my room done. I have a special guest coming tonight to meet you.”

      “Me?”

      She hadn’t let me see anyone but her or her nasty fat old lady she had in charge of everything. I wasn’t sure who she could have been talking about since I was sure nobody remembered the little girl that used to have been seen everywhere before her mother died. Then I was the poor little girl they all pitied. When I lost my dad and she shut me away in behind these cold walls, I was sure they had all forgotten.

      “Yes and it’s important you look and act your best. You want out of here, right? Away from me? You’re almost old enough to go and I think I found both our answers to help you along.”

      “But all I have to wear is this,” I said and held up a corner of the dress that was so dirty, it looked brown instead of the light blue it once had. Torn and frayed, I was sure the filth on my skin was the only thing holding it together and on me.

      “I thought of that already. I need you in my room by four. You have two hours to finish up all the things I have on your list of chores. If you were smart,” she snarled. “You would get moving instead of standing there staring at me like I suddenly grew a second head.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      I raced back into her room, careful not to touch her as I went past her and shut the door behind me. I had to clean the room after what she said. I didn’t know who it was she had coming for me, but if it was someone who could help me get out of there, I was willing to stay and find out. I had to. There had to be someone out there that cared about what I had gone through. Someone who would help me and make the last few years with her make sense.

      Once I finished her room, I did a quick job in the second spare room. Up until she moved in, it was set up as a nursery. My parents always wanted more children, but they never did after me. When Mom got sick, they stopped trying but never changed the room. Instead of the sweet light yellow, the room was a drab grey. Happy little baby things used to sprinkle the room with sunshine. It was something I wasn’t supposed to know about because they always said I was all they needed or wanted, but when I stumbled on it years ago, I figured it out. Since she took over, it was as cold as ice in there. All steel where there could be, the bedding was almost black, and the floors were no longer covered in the soft, thick blue rug. She said it was a place for guests to sleep, but she didn’t want them to feel too comfortable. Nothing was worse than a guest that overstayed their welcome. It worked because even the mice and the cockroaches stayed out of there.

      “Are you done yet?” my stepmom asked peeking around the corner of the room I was finishing up in.

      “Yes,” I mumbled giving the comforter one last tug to make sure there weren’t any wrinkles in it that she would punish me for later.

      “Good. Go take a bath and then meet me in my room. And Sno, don’t take long.”
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      She scrubbed my flesh until it bled. Looking like an overcooked lobster, I thought it was as bad as it could get. I couldn’t have been more wrong. She poured in some kind of strong, flower scented oil in the water she had me half submerged in and when it hit the scrapes she had inflicted, I fought to hold back the scream I knew she was waiting for.  Dipping me down until my head was covered, she held me there. My lungs burned and I started to fight her for oxygen. Clawing at her wrists and flaying my legs, I was about to give in and let the water fill my lungs when she pulled me up by my hair.

      “Beauty is pain my dear and sometimes, it can be deadly. At least you don’t look like some pauper off the streets anymore. I will leave you for a few minutes. Towel off then put that on,” she said and pointed to a lavender, light fabric dress that was hanging on the back of her bathroom door. “I will also need you to put these on.” 

      I looked from her to the flimsy pieces of fabric she held in her hand. I knew one should have been underwear, but they looked like the leftover strings I would cut off the clothes I was making. The other thing, I wasn’t sure what it was with all the straps and two cups I could see.

      “Oh, Sno. You are pathetic. It’s panties and a bra. Put it on.”

      “I don’t know how.”

      Still smaller than I should have been for my age, I hadn’t really developed when my mom was around and then with my dad, we never talked about anything that was related to a girl. I wasn’t even sixteen when he passed and had been used as my stepmom’s personal slave since then. The garment she held up looked like a new form of torture she had thought up.

      “It goes on like this. The straps in the back and the two thicker pieces in the front to cover your chest.” She snickered when she said that. Compared to her, I looked like a boy. “Try not to get tangled in the straps. I’ll be back in five minutes and I want all of this on you when I open that door. We still have to do something with your face and that nasty hair on your head. He will be here in less than two hours and I have a feeling I will need them all for you.”

      “What about you?” It was a dumb question and I knew it the second the words left my mouth. If it had been about her, I would have heard nothing but that the whole time she was killing me in the tub.

      “I am not who he is here for and I know what I need to do. It’s why I have to hurry with you. Asking stupid questions isn’t going to help and will only slow us down. So, shut up and do what I say, and you might make it out of this dinner without having to go to the basement again.”

      She had let me sleep in my own bed the past two weeks. It was so nice to sleep on a bed instead of a worn-out comforter on the concrete floor. I would do whatever she asked to not have to go back to that. Besides, my room had a big, bay window I could look out at night and count the stars. I wasn’t going to lose that again.

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Good. Hurry.” 

      She shooed me with her hands before slamming the door shut and disappearing. I looked at the clothes she had laid out for me and took a deep breath. I wasn’t even sure where to start, so I picked up the piece that should have been underwear. Slipping it on, I was shocked at how soft they felt. The smooth, silky fabric slid over my legs and the sensation of it made me tingle in places I hadn’t before. It didn’t last long though. I had to fight the thing she called a bra and with all the straps, I had a hard time figuring out what end went where. She had shown me before she stormed out of the room, but standing there, with it crumpled in a ball, it didn’t look like it had when she was holding it to her own chest. It had to have been getting close to the five-minute mark and if she came in and all of it wasn’t on, she would punish me for sure.

      I finally got the strange garment on and was almost done slipping the dress over my head when I heard the knob turn. Pulling hard, I caught a strand of my still-short hair and stifled a scream. I was straightening the skirt when she flung the door open. With force, it hit and stuck into the wall.

      “Good. It wasn’t that hard to be a woman, now was it?”

      Walking around me to study me, I suddenly felt less than the dirt she had washed off of me moments earlier. She picked at the helm of the dress, spun me around and swiped her hand down my back and stopping at my butt.

      “Lift it,” she demanded.

      “What?”

      “Lift the dress. I want to make sure you put on what I told you to and that you’re not hiding them somewhere. I know how you love to do that with things you don’t like. Lift.”

      I did as she asked and when she saw the underwear, she smiled.

      “Higher.”

      Doing as she demanded, she stopped me when she could see the bra she had thrown at me.

      “Not too bad. Are you sure this was your first time putting one on? You didn’t even get the straps wrong.”

      “I’m sure.” It would also be the last if they were like that. Four straps that crossed over each other in the back. It was the same as having ropes tying me down. They rubbed on my back where she had scraped at my flesh and hugged me tight around my ribs. 

      “Hum. He’ll know if you’re lying. Men always know if a girl’s been with another man. Remember that. If you lie to me, it’s one thing. Lie to them, and they would beat you for it.”

      “Why would our dinner guest have to know about that anyway?”

      “You really are a dumb child, aren’t you? Just follow me. We have to do something to make you not look like a boy.”

      She was the one who continued to chop my hair. The first time she had done it, it was a punishment. Once she saw how it changed me, it became a fun little game for her. She never cut it so it looked nice. Long strands stuck out among the two inches she left over most of my head. Some spots, she had gotten so close, I had bald patches and scars from where the scissors cut at my scalp.

      She put powder on my face and something on my lips that made them feel tight. Putting a little color on my eyes, she pressed so hard, it was hard to see for a few minutes when she was done.

      “It’s the best I can do. The rest will be up to you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can only make you as pretty as I can. You didn’t leave me much to work with. I need you to be polite, use your manners, don’t speak unless you are spoken too and for the love of all things, stop looking like your life is so hard. You don’t even know what hard is. At least here you get food, clothes and a bed to sleep in.”

      Unless you wanted to count the two years I had hardly gotten any of that. She lived to starve me to the point I almost passed out before giving me small amounts. Water was a “gift” from her, and I hadn’t been on a bed in years until two weeks ago. I should have known she had something up her sleeves the way she suddenly started to watch what I ate, where I slept and paid extra attention to who was allowed to see me even from a field away.

      “When he gets here, I want you to be quiet. Look like a lady, but not one who has been around a lot. Look at him when he talks to you and don’t throw your opinion around unless it is asked for. There will be other men around to help with dinner, I need you to not even look in their direction or speak to them. If they ask you a question, I will answer it for you. You are only to look at, or speak to, Daan or myself. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

      “Yes. I think so.”

      “You’re impossible. Don’t screw this up or I will make the last few years look like a vacation for you. Got that?”

      She was right in my face with her hand squeezing my shoulder. Her hot breath reeked of onions and liver as it hit my face with every word she fired at me. Wincing, I fought to form the words I knew she wanted to hear.

      “Yes, Stepmother.”

      “Good girl. Now, go sit on your bed until I come get you. Do not touch anything. You get your dress dirty or mess up the makeup I put on you, and I will kill you myself.”

      She shoved me out of her room and slammed the door shut. I flinched and stood there for a second to make sure she wasn’t going to come at me with more. She loved to do that. You thought she was done talking, then she would come at you with another list of things you did wrong. It was her way of feeling in control and making me feel like I was nothing.

      The part I hated, it worked.
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      “He’s here. He’s here. He’s here.”

      I had never seen her act the way she was acting that night. It was like watching one of the teenagers I used to watch at the park when my parents would take me. All giddy over some boy and wanting to make themselves look good for them. I got all of that, but what I didn’t understand was, if she was so excited for him to get there, why was she pawning him off on me? I worried it was another one of her head games and she would punish me if I didn’t make him happy, but she would also punish me if I did.

      Nerves took over and I began to shake. I laced my hands together and held them in front of me hoping to calm them down. She demanded perfection from me and shaking at the first sight of a man would not be perfection in her eyes. The dumb part was, I wasn’t scared of him. I was terrified of what her plans for me were and how I could get through the meal without making her mad enough to come at me the second he was out the door.

      “Stand here,” she said and placed me on her right side just past the doorway. “When he walks in and introduces himself to you, give him your left hand. Tell him it’s nice to meet him, then shut up and wait.”

      “Wait for what?”

      “For him to decide if he likes you enough to stay for the food or not.” She rolled her eyes at me so hard; I was sure she saw her memories from years ago. Shaking her head at the dumb girl by her side, she quickly shifted when the door began to open.

      In walked the tallest man I had ever seen. He would have towered over my father by almost a foot. He had muscles bulging out everywhere and a deep tan from being outdoors all day. His hair was a deep brown making it almost look black until the light hit it just right. His eyes were as dark as two lumps of coal and his lips were so thin, I wondered if he even had any. There was a small scar on his right cheek that zigzagged toward his chin.

      “Hello Isa. It’s been so long since I saw you last,” he said to my stepmom. It was the first time I had ever heard her name spoken by anyone. My father called her Is or his angel when he spoke to her, which wasn’t very often. “You look amazing.”

      “Thank you Daan. You look amazingly handsome tonight too.”

      I watched as she held out her left hand for him to take and watched even closer as he brought it to his lips and gave it a long, passionate kiss. I tried to keep my eyes down so they wouldn’t see me watching, but I was curious on why he needed my hand at all. I had my answer.

      “And is this Sno?” he asked turning his attention to me.

      “Yes it is. My beautiful daughter. Isn’t she everything I said she would be?”

      I wanted to throw up when she called me her daughter, but remembering the threat from earlier, I held it in and smiled. Her threats were never idle, and I wasn’t going to be punished because she was lying.

      “She is beautiful. How old is she again?” he asked without breaking his stare from me. I didn’t look up, but I could feel his eyes burning into me.

      “She is seventeen, almost eighteen now.”

      “Prime age,” he replied.

      “Yes she is,” my stepmom said.

      “Well, then, I think I will be staying for dinner and maybe even dessert.” 

      He held out his hand and she nudged me in the side with her elbow. I held out my hand like I was told to and he took it the same way he had hers. Only when he brought mine to his lips, it wasn’t only those that brushed against it but his tongue as well. A shiver ran down my spine when I dared to look up a little and saw the hunger he had on his face. I was half waiting for him to start eating me instead of the food that was prepared for him. I wasn’t sure why, but there was something about Daan that made me very uncomfortable.

      “Oh good. Then shall we go in?” she asked and held out her arm pointing toward the dining room.

      “We shall.” Daan held out his elbow at me and I wasn’t sure what to do. My stepmom hadn’t mentioned anything about that, and I froze.

      “Hm,” was all she said as she moved me out of the way and looped her arm through the opening in the crook of his that he had left. I was sure it was meant for me, but like a good sport, he went with it and let her take him into the other room.

      The place was all decorated with candles lining the center of the table and three setting placed carefully in a small semicircle at the one end of the table. The good plates my mom only brought out when special people came over were there and the glass bowl my father had gotten on one of his trips held rose petals and greenery in it. It made me mad to see she was using my mom’s things, but it wasn’t the right time to react. I was still trying to figure out what it was she was up to with him.

      She sat in the middle at the head of the table and Daan sat to her right. I was on the left of her and straight across from him. The few times I dared to look up a little, I was met with him staring back at me with a grin on his face that would shame the Cheshire Cat. None of that would be as awkward as where the conversation headed right after the first course was served.

      “Isa you said she had never been with a man before, right?”

      “That’s right,” my stepmom answered in between heaping mouthfuls of food.

      “How do you know that for sure? I know how teenagers are, I was one once a long time ago. You couldn’t have possibly kept an eye in her all the time.”

      “I could have, and I did. She is as pure as freshly fallen snow. Nothing on that girl has been touched by anything. I don’t even think she has touched her,” she said and they both smirked.

      “A blank slate. You know how much I love that,” he said and leaned in closer to the table. Placing one elbow on it and the other next to his plate, he still hadn’t shown any signs he had come for dinner.

      “I do know. A million dollars is how much you love a blank slate.”

      “Let’s not get too hasty. We haven’t settled on a number yet. She is a little on the thin side, so I will have to do something about that and that costs money too. Plus, we don’t even know if she can carry.”

      “I can have a doctor check her out, but that will take longer. I know how much of a hurry you are in. That is my price for her. Take it or leave it.” She had put her fork down and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Well,” he said and laughed. “Let’s get through the meal first and then see where we go from there. Okay?”

      “Fine, but the price is firm. I have more than just you interested in the fair Sno. She is the hidden jewel around here and every man wants his turn. You have a choice, be the first or get the leftovers.”

      “You are as tough as always, Isa. You also make a good point, but I’m still not sure if I want to pay that much on top of whatever else she needs.”

      I sat there and listened to them talk about me like they were picking out a cow at auction. I wanted to yell at them that I was right there and that I wasn’t for sale, but her words echoed in my head over and over. So, I sat there and tried to eat a little of the food I had been denied for so long. The funny part, none of it tasted good to me. All I wanted to do was run up to my room, shut the door, close my eyes and wake up to things being normal again. I wanted both my parents back and I wanted to feel like a human again.

      I blinked hard to hold back the tears and not let them see how upset I was. To them, I was nothing. To everyone I was nothing. I might as well have died with the rest of my family since I was no longer a person anyway. She had made sure everyone I cared about vanished and in doing that, I had been lost too. 

      “She is a pretty little thing. I bet she tastes better than this garbage you are trying to serve me. No wonder you’re so thin, Sno. I wouldn’t eat this shit either.” 

      I looked up and saw a smile on his face. I forced one on return even if I didn’t know why he was looking at me like that. He wasn’t terrible to look at but if he was friends with my stepmom, I worried about what kind of person he was. I also wondered if he was putting on an act for her to get me out of there. I hoped that was the case, but my gut told me otherwise.

      “Tell you what, give me five minutes alone with her. If she is what you said she was, I will double your asking price. If not, what do you have to lose? She would have already been tainted before me.”

      “Double the price? And all you want is five minutes with her?”

      “Yes.”

      She sat there thinking, but I already knew her answer. She would do it for that amount of money. Whatever it was he was after; he was going to get. She would get what she wanted too and the only one hurt over it would be me.

      “Okay. Five minutes. I will make sure you are left alone. There is a small study off to the left of the living room. You can take her in there, just keep the mess to a minimum.”

      “I’ll try, but no promises.”

      They both laughed and I tried not to throw up. He grabbed me by the arm and wasn’t as gentle as he had been before they made their deal. Taking me into the other room, he shut the door behind us and had his pants down around his ankles in no time. 

      “Take that off and whatever else you have on under it. I don’t need all that fancy shit to get in my way. In one way, you should be happy about that. The less in my way when I want you, the better. I need you popping out kids for me as fast as you can. I know how fast you sluts dry up and I expect at least three from you before that happens.”

      “What are you going to do to me?” I asked as I backed up to the farthest wall away from him.

      “You are a virgin, aren’t you? Oh this will be fun.”

      I looked down at him and saw him get even harder. The sight of it, pointing at me with it’s one eye and the pure evil on his face, terrified me. I knew if I was going to get away from him, I would have to do it fast. I also knew if I did that, I would be running forever because my stepmom would never stop hunting me to punish me after causing her to lose that much money.

      “Well?” he asked holing up his hands. “Are you going to do what I said?”

      “I’ve never…can you take off your shirt? I want to see all of you.” It was something I had heard someone say once and it was all I had.

      “Oh yeah? I can do that.” 

      His smile grew at the thought of me being into him a little. As soon as his shirt was up over his face, I made my move.
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      I ran harder and faster than I ever had. Slipping past him wasn’t as hard as I thought it was going to be and when my stepmom told them all to leave us alone, they had listened. Nobody was in my way between him and the front door. Busting through it and feeling the cooler night air on my skin was a refreshing feeling.

      Sweat dripped off my face and ran into my eyes. I blinked hard to keep it from stinging them, but the sweat still found little ways to seep in. Blindly, I ran through the thickest part of the woods that lined the farthest corners of the sleepy town I lived in. The sun had long dipped down behind the earth and a chill had settled in where the warmth used to be. I cursed myself for not having something on that was warmer than the thin piece of fabric my stepmom insisted I had worn that night. If she knew I was missing, which I was sure she had, she would have a party out looking for me and fast. It took until that night to realize why she had kept me after losing my dad. I was nothing more than an easy way to make money for her.

      I found a small cove of bushes a few hours from the house. Checking to make sure nothing else was staying in it, I climbed in and curled up to the farthest spot I could. Branches scraped me, breaking the skin and tearing at the dress I had on. The pain was bad, but it was warmer in there than it had been in the openness of the woods. 

      Trying to get comfortable, I reached under my dress to fight the contraption she had put me in. Finally getting it off enough to figure out the clips, the bra was off my body. My ribs ached where the elastic had pulled on it and my shoulders hurt from the thin straps digging in. I was tired, hungry and thirsty, but for the moment, I was safe.

      Pulling my knees to my chest, I hugged them tight hoping to get rid of the chill that had settled into my bones. Part of it was the temperature outside, the other part was still the thought of my stepmom selling me to that creep. He wanted nothing more than to use me and throw me off to the side the same way she did. If I met his expectations, my reward would have been years of abuse at his hand. And for what? A few dollars? I wasn’t the only girl around and it hadn’t sounded like his first time at that either. I wondered how many others had money flashed at their parents and been tossed out like last week’s trash. I couldn’t understand how someone could do that to another person, but their own child was even worse. I wasn’t biologically hers and she made it clear from the very beginning how she felt about me.

      At first, I tried to get her to like me. Even if it was only for my father’s sake, but she was impossible to love. Nothing I did made her happy and when he wasn’t around, she let me know how much she would never love me.

      A stray tear ran down my cheek as I thought about all the things I had loved and lost. My mom, Dad, Jasmine. They were only a few of the people I would never see again. Nothing was the same as it used to be. If my mom were there she would have told me to keep my chin up and look for one good thing a day. That day, I couldn’t find one.

      Sounds in the distance kept me awake. Howling from the coyotes that called the woods their home and a lone owl who cooed as loud as they could. Crickets chirped and leaves wrestled making me think something was coming. I tried to block it out by burying my face in the crooks of my arms, but the noises got louder the longer the night went on. I prayed for morning to get there so I wouldn’t feel so alone in the dark.

      I must have dozed off finally because I didn’t hear the commotion until it was too late. Dogs wildly barking not far from where I was hiding startled me from the twisted dream of sick men and money loving woman. There were so many barks, I couldn’t tell what direction they were coming from or how many there were. All I knew was that I had to get up and I had to move.

      Leaving the safety, even false, of the little brushes, I peeked my head out and looked around. I saw flashlights off in the distance, but they weren’t close enough yet to see me. I was careful as I finished climbing out to not make any sound. Once I had my feet on the ground, I turned back once more, then ran.

      I made it a few miles farther when I stopped moving. My lungs were on fire and my legs were cramping from not eating or drinking enough in the past two years. Down to nothing but skin and bones, I looked like a walking skeleton. Placing my hands on my waist, I doubled over trying to catch some air. Sweat soaked me and I knew it would make me even colder once I stopped moving.

      It had been a while since I saw a light or heard any of the dogs barking. I hoped they either gave up for the night or I had gotten far enough away that they lost my sent for the time being. I sat down under a tall tree. With my back against the trunk, I shifted to get my spine off the unforgiving bark. Shivering again, exhaustion took its hold on me and I couldn’t fight it off any longer.

      I slept harder than I should have and when I woke up, the sun hit me, warming me slowly from the frigid night air. It would be warm again that day like it had been the day before. With it being late August, we had the hot temps in the daylight and the colder temps in the evening. I was happy to get warm, but that also meant I had to find a place to get water or I would be in bigger trouble than I had been that night. Almost feeling hypothermic, I would also look for something to keep me warmer. I wasn’t going to go back home ever and until I found a place to go, I would have to learn to survive in the woods. 

      My dad had shown me a long time ago what berries I could eat and what ones to stay away from. He even pointed out some of the mushrooms that were safe to eat. I remembered most of it, so I would go looking for that once it got a little lighter out. 

      He was big on fishing and catching animals too. It wasn’t as easy for me to do after I looked at them. I didn’t think it was fair to take a life that had nothing to do with me so I could live. I would avoid that until the very end and only if I needed it.

      I wasn’t so sure on where I was since I ran in the dark, but there had to be water around somewhere. That would be the first thing I looked for. Get something to drink, then stay away from there until the moon was out again. She would know that was where I would go. Anyone would know that. I had to get water to survive. If I got to it before they caught up to me, I could at least make it until nightfall.

      It took a few hours of searching and walking in a few circles, but I found a small stream that fed into the larger river that ran through the town. I guzzled as much water as I could stand before leaving to go deeper into the woods. Along the way I found some wild blue berries and even a raspberry bush. I filled my pockets with them and then kept walking. It would be another long night, so I looked for a place to sleep for a few hours. Staying calm during the day then moving more at night would help in many ways. It would keep me cooler during the day and warmer at night. It would also keep me out of anyone’s sight.

      It was my new life and one I wasn’t given a choice on. I was a runaway.
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      I wasn’t really sure how long I had been out there. I tried to count the days, but they all blurred into one another. Sleeping for parts of them made it hard to distinguish one from the other. I had gotten better at sneaking out and getting what I needed. I even found a couple of houses that helped me out even though they didn’t know they were. 

      One lady had hung up a warmer dress on the clothesline. I felt horrible for taking it, but mine was already thin when I first got it. After being out there for so many days, it had holes in it all over, it was dirty and wasn’t keeping anything away from me. The cool nights were turning colder, and the daylight wasn’t much warmer. It would get harder and harder to stay warm over the next couple of weeks. As autumn kicked down summer’s door, winter wouldn’t be far behind. 

      I found a nice clearing in the middle of a thicket of trees close enough to a stream I could get to it daily, but far enough away from anyone seeing me. I was sure my stepmom had put up reward signs all over town and everyone who was looking for a fast buck would be looking for me. In that town, other than a few who were lucky enough to live on the hill like my parents, all of them were desperate for a fast buck. She wouldn’t stop looking until she was sure I was either dead or no good to Daan. Even after him, I was sure she could find someone to sleep with her poor stepdaughter and still make a profit off me. I could never go back there or anywhere close to there. I wasn’t going to be her way to live without having to work.

      Snap.

      A tree branch broke under the weight of something. I held my breath and waited to hear what direction it was moving in. When another branch snapped, even closer, I panicked. Looking around for a place to hide, I froze when a young man came out of the brush to my right.

      He was covered in dirt and had overalls with what was once a white T-shirt on. Boots were laced up tight over the bottom of his pants and his hat was pulled down low to shelter his face from the midday sun. I saw light brown hair peeking out from under the hat running wild in all directions. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I could tell he was outside a lot from the deep tan I could see on the flesh that wasn’t hidden away by his clothes. He was tall and slender, but not thin. There was a confidence about him that held my attention and when I thought I should run, even though he would see me for sure, it was too late to move.

      He stopped only feet from where I was and moved his hat up to see me. His blue eyes matched mine and, when he frowned, dimples appeared on his cheeks. He wasn’t bad looking, but if he was out there looking for me because of some prize my stepmom had promised, I had gotten myself into whatever trouble he was bringing.

      “She won’t pay you, you know,” I said when he wouldn’t speak.

      “What?” 

      “My stepmom. She won’t pay you whatever it is she promised you. Please, don’t tell anyone you saw me here. Just go back to where you came from and forget about me.” I tried to fight off the tremble in my voice, but the thought of having to go back terrified me more than anything Daan would have thought to do.

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about or who your stepmom is. I was on my way home and decided to come through here because I haven’t in a while, and I love this part of the woods.”

      “So, you’re not here for me?”

      “’Fraid not honey.”

      “Oh.”

      “Why are you out here?” he asked. 

      “It’s a long story and it’s not worth telling.”

      “Sounds interesting to me. You said something about a stepmom? Where’s your mom or your dad? Why is she the only one looking for you?”

      He stopped talking and waited for me to answer. I wasn’t sure how much to tell him, so I didn’t say a word. He dug into the front pocket of his overalls and came out with a shiny red apple. I hadn’t had one since before my father died and I could taste the sweet juicy insides as he took a bite.

      “Oh man, I am so sorry. Here,” he said and held out his hand for me to take the piece of fruit. “You must be starving. When’s the last time you ate something?’ he asked looking me up and down. I grew self-conscious as he did and tried to fold my arms across my body.

      “A while ago,” was all I said back. I looked from him to the piece of fruit and back. I wanted it so bad, but I didn’t know him at all. I had heard about the tales of girls taking fruit or candy from men they didn’t know only to wake up in a house they didn’t recognize and have horrible things done to them. I didn’t want to be the girl who escaped my own hell only to go down like that.

      “Please, it’s safe. You just watched me take a bite. I won’t hurt you. You can have this, and I will leave you alone if that’s what you want.”

      “Please, don’t go.”

      It was dumb and desperate, but he was the first person to talk to me since Jasmine left and it felt good. Not having a lot of practice, I wasn’t sure if he was a good person or not, but there was something about him that was drawing me in.

      “Okay. I won’t go but you have to eat this. I think I might have…” he trailed off as he dug deeper into his pockets and came out with a small bag of nuts. “Yeah. I didn’t think I ate them all at lunch today. Here. You like peanuts, right?”

      I nodded my head and my stomach growled so loud; you would have thought there was a mountain lion hiding in the brush behind me.

      “Yeah. You need this way more than I do. Where are you staying?”

      “Here,” I said and pointed to a small circle of leaves I had gathered and placed under a low hanging tree branch.

      “You stay there? At night? Out here? You know it’s going to get close to freezing tonight, right? You can’t stay out here with only that dress on and a pile of leaves to protect you. I’ll come back this way tomorrow only to find you frozen to death. You don’t want to do that to me now, do you? How would I ever live with myself?”

      “I don’t even know who you are, and you can always go a different way home. It’s the first time I’ve seen you here and I’ve been here for over a week.”

      “That long? Why?”

      “It’s a long story. I don’t want to tell it.”

      “Okay. I can respect that, now I need you to respect me. Come with me. Even if you only stay one night. Get a hot meal and sleep on a real bed. I bet you haven’t slept in over a week either judging from the bags under your eyes.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Is it because you don’t know me?” he asked.

      “Yes, maybe.”

      “Hi. My name’s Zane. I live about three miles from here and I have a real roof over my head. I would love it if you would come with me.” He held out his hand for me to shake and I just stared at him.

      “You’re very odd,” I said and backed up a little more.

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that before.” 

      He laughed and when he did, my stomach did something it had never done before. Something moved in it, but it wasn’t hunger pains, it was more like a swarm of dragonflies dancing around in there.

      “Are you going to tell me your name? It would help if I knew who you were when I introduced you to everyone.”

      “Everyone?”

      “Yeah. I live with a few people. I think you’ll like them though. You probably have a lot in common with Lars if I had to guess on what drove you to the woods this time of year.”

      “I don’t know who that is either.” I paused trying to decide if I should give him my name or not. Who didn’t know who Sno Whyte was? The whole town and then a few over knew the Whyte family. Or at least they used to.

      “Please tell me your name.”

      “Sno Whyte,” I spit out before I could change my mind. He had already seen me and there was no way to undo that. If he was after some reward, then I had let him get all the information he needed. I was in trouble either way.

      “That’s a beautiful name.”

      He sat down on a tree stump a little closer to me and held out the apple again. I took it and sunk my teeth into it. Juice ran down my chin and the chewing of the peel was so loud, it drown out the rest of the noises around me, but I didn’t care. For the first time in weeks, I was eating something other than berries and mushrooms.
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      “I know you’re hiding from someone and you don’t know me, but you really can’t stay here. Not like this and not when we have weather coming in. Come with me and if you still don’t feel comfortable when we get to my place, you can go. I won’t try to stop you. You’ll be doing me a favor too,” he said. It was the first words spoken after he handed me the apple. I ate it as fast as I could even though I wanted to savor it.

      “How would that be a favor to you?” I asked, pausing only long enough to get that out.

      “If you don’t come with me, I will worry about you all night. Then I won’t sleep, and I will be so tired at work tomorrow, I could get severely hurt.”

      Taking a deep breath and letting it out in one big puff, I wrestled with myself on what to do. There was something about him that made me feel I could trust him, but there was another part of me, a bigger part, that told me to be careful. I didn’t know him at all and going back to his place could be more deadly than staying in those woods and facing the first frost of the year. I had made it so far being out there on my own, I was sure I could make it longer. 

      The thought of a real bed and food was thrown into my internal fight. I hadn’t had either in a very long time. Longer than I had been in the woods. The heat from a fireplace and the sweet smell of the wood burning also popped into my mind making me lean more and more to taking him up on his offer. It wasn’t like I couldn’t leave if it didn’t feel right. I would have to find a new place to stay though because he had seen that one. The woods were big and there had to be many other places that were as nice as the one I found. 

      In the end, after the long fight I had, his offer won out.

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?” he asked. His eyebrows rose and his smile threatened to show again. If he did that, there was no way I was going to be able to refuse him.

      “Okay, I will go with you. If I don’t like it though, you’ll let me leave and not follow me?”

      “I promise.”

      He stood and held out his hand for me to take. I slowly placed mine in his and watched as his large palm swallowed my little hand up, making it disappear. There was a spark when our flesh touched and when I looked up at him, he had the same look of surprise on his face. He had felt it too. It was almost an instant connection and while I kept my guard up some, it wasn’t as much as it had been only a moment ago. 

      “Wow,” he muttered under his breath, but I heard it.

      We walked in silence for what felt like hours before a small house appeared before me. It was a one level, all brick and stone house. Taking a closer look, I could see where the farther side of the right of the house was made of wood. It looked like an addition to the existing house that they tried to blend in. The off white and grey building with the dark red roof looked inviting. Smoke came out of the stack in the back right corner of the house and I knew they had a fire going. Seeing that sent a chill through me and reminded me how cold I had been for the past few weeks. I looked forward to sitting by the warm fire even if I only stayed long enough to thaw out.

      Getting a little closer, the wind shifted and blew the smell of meat toward us. My mouth watered and my stomach attacked itself as my true hunger kicked in. It smelled like venison but there was more. The smell of fresh baked bread was tangled in with the meat smell and I wanted that even more. 

      “Thijs must be cooking dinner. If he is, you’re in for a real treat. His venison stew is the best I’ve ever had. If you leave here hungry, it will be your mistake for sure.” 

      It wasn’t a threat when he said it and his smile was playful. He couldn’t have been much older than I was, but he seemed to be more mature by years. I wondered how long he had been out on his own and what happened to make him leave. He seemed to know all too well what it was like to have to leave your home behind in order to save yourself.

      “Who is Thijs?” I asked as we got closer.

      “He’s one of my roommates. You’ll like him. He seems tough, but he’s really a softy at heart. He’s been hurt a lot, so he shows anger to hide his vulnerability. If you can ignore that part of him, you’ll see how great of a guy he is.”

      “Will he get mad you brought me to his home?” Fear gripped me and my instinct to run was taking over. I didn’t want to be the reason someone lost control and I didn’t want to be somewhere I wasn’t wanted. I had left that situation behind and wasn’t looking to go into another one.

      “No. If anything, he will mumble that he should have made more food as he’s setting a spot for you. Come on. You’ll love them all.”

      “Them all? How many…” I wasn’t able to finish as he flung open the door. 

      The inside of the house was nothing like the outside. It wasn’t filthy, but there were things scattered all over. Clothes littered the floor and dishes piled up along any open counter space they might have had. The floor was covered in a fine layer of dirt from them not taking their boots off when they walked in. The couch I could see, was worn thin with a few rips in the arms and on the back cushions.  It made me wonder what the other couch and chair looked like, but I couldn’t see them in the shadows. They only had the kitchen and dining room lit and I could see all the things I wanted to clean in those two areas alone. 

      The other part of me envied him because he had a real roof over his head, food to eat and warmth. I had all of those things once and I missed that time. Back when my mom was alive, I never went without anything, I was their little princess and, being their only child, they made sure I was taken care of. I wasn’t overly spoiled or anything like that. I didn’t need all the things other people wished for even though my parents could easily have afforded anything I wanted. I had them and the staff they kept around our property to entertain me. I learned a lot from them and as I grew up, they became family to me. Up until we lost my mother, they were treated like that too. Every holiday, they joined us for a meal and much deserved time off. Since most of them lived on the property, there wasn’t a time I didn’t remember a few of them always being there. 

      Jasmine was the one who was put in charge of me when my parents weren’t around. After my mom died, that became more times than not, and we grew very close. She was a second mom to me, and I loved her just as much as I had my own mother. Thinking about her and wondering where she had ended up after my stepmom let her go hurt. I missed her so much. I missed the way she always smelled like vanilla and the way she hugged me with all her might. I missed our long talks and the way, no matter what was going on, I always felt safer with her around. The last two years without her had hurt as much as losing my parents.

      “Are you alright?” Zane whispered in my ear. “You’re crying.”

      I reached up and touched my cheek; it was wet.

      “I was thinking about someone and I guess it makes me sadder than I thought.”

      “I don’t know what you’ve been through, but I promise it will get better.” He grabbed my hand gently at first and then gave it a light squeeze. I felt myself relaxing a little with him holding on to me.

      “Thanks.”

      “Zane, who are you talking to? Yourself again?” a male voice said, and it was followed by several different laughs.

      A sudden panic washed over me when I realized how many other men were in the house with us. I thought he maybe had one or two roommates, but what peeked around the corner shocked me. I fought back the urge to run when Zane held my hand a little tighter. In that moment, I realized I might have screwed up and there was nothing I could do about it.

      I was trapped in there with all of them and they out powered me by a lot.
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      “This is Sno,” Zane said to the small circle of men that flooded out of the kitchen and into the half lit living room. 

      A light flicked on and I could see them all clearly. There were six of them in total plus Zane. None of them looked very old, but they all seemed older than I was. The skepticism on their faces had me worried. Out of all of them, someone had to have heard about me and the reward that was being offered to get me back to my stepmom. A new wave of panic washed over me, and I held back the need to vomit or run. I was closer to the door than they were for the time being and the only one I would have to outrun would have been Zane. Looking around, I weighed my options if I needed a way to escape.

      “Relax doll, we won’t hurt you if that’s what you’re worried about. We have enough troubles of our own around here, we aren’t looking to add to that by hurting an innocent young girl,” a tall, black haired, brown eyed man said. He stood over Zane by a few inches and was built with muscles trying to break free from the too tight shirt he had on. “My name is Akio.”

      “I’m Jett,” another one said stepping closer. He held out his hand for me to shake and Zane nodded to me that it was alright. He looked so young with his baby face and pale blue eyes. His blond hair washed him out even more with his Casper-like complexion. He almost made me look darker but working outside had given him a little more color than I had. He was shorter than the rest of them. From what I could tell, he wasn’t much taller than me, but he seemed sweet.

      “That over there is Thijs,” Zane said pointing to the man holding the big wooden spoon. “He’s our resident cook and the one responsible for all the amazing smells in here.”

      Thijs was about Zane’s height, but he was heavier by a lot. His fiery red hair and deep green eyes were unique for that area. His face and arms were covered in freckles, so much so, that it looked like someone had flung a paint brush on him and sprayed him down with light brown paint. His belly was round and moved up and down when he breathed. He didn’t say anything but grunted at me as he folded his arms across his chest, resting them on the top of his gut.

      “Don’t mind him, he hates everyone,” another man said.

      “I do not,” Thijs said in a deeper voice than I expected to hear come out of him.

      “My name is Bran.” He was so handsome; it was hard to feel nervous with him. His black hair and dark eyes matched his beautiful skin. He was tall and slender but had a confidence about him that couldn’t be missed. When he smiled, his bright white teeth showed, and a dimple appeared only on his left cheek. He had a tattoo on his upper right arm of a music symbol. It was gorgeous and I wondered what it meant to him.

      “I’m Lars,” another one said. He was short and very thin. When he talked, he swayed side to side like a small child would do if they were nervous. His hands moved in the front of him like he was wiping them off. He had dark brown hair and baby blue eyes. There was something about him that made me want to be protective right away. It was as if he was a small child trapped in a man’s body and he didn’t know what to do with it.

      I looked at Zane and he winked at me. I knew my suspicion of Lars was right and he had some kind of learning disability. It only made him more likeable to me. I smiled back at him and he giggled the laugh of a child. It made me laugh with him. It was the first time I had laughed in over two years and it felt good. I looked around and the rest of them, with the exception of Thijs, were smiling too.

      “The one half hiding around the corner,” Zane said and pointed to the sixth man. “That’s Rasmus. He doesn’t speak much to anyone, so don’t think it’s you. He’s painfully shy and he has a good reason to be.”

      I looked at Zane quickly and he shook his head to tell me it wasn’t the right time to get into Rasmus’s story. I nodded and turned my attention back to the average height, brown hair, brown eyed man. There was a pain in his eyes I could relate to even if I didn’t know his story. It seemed like we all had our secrets in that little cottage and none of it mattered to the others. They seemed to accept each other for who they were and didn’t expect anything of them they weren’t willing to give.

      “Where did Zane find you?” Lars asked stepping closer to us.

      “He… he…” 

      “I found her sleeping in the woods a few miles from here. I took a short cut home and walked right into her, um, living room,” Zane answered for me when I wasn’t sure where to start.

      “You’ve been living outside?” Lars asked. His eyes grew bigger with each word he spoke. “It’s getting too cold for that.”

      “That’s why I brought her here,” Zane said. 

      “Good idea. She looks so thin; she could be snapped it two if the wind was strong enough. Dinner will be a while yet. I don’t have any girls’ clothes here, but Jett is about your height and I’m sure he wouldn’t mind lending you something clean to wear if you want to wash up quick. The bathroom is over there,” Akio pointed down the hallway I assumed led to their bedrooms. “It’s not fancy, but it has hot running water. Once you get cleaned up and fed, you will feel better. Please, let us at least do that for you. You’ve done so much for us already.”

      The puzzled look on my face made him laugh. All I had done was show up to their house unannounced and drool over the smells of the food they were cooking. A hot shower and clean clothes was asking more than I deserved from them.

      “I know what you’re thinking, and you need to stop.” Lars came closer and gently took me by the arm. He moved me away from Zane a little then whispered, “He hasn’t smiled like this in as long as I’ve known him. On the verge of suicide almost daily, you might be saving his life. It wasn’t a short cut he was looking for today. You are our miracle. Let us try and return the favor.”

      I turned to look back at Zane and my heart shattered. For the first time I saw the scars that covered his arms and the large one that ran down the length of his right cheek from his eye to his chin. Burn marks the size of the end of a cigar were scattered between the cuts and he had another scar above his left eye.

      “None of us have had it easy, but Zane’s had it the worse. It’s taken a lot to get him to where he is, but we’ve done all we can. Every day he came home we took a deep breath but there was always the next day to get through. But you, you might be our miracle.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I nodded to him instead. I would stay the night if they would have me and see where it went from there. I wasn’t going to be the reason Zane lost his life and I couldn’t see the group of young men standing in front of me, all with their own stories of survival, turning me in to my stepmom even if she offered enough money to make it so they never had to work another day in their lives again.

      “Good then follow me.” 

      Lars led me down the narrow hallway and stopped by a closed door. Opening it, he went to the dresser against the back wall and pulled out a pair of grey sweatpants and a grey sweatshirt. He carefully closed the drawer before turning to me. There were two beds in the room, one on each side, and two dressers. One was close to the door and the one Lars had gone into was on the far wall. There was two small nightstands next to each bed with desk lamps on them. One had a torn shade and the other was naked. 

      “It’s not fancy and probably not what you were used to, but it’s home for us.”

      “It’s perfectly cozy,” I said and smiled at him. I wasn’t only saying it to say it. I meant it. Being a stranger off the street, they had made me feel welcomed instantly and their house was more of a home than mine had ever been.
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      Standing in the small bathroom, I let the steam and the hot water of the shower chase the cold from my bones. Feeling it melt away, I started to relax. Muscles I hadn’t felt lose in months were slowly starting to move again. I spent a little extra time washing the dirt out of my still short hair and as it washed down the drain, I let the memory of the past few years go with it.

      If the guys in the house had enough strength and courage to put the past in the past and try to live in the moment, then I would do that too while I was with them. I wasn’t sure how long I would stay or how long they would let me, but for the night, I was going to try and feel like a normal human again instead of the unwanted creature my stepmom always made me feel like.

      I got out of the shower when I was finally clean and thawed out. I stood in front of the sink and looked at myself in the small mirror they had hanging above it. My eyes were so shallow, they almost vanished in the darkness that surrounded them. My cheek bones protruded from my face and my hair, even though it was still short from her horrible haircut, was thinning from lack of nutrition. I looked down at the rest of me and felt the tears stinging in my eyes. I was nothing more than a walking corpse when Zane found me. No wonder he took such pity on me.

      I sighed and continued what I was doing. They would be waiting for me to eat dinner with them and I wasn’t going to be a rude guest. Drying off, I wasn’t fully done when there was a knock on the door.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      It opened before I had a chance to do anything and there, standing in the doorway with a now red face, was Zane. He looked me up and down before I was able to wrap the towel around myself. I felt a blush wash over me and a new kind of heat take the place of the heat I got from the shower. It was the first time I had been naked in front of anyone other than my mom and Jasmine.

      “Sorry, I thought you were done. I didn’t mean to walk in.”

      “It’s okay.” There wasn’t a reason to make him leave right away, I was covered, and he had already seen me naked. I would wait until he left to put the clothes on, but for some reason I couldn’t explain, I wasn’t upset he saw me the way he had. I also liked the reaction I got from him.

      “I don’t walk in on people. I swear. I wanted to check on you and make sure you were alright. You’ve been in here for a while now. Dinner is almost ready, and I put your seat next to mine.”

      “Thank you. I was enjoying the hot water. I didn’t mean to take so long.”

      “It’s okay. I wanted to make sure you were alright is all. I was getting worried about you.”

      “Zane?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Yeah?”

      “How long have you lived here? Can I trust you and them?”

      “I’ve been here with them for five years.”

      “Five years? How old are you?”

      “Nineteen.” He hung his head when he said that.

      “But then you’ve been on your own since you were thirteen?” I asked shocked.

      “No. Since I was twelve. I was on my own for almost a year when Akio found me and brought me in. I’ve been here with him ever since.”

      “Twelve,” I whispered more to myself than to him.

      “Yep.”

      “That’s still a baby.”

      “How old are you? Like sixteen?” he snarked. His mood shifted from one of concern to one of defense.

      “I’m almost eighteen and I didn’t mean anything bad by it. I feel sorry for you.”

      “Don’t,” he snapped. “Akio and the others are more family to me than mine ever were and I’m happier now than I was back then.”

      “I get that.” I hung my head afraid to look him in the eyes after the reaction I just got. When my stepmom would lose her temper, not looking at her sometimes helped make the punishment not as bad.

      He was silent for a moment and I watched his body change from rigid and defensive, to calm and open.

      “Sno, I have a feeling our stories aren’t that far off from each other. I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. I shouldn’t have said what I did.”

      “You forgive me?” He hung his head and wouldn’t look me in the eyes. I moved closer to him and put my hand under his chin making him hold it up.

      “Yes.”

      He slowly moved his head closer to mine and before I knew what was happening, his lips were on mine for my very first kiss. It was soft at first and I welcomed it. I wanted to feel more, to feel him closer to me. I needed him to make me feel like I was worth being touched.

      He must have felt the same way because the kisses became more intense the longer they went on. I felt his tongue part my lips and then dance around inside my mouth. Mine returned the tango and we explored each other farther. His hands moved from down at his side to around my waist. Pulling me into him, I gasped when I felt something hard hit me. His soft groan made my body respond and I quickly forgot about anything but him. 

      I dropped the towel a little when I went to wrap my arms around his neck, and he stopped kissing me to look at the tops of my breasts. Heat was bouncing off me in waves and I was sure he could hear my heart pounding in my chest.

      His fingers traced my collar bone before making their way to the back of my neck again. He pulled me in closer than before and the force hurt for a second. It wasn’t that he was trying to hurt me, but I knew he needed to be loved and to feel wanted as bad as I had. We were two drowning souls desperately reaching for anything to hold us up and we happened to find each other.

      “Sno, I…” His breathing was so labored he couldn’t finish the sentence, but I was sure it was the same thing I was thinking.

      We wanted and needed each other.

      Kissing him for the first time, his eyes grew bigger before they closed again, and he submerged himself in the moment. My hands, no longer worried about the towel they had been holding up, moved to hold him as tight as he was holding me. 

      “Zane, you gonna bring that poor thing back here so I can feed her?” Thijs yelled from down the hall.

      “Yeah. Yep…we’ll be right there,” Zane said clearing his throat.

       He moved away from me a little and when he did and the coolness of the air seeped in, I remembered I had dropped the towel. Bending down to pick it up and wrap it around me, he put his hand on my arm to stop me.

      “One look?” he asked.

      I didn’t move so he could drink me in with his eyes. There was a longing in them, and while I had never seen that before, I also felt the same for reasons I couldn’t explain. I had just met him and didn’t know a thing about him, but there was a familiarity about him I couldn’t deny.

      “I’ll be right out here when you’re ready.”

      “Okay.”

      He slowly closed the door and my heart sank when the latch clicked shut. I hurried to get dressed to be back with him. 

      Putting on the clothes I was given, I had to laugh at myself when they fit over me like a tent in a circus. Before I lost my father, they might have fit. But since I had been at the mercy of a crazed woman for the past two years, I looked like a child trying to play dress up in adult clothes.

      Shaking my head, I opened the door and there was Zane. He waited right where he said he would for me. I took his hand, he brought mine to his lips and kissed it softly before leading me to the dining room and the others.
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      They all stopped eating when we entered the room. Having six pairs of strange eyes on me made me more self-conscious than I normally was. Jett, Lars, Bran and Akio all smiled at me. Thijs grumped because he had to wait for us to get out there and Rasmus looked down at his plate of food.

      “Sit,” Akio said and stood to pull my chair out.

      “Yeah, it’s gonna be cold by the time you get to it,” Thijs grumbled.

      “Stop it. Let the girl breathe would ya. Don’t you remember your first night here? We all had to wait for you to get out of that shower too. It’s fine if it isn’t so hot we’re going to burn our mouths. Be nice, or at least as nice as you can,” Jett chastised.

      “Sorry,” Thijs mumbled.

      “I’m sorry,” I said and put my hand on his arm. “You made an amazing meal and I shouldn’t have taken so long. I’m sorry I made you wait.”

      A small, half smile made its way across the left side of his face and I returned it with a full one of my own. When I sat, he handed me a napkin to use and poured a glass of milk for me.

      “Thank you,” I said back.

      Akio winked at me as he moved back to his seat at the table. Clearing his throat, they all stopped what they were doing and looked at him.

      “My best thing of the day was getting an extra slice of chocolate cake for Sandy’s birthday. I haven’t had chocolate cake in years,” Akio said, licking his lips as if he could still taste it.

      “My best thing was I didn’t get poked with the sticker bush my hammer fell into,” Bran said, and they all laughed.

      “Dork. I’m going to super glue that thing to your hand. Do you ever not drop it?” Akio teased.

      “Well…no. No, I guess I don’t,” Bran replied. More laughter from the misfit of men and I found myself laughing too.

      “My best thing had to have been the quick dip in the lake on my lunch break. It wasn’t very warm out but pounding nails in the Nelson’s roof was hard work,” Lars added.

      “My best thing will be eating this meal,” Thijs said, and Akio growled at him.

      “My best thing,” Rasmus said so softly, I had to strain to hear him. “Was the walk home. I found a baby bunny and it let me pet it.”

      “My best thing was finding an extra penny on the way to work today. I knew it was going to be a good day then,” Jett said.

      “Zane?” Akio asked when he hadn’t spoken up.

      “My best thing…was finding you,” he said and looked at me.

      Nobody said a word or moved. It was like they were all afraid they would break the spell and Zane would go back to the sad, mopey self he normally was.

      “Sno, if you want, you can add yours. You don’t have to though if you don’t want,” Akio said.

      “Why do you guys do this?” I asked.

      “It helps us to remember we aren’t in the bad places anymore,” Lars answered before anyone else could. He smiled so big for knowing the answer to my question, I felt I had to say something.

      “Okay. Well, my best thing was meeting all of you.”

      “Can I change mine to that too?” Lars asked.

      “Sure, Lars,” Akio said.

      “Yeah.” Lars clapped his hands together and bounced in his seat. He looked all man, but he behaved like a child. It made me want to protect him from the world immediately.

      “Can we please eat now? That will be my thankful thing next,” Thijs whined.

      “Yes. Eat,” Akio said.

      All I heard after was silverware clanking against porcelain plates as they chewed loudly and drank even louder. I looked from one to the next and tried not to show the shock I was feeling at how quickly they turned into animals when the food was placed in front of them.

      “Everything alright?” Zane asked. “You haven’t touched a thing yet.”

      “Yes, just fine.” 

      I picked up the fork and knife. Carefully, and quietly, I cut off a piece of meat and placed it in my mouth. The flavors erupted and I could taste it all. Every spice he used played off the next and the medley in my mouth was better than anything I had ever tasted before. There was a smokiness to it that added to the apple and hickory flavor. It was tender and juicy without an ounce of gristle anywhere on it.

      “Thijs, this is amazing,” I said with my mouth still full. They all laughed at the sight of the tiny little nothing with a mouthful of food trying to talk.

      “Glad you like it. There’s plenty, so help yourself to more if you want it.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Sno, I have the only solo room in the house, so tonight you’ll take my bed. If you want to stay longer, we will figure out a new living situation. You should have your own space with all of us men around.”

      “I can’t take your room, Akio. I can sleep on the couch.”

      “No,” Lars screamed.

      I jumped back in my chair and dropped my fork. The loud noise startled me again.

      “It’s okay, Lars. Sno, you are not sleeping on that old ratty thing. You will take my room and that’s final. We have work tomorrow but then have the next two days off. If you like it here, we can build you your own room off the back side of the house. It will only take a few days to do. We can work on another bathroom after that, but for the time being, a room for you is first,” Akio said.

      “I can’t take more from you guys.”

      “You’re not,” Zane said and put his hand over mine. “We’re offering it. It’s what we’ve done for every one of us when we came in. Lars and Rasmus share a room because it helps Lars sleep. I share a room with Jett because he’s my best friend. Bran shares a room with Thijs because he’s the only one who can tolerate him.”

      “Hey,” Thijs yelled.

      “I’m kidding. Those two are close like I am with Jett. It works for us, so we keep it that way. Building you a room would be nothing for us to do.”

      “Thank you. All of you.”

      I looked at each one of them and there was something in each set of eyes that reflected back at me that made me want to stay. I would see how the next day or two went first, but for the first time in years, I felt like I might belong somewhere.
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      Dinner was long done and, as they wind down, they began to head to bed one at a time. It had to have been getting late but being in a new place and not sleeping well in years had me wide awake. The more they drifted to their rooms, the more the panic set in. The cozy feel I had hours ago was being replaced with loneliness and fear.

       I hated that feeling more than anything else. It made me feel powerless and weak. One I had gotten used to, I tried to slowly, but unnoticeably, breathe. I had to slow my heart, or I would go into a full panic attack. Who would want me around if I did that? Another crazy for Akio to have to watch out for. I had to hold it together.

      “Sno?” Zane asked looking down at my hands.

      I loosened the grip and a drop of blood leaked from the cuts I had made with my fingernails in a feeble attempt to gain control. Heat rushed to my face at being caught and I swiftly scanned the room to see who else had seen or who had heard Zane. All eyes were on other things but me and I let out a small breath.

      “Come on,” he said and held out his hand for me to take. 

      Without a word, I gave him my left hand, the one that was still free from blood thanks to him calling me out and let him lead me out of the room. Bringing me down the long, narrow hallway, the darkness started to creep into me, and the panic came headstrong with it. I wanted to be brave and show them I could handle myself and I was failing. 

      Going into the room I was to use that night, he gently pushed me in and then shut the door. Leaning against it, he looked at the floor for a second before his head popped up. His blue eyes pierced mine when he finally looked up. Even in the dark, they were so bright, they almost glowed.

      “I know what’s happening to you,” he said.

      “You do?”

      “Yes.” He moved closer to me. Taking me by the arm, he led me gently to the bed and had me take a sit. He seat next to me and the warmth coming from his body was starting to help. “I get them too. A few of us do and the ones that don’t, they probably do but don’t show it. I need you to breathe, okay? You’re safe here with us.”

      “I feel safer here, but I won’t feel truly safe anywhere for a long time.”

      “What happened to you?” he asked. His face creased in a frown and pity flooded his eyes. I hated that look and wanted him to never give it to me. Yet, there he sat, next to me, with the look I despised.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Mine was too. But I felt better once I told it. When you’re ready, I’ll be here to listen to you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Come here.” 

      He laid on the bed and held his arms out. I went to him and he wrapped me up tight. I put my head on his shoulder, took a deep breath, and fell asleep in his arms.
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      He was still holding me when I woke up the next morning. I rolled over and came face to face with the most beautiful man I had ever seen. He seemed so gentle and sweet too, but I had only known him for hours and anyone can hold up a facade for a while. It would take us all a few days to be our true selves around each other. The only one I knew for sure already was, was Lars. He couldn’t hide anything if he wanted to. With a child-like mind, he was the most honest of us all and I loved him for that. He wasn’t afraid to show who he was. The rest of the world could benefit from his way of living. If my stepmom would have shown who she really was, my father might not have married her, and he’d still be alive.

       I thought about her for a moment and how she started out sweet. She even seemed to care about me a little and wanted what was best for me. That change quickly into me being her slave, her servant. I had to be there, on call, for her all the time. It didn’t matter if I hadn’t slept the night before or if I had worked for almost twenty hours for her doing the things meant for more than one person. I watched her with others and how she treated them. Standing in the background praying she would stop, I found myself becoming bitter to life and the world around me. When my dad got sick, she only got worse. She wanted me to be there for her around the clock and nowhere near him. All I wanted to do was comfort him and let him know he wasn’t alone. That was asking too much with her though. I wasn’t allowed to depend on anyone but her. If she saw me lying in the bed with Zane, she would have whipped me for sure. If they weren’t all over her, telling her how amazing she was and making her the center of attention, then they were of no use to her. I became that and so had anyone else my father had working for him.

      Too many times I had been let down by the people I should have loved and trusted. Each time, they blamed me for their actions. If I learned anything from my time with these strange, unique and strong men, it was I needed to learn to stand on my own. I could let people in, but they needed to not be my sole focus. I had to be able to do it solo if I had a chance to make it with anyone in my life. That meant getting to know them better, and maybe even staying for a while, but not getting dependent on any of them. Not even Zane who I was starting to have feelings for. Last night, sleeping in his arms, couldn’t happen again. At least not until I felt strong enough to be on my own. I didn’t want to make him a crutch but a true partner. 

      “What are you thinking about? You have such a snarl on your face,” Zane asked trying to wake up. I hadn’t noticed he was awake. Lost in my own lecture, I missed that he was watching me.

      “I was thinking about how strong all of you are and how, someday, I hope to be as strong.”

      “You already are.”

      “No, but I’ll get there.”

      “Sno, you left the situation that was going to cause you harm. I don’t need to know all the details to know that much. You’ve made it on your own in the woods for how long? You are strong. We just have to get you to see that about yourself. I know it isn’t easy. I’ve been in your place before, but you will get there.”

      “How are you so sure about everything? I’m uncertain about it all.”

      “I didn’t do it alone and you won’t have to do it alone either.”

      I wanted to believe him and trust him but there were still so many unanswered questions. I had doubt in myself and all the people around me and nothing was going to take that away fast. I wanted to fast forward my life to when I could be like Zane and the rest of them, I wanted my journey over and to be on the other side. The side where I was happy and could laugh again. It had been a long time since I heard my own laughter that I forgot what it sounded like. 

      “It will be alright, Sno.” 

      Zane wiped away a stray tear that ran down my cheek. It wasn’t that I was sad, but I was frustrated. Frustrated with myself, my situation and how I had let that become my life. He was right about one thing; I was stronger than my stepmom was, and I wasn’t going to let her keep me down for the rest of my life.

      We sat there in silence for a moment then it hit me, I hadn’t heard any noise coming from outside the room. Maybe the walls kept out the noises, but I was sure I heard them last night.

      “When does everyone get up?” I asked.

      “Not for a while yet. Lars will be the next one up on the weekend. We work hard at work, some of us have more than one job, so we like to sleep in when we can.”

      “But I thought you had work today?” I asked.

      “We did but right after you fell asleep last night, Akio came in to say we were staying home. They wouldn’t miss us for one day when we are so far ahead of schedule.”

      “I have an idea. It’s the least I can do for you guys letting me stay here.”

      “What are you up to?” he asked raising one eyebrow and frowning. He was adorable when he did that.

      “I want to make breakfast for everyone and have it ready by the time they get up.”

      “I love it, but Thijs might not. He is the resident cook around here.”

      “More reason to do it then. Doesn’t he deserve a shift off too?”

      “I guess. Don’t know how anyone could get mad at you anyway.”

      “You’d be surprised,” I whispered. Seeing the look of doubt on his face told me he had heard me anyway. “Let me do this one thing, please. If he hates it, or me, I will leave right after they eat, and I clean up.”

      “No one will hate you and you can’t judge his mood. He is always grumpy. If he isn’t, then we worry.”

      “Okay. Will you help me? I just need to know where you keep everything.”

      “Sure. I’ll help you with anything.” He winked at me before getting out of bed and I noticed he still had his clothes on from the night before. I fell asleep on him and he hadn’t moved the whole night. 

      “Do you want to change first?” I asked him.

      “No, why?” 

      “Because that was the same thing you had on yesterday.”

      “Oh, yeah. Well, I’ll change when we start working on your room. Until then, I want to be a lazy slob.” He laughed at his own joke and I smiled at him. “I’ll get a laugh out of you before the end of the day if it kills me. And at the rate I’m going, it just might.”

      “It’s not you, Zane.”

      “I know. When you’re ready to talk, I’ll be here to listen. Until then, I won’t ask a thing.”

      “Thanks.”

      Grr!

      “I think we better get started. You mentioned food and I wasn’t the only thing to wake up,” he said and rubbed his stomach.

      “Ready when you are.”

      He led me down the hallway to the kitchen. It was still half dark out as the sun started its ascend into the sky. It was my favorite time of day when the night was still visible, but the sun was chasing away all the bad dreams and horrible thoughts. It was the promise that that day could be anything we wanted it to be and it was up to us to make it good or bad. Most days, something would happen and make it turn fast, but I wasn’t with my stepmom or in a wooded cove in the middle of the woods and I had made a friend. I woke up in the arms of someone I was quickly starting to care for, and he seemed to want to be there for me because he wanted to, not because he had to or because he felt sorry for me. I was found by him and brought to the cozy little cottage away from the bustle of the city and I met seven sweet men. It wasn’t my normal crowd and I should have been leery, but there was something about them that made me believe they were who they said they were. I rested that night for the first time in years and my dreams weren’t all about villains and monsters. I couldn’t see how the day could go wrong. 

      But that wasn’t always my luck, so I waited for the bad to show up.
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      One by one, they slowly made their way out of their rooms and into the kitchen. With the bacon, sausage, eggs and biscuits cooking away, the house smelled amazing. I couldn’t wait to feed them and thank them a little for even the one night they gave me.

      Lars was the first one up just like Zane said he would be. He hopped into the kitchen, clapping his hands and saying bacon over and over. His hair was a tussled mess and is pajamas were on crooked, but he was wide awake and already in love with the day. His mood was infectious, and I found myself smiling back at him.

      Jett and Bran came out next with Rasmus hiding behind them like they were his human shield. They were all dressed already in what looked to be work clothes.

      “I thought you said you guys were off today?” I asked Zane.

      “We are, but you’re gonna need a room and fast. We won’t waste time making you wait for that small, simple necessity,” Jett said.

      “But…but…” I started.

      “No. It’s final. We talked after you went to bed last night. There is a reason you’re here. A reason Zane found you. Like the rest of them, this is where you belong. You are one of us now,” Akio said walking into the room. He rubbed his lower back and I could tell from the dark circles under his eyes he hadn’t slept very well that night. Giving me a room would also give him back his, but I didn’t want to put anyone out.

      Thijs walked in last. He was also in work clothes. “Thanks. This will save me sometime today.” He smiled at me for a second before turning to the table and sitting down. “You know Akio’s right, Sno. Let us do this and we will all be happier. If you don’t like it. Or decide to leave us, it isn’t like one of us couldn’t move into it.”

      “See, he has a point,” Bran said. “It won’t take long to get it built. The hard part will be up to you. You have to paint it and decorate it. We don’t have a lot of money, but what we do have, we pool together. I can give you some of that to get the few things you will need.”

      “I can repay you all,” I said. “I can find a cleaning job or a cooking job to help pay for things.”

      “Oh, great idea. You can start with this place,” Akio said. He looked around the room and my eyes followed his head. He wasn’t wrong. It needed a good deep cleaning. 

      “I can do that. I will have it spotless in no time.”

      “Can you sew?” Lars asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I need a new blanket. Mine has holes in it. I can stick my hand all the way through.” His voice got higher the more he talked. Excited at the thought of something so simple made me want to start with that.

      “Yeah. I can get fabric for you cheap if you can make some clothes and things for all of us. I do have one question though,” Akio asked. He stopped for a second like he was trying to figure out the best way to ask.

      “What is it?” I couldn’t wait for him. My nerves were shot, and his pause wasn’t helping me at all.

      “How much trouble are you in?” he finally spat out.

      I hung my head and prepared for what was going to come after I said what I had too. It was going to be the thing that got me kicked out of the house before I even officially moved in.

      “A lot. I’m in a lot of trouble. If the wrong people find me and turn me in, they will get rich and I will be dead.”

      “What did you do?” Lars asked in a loud voice.

      “I saved myself,” was all I said.

      “Then your work will be here, at the house. I won’t have you going out where someone will see you. I won’t take that risk. That isn’t how our family works. We are gone for long hours a day. Having someone here to cook and clean will be helping in ways you can’t imagine,” Akio said with a firm, but gentle voice.

      “What about Thijs?” I asked.

      “What about him?” Akio questioned back.

      “Isn’t cooking his thing? I wouldn’t want to take that from him if he enjoyed it.”

      “I don’t enjoy it. I do it because somebody has to do it. If you’re willing to take over, I will gladly step back. Besides, if your cooking tastes as good as it smells, you’ve got me beat anyway,” Thijs said.

      “Can we talk more after breakfast? I’m starving and I want that food now,” Bran whined.

      “It’s ready whenever you are,” I said and stepped aside so they could dish up.

      I watched them all pile food on their plates and worried I hadn’t cooked enough. They were all fully grown men with full grown appetites. With heaping plates, I watched them one by one make their way to the table. They saved me a seat next to Zane and I nervously went to see if there was any food left for me to get. I wouldn’t have said anything if there wasn’t, but after the meal the night before, I was hungry in a new way.

      My stomach growled when I went to the stove and I saw a plate already made for me with two strips of bacon, one sausage patty, a scoop of eggs and a biscuit. I smiled, closed my eyes and thanked who ever would listen for the people who were brought into my life. Tears clouded my vision, but for the first time in years they were happy, not sad. I took my plate and the glass of water I poured and made my way to them.

      “We wanted to make sure you got your food first, so we made your plate. Is that enough or do you want more?” Rasmus asked. It was so nice to hear his voice. It was so soft and caring for the size man he was.

      “This is perfect,” I replied and nodded to him. “You are all perfect.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. You haven’t had to clean our rooms or the bathroom yet. Wait until you do that before you sing our praises,” Jett said and laughed at his own joke.

      “It doesn’t even matter. You’ve treated me like family and that was all I ever wanted.”

      “This is family and now you’re one of us. We take care of each other no matter what. I promise you will never be on your own again unless you choose to be. I don’t care what happened to you, who wants you for what or what the ‘reward’ is for you. This house, with us, will always be your safe space,” Akio added. 

      “I don’t even know when or how to repay you,” I mumbled as I tried to fight back the tears. For the first time in a long time, I wasn’t sad, and I felt safe. I should have felt that as a child in my own home, but my life shattered long ago when my stepmom decided to sink her claws into my father. It wasn’t him and definitely not me she wanted, but what he worked so hard to achieve over his too short life. I still had to prove it though and without the plant, it would be impossible. The day I lost my mother was the real day I had lost it all.

      “Hey now,” Zane said reaching under the table for my hand. “It’s going to be okay.”

      I felt the dampness of the tears when he pulled me from my thoughts. I wasn’t sure how long I had been crying for or how many saw. Judging by the reactions, I was sure they all had. None of them judged though or called me names for it. I looked at Zane and it wasn’t pity I saw looking back at me but a man desperate to understand what I had been through. Maybe someday I could tell him, but it wouldn’t be that day.
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      I cleaned up after breakfast before starting in on the rest of the house. If it was anything like the kitchen, it would take me all week to do a good deep clean of the place. As much as they worked, I wasn’t shocked that it was in the condition it was. If they were going to let me stay there though, I was going to do whatever I could to make them happy. Even Thijs.

      Through the trees I could see the sun was almost directly above us. It was close to noon and they had to be getting hungry. Working on my room since they finished breakfast, hours had passed without one of them coming back into the house. It had taken me the whole time to deep clean the kitchen and I wanted to make them sandwiches before I started on the living room. They would be home again the following day, so I knew I had a good week to get the place looking the way it should. I wasn’t going to rush it, they deserved more than a fast cleaning job.

      I made lunch and was about to come out to them when the door opened, and seven men walked through with their muddy boots. Shaking my head, I tried not to laugh at them. After I cleaned the floors, that wouldn’t be a thing.

      “Go wash up. I made sandwiches for you all,” I said.

      The chatter was so loud as they all fought over the one bathroom they had. I couldn’t tell who was saying what or what was actually coming out of their mouths, but the sound was better than the silence I was used to. It didn’t take them long to wash and they were all sitting at the table laughing and talking.

      “I’m not used to having things made for me. Thank you,” Thijs said as he lifted his sandwich and took a bite.

      “You’re welcome. How’s it going out there? Is it getting too hot? You can stop if you want. I don’t mind sleeping on the couch,” I repeated for the hundredth time that day.

      “You’re getting a room and the heat is nothing. It’s cool out today and will be for the next few months. Now is the perfect time to get this going. Besides, we will want to see if the one stove we have in here for heat will be enough for all the rooms or if we should add another. Winter is coming whether we want it or not and I need to know everyone will be warm enough,” Akio said.

      “Good point. I didn’t even think of that. It got harder to heat every room when we built the last one and now, adding one more, it might be too much for one old stove,” Bran added.

      “See, I’m already causing problems. Maybe I should go,” I hesitantly said.

      “No. Nobody leaves. If we have to add another heating source, it won’t be that bad. Bran’s right, it should have been done with the last addition. We will get that done next weekend before the cold really settles in. That’s final.” Akio looked me dead in the eyes and I knew enough not to argue back. They seem to make up their minds fast and once they had, they didn’t change easily.

      “Okay,” I said throwing my hands up in surrender. “I give.”

      Lars laughed when I did that and that made the rest of us smile.

      They finished eating and went back to making my room. It was well after dark when they came back into the main part of the house. Covered in sawdust and dirt, I watched to see what their moods would be like. All smiles and still full of energy, I calmed down a little. 

      It would be a long time before I could fully relax and an even longer time before I stopped worrying about getting kicked out. Not that they had given me any reason to think they would do that, but for the past several years, I had to live in fear. A fear I was sure nobody else would understand.

      “Sno, can you make dinner while we clean up? Then after, we want to show you your room. We need one more day to complete it, but it’s almost ready. You can take my room again tonight but after that, you should be all set in your own room,” Akio beamed as he talked. It was like adding one more to the family, even though it was extra work, was what made him thrive.

      “Thank you and I will start dinner now.”

      “Good.”

      It was over an hour before they were out of the showers and sitting at the table. The noise was as loud as it had been at lunch and would be something I would have to get used to. Being in solitude the last two years I was at home; I grew to like the quiet. I didn’t want them to know or to think I was too broken, but sometimes their loudness overloaded me, and I wanted to get away to a quiet place. It wasn’t that I didn’t like them, but they were always making sound and it was the complete opposite of how I had lived.

      The clanking of silverware hitting plates, slurping from cups, the occasional burp and all the talking started to send me into a tailspin. Fighting it as hard as I could, I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Excuse me,” I said getting up and practically running to the bathroom. I turned on the light, shut the door then turned the light back off. Sitting in a ball on the floor of the bathroom with my back against the door, I tried to take deep breaths and relax. It was starting to work when there was a soft knock on the other side.

      “Sno?” Zane asked. “Are you alright?”

      “I will be. Give me a minute please.”

      “Okay. I’ll be right out here if you need me though.”

      “Thanks.” 

      I took a few more deep breaths before opening the door. True to his word, Zane was sitting there outside the bathroom waiting for me.

      “Are you okay?’ he asked again when he saw me come out. He was by my side in no time and had his hand on my cheek. A look of worried was on his wrinkled-up face and it made me realize I had to pull myself together fast.

      “Yes. It won’t happen again.”

      “What won’t? I don’t even know what happened. Nobody’s mad. We were all worried about you but thought all of us being out here might not help you, so I came.”

      “It’s a long story and I think I might have been effected by it more than I want to let on even to myself.”

      “When you’re ready to talk, you have a lot of ears ready to listen. None of us will judge you because we all have our own past we are trying to overcome but holding it in longer will only make it harder to let go of it.”

      “It’s something I’ve been struggling with for a long time.”

      “I get that,” he said and hung his head. “I was the same way when I first got here. Telling them about the horrible things my father did to me was hard. Getting it all out though, and understanding it wasn’t my fault, was crucial for me to start healing. I still have a long way to go, but all of us in this house are broken a little. Together we will fix each other. That includes you now too.”

      “I haven’t had anyone for the past two years. Talking to you guys isn’t the easiest because of it.”

      “I know. I can see that with you. I recognize the signs of abuse, neglect and pure isolation.”

      “What happened to you?” I whispered.

      “It’s a long story and I will tell you, but not tonight. Tonight I need to help you get through dinner and then we will worry about the rest.”

      “Okay.”

      “Good.” He held out his hand and I took it. We went back with the others and finished our meal without any more breakdowns. 

      When we were done and the dishes cleaned up, they took me to see what would soon be my room. It was perfect with its smaller frame and wood features. They even had a frame for a bed up with a canopy topper. A built-in dresser was on the wall opposite the bed and they even built a small nightstand to put a lamp on. They left it up to me to paint it whatever color I wanted and, while they had an old blanket on the bed, they said I could go get fabric and make a new one that I wanted.

      “Do you like it?” Akio asked. “Tomorrow we will open this area up to the main house, add a door and then close this part off so you aren’t getting any unexpected visitors.”

      “I love it.” And I did. They took me in, a stranger, and made me family without thinking about it or knowing all about me. The bunch of misfits I had stumbled into, was now my family and for the first time in years, I felt like I had a home.
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      Still having my guard up, I hadn’t told them everything I’d been through yet. It wasn’t like I hadn’t planned on it but telling them all the horrible things I had to get through before I found my only way out wasn’t something that was easy to bring up. 

      I was learning a lot about my new roommates though. Slowly, one by one, they started to open up to me. The stories they told made me feel like I wasn’t so alone after all. Some of them weren’t even that far off from my own story, but being men, they seemed to take their defeats a lot different than I had. 

      Akio was the first to open up to me. It was the day he helped me hang the curtains and move the bed where I wanted it. He froze in the middle of helping me lay a rug over the coarse wood floor. When he began to speak, there was a tone in his voice, sad and maybe even a little distant, that I hadn’t heard before. He told me the story about having to run away from an abusive mother and how leaving her to save himself almost broke him. He said she came home with two men one night after another one of her binge episodes and wanted him to join them in the room. He was only fifteen when that happened. He ran when they turned their backs to follow his mom to her room and he never looked back. Three years later, when he was a week from eighteen, he heard his mother had been killed by one of the men she brought home. 

      It was right after that he found Bran. He was also fifteen when Akio met him but unlike Akio, Bran’s father was the one who was the drunk. He never hit him or anything like that, but he had people coming to his house all the time because his father liked to gamble when he drank…and he always drank. After a group of men broke into Bran’s house and destroyed the few items he owned, he decided being on his own would be safer than staying with his father. He’d been with Akio ever since. That was six years ago and in that time, Bran had secured a decent job and became the first family member which also made him one of the closes to Akio.

      Bran was the one who ran into Jett. He was on his way to work one morning when he saw this scrawny kid, headfirst in a dumpster. Jett had grown up in foster care and when he turned eighteen, they kicked him out leaving him to fend for himself for the first time ever. Jett was a year older than Bran, but he acted younger. It took him a few years to understand Akio and Bran weren’t going to kick him out.

      Thijs was the next to join them. He was seventeen when Akio saw him. Akio got a job close to where Thijs seemed to be staying to keep an eye on him. It didn’t take long for him to see that if he hadn’t stepped in and help the young man with the fierce temper, he would land himself in jail or worse. It took Akio and Jett about a month to convince Thijs to come with them. He had fears they wanted something more than he was willing to give. It took him meeting Jett before he agreed to go with them. Akio still had a hard time controlling the temper Thijs had, but he showed him a few ways to calm down if he felt himself working up. Not perfect, but none of us were, he still had violet bouts when things felt too overwhelming for him. Thijs never hurt a person, but Akio and the others have had to patch walls because of him.

      Rasmus and Lars came into the house together. Because of Lars learning disability and Rasmus’ refusal to speak, people thought they were dumb. Being picked on constantly, they stuck together and looked out for each other; Rasmus more to Lars than the other way around, but Rasmus hadn’t seemed to mind. If you didn’t know better, you would have thought they were brothers the way they acted. They even looked alike other than Rasmus had brown eyes and Lars had blue. Both of them were kicked out of their homes when their parents learned or thought they were slow. With having multiple children in the home, and the fact money was tight for most, their parents couldn’t see paying for kids they would have to raise until the day they died. It was on the first day they were both alone that they met up and became fast friends. 

      My heart hurt for all of them even though they seemed happier with Akio than they had in their previous situations, I also knew what it felt like to not feel wanted. Thinking of them losing their families made me think of mine. I wondered how Jasmine and the others were doing after my stepmom let them go. Being in our house, for most, was all they had known. To them, we were their family and to me, they were mine. Even years later, I couldn’t help but think about her every day. She was my first friend and the only one I could tell everything to. When I found out she was gone the same day my father was, it was like seeing two people I love dying right before my eyes. My heart was ripped out, stomped on put back dirty, only to have it done all over hours later. 

      The only story I hadn’t heard was Zane’s. I knew he would tell me when he was ready. I wasn’t ready to tell mine either, so I wasn’t going to push him. Sometimes, saying the words out loud, made them all too real. If I kept it to myself a little longer, maybe it would all end up being a bad dream and when I woke up, by parents would still be alive and I would still matter to someone.

      And, as much as I wished that, I would miss Zane and the others. They were quickly filling the empty spots in my heart and making me feel like a human again instead of some invisible monster unless I could satisfy some sick twisted need they had. They never expected anything from me but what I offered. It was the same for me too though. All I wanted was to feel like I belonged somewhere, anywhere and they were doing that for me. 

      I worked hard from the minute I woke up to the second I went to bed to make sure they knew how much I appreciated all they did for me. I never wanted them to think I was taking them for granted. Sitting in the cozy room they had made for me in two days, I smiled. I was happy and that was the truth of it all. Family wasn’t always blood. Sometimes, it was the people you chose to let in and the ones who chose to let you in. The little band of misfit men fit. It didn’t matter what happened in their past, they were only living in the present. I was sure Akio had more to do with that than even he knew. Strong, resilient and caring, he slowly showed them all who they could be if they let their past go and focused on what the future held. I wanted to get to that point too and knew I would, someday. I had my own battles raging in me I had to conquer one at a time to get where they were. 

      I still had to find a way to get past what had happened in my house and I wasn’t sure how to do that. I knew she had something to do with it all, but I had no way to prove it. Even if I did, she had so many people in her back pocket, none of them would have believed me over her. She could put on an act like no other when she thought it would benefit her. I was sure she was still hunting me down. I wasn’t sure how the inheritance worked, but me not being around, had to be screwing up her plans. 

      I wanted revenge even though I knew it wasn’t the way to go. I didn’t care. She took everything from me, and I wanted to take everything from her. My heart sped up thinking about all the people I loved that she hurt, and I wanted to act on it. It wasn’t the right thing to do. Akio was showing me that, but it wasn’t helping the feelings I had.

      If I stayed there long enough with them, maybe it would.
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      I was having one of those days where nothing felt right. On edge all day with an overwhelming sense of dread, it only got worse when the guys started to go to bed. Sitting in my room alone, I had too much time on my hands to think and thinking led to panic.

      Pacing the room, I tried to do what I was told by Jasmine when the panic attacks started after I lost my mom. I looked for something I could touch, one I could smell, and tried to hear the noises from outside. It wasn’t working and I felt my breathing quicken.

      Knock. Knock.

      The sound made me jump and spin almost making me trip on the rug. Making my way to my door, I opened it a crack to come face to face with Zane. He stood there and smiled at me and I couldn’t smile back. I wanted to, but the feeling was taking over and it took all I had not to burst into ridiculous girl tears in front of him.

      “Hey. I thought I still heard you up. Can I come in?” His blue eyes sparkled when the dim light of the room hit them, and his white teeth gleamed when his smile widened. 

      “Sure,” I said and moved to the side so the door could open farther to let him in. I wasn’t going to be able to say no to his face and having him there would be better than sitting in the room alone. 

      “You okay?’ he asked after really looking at me.

      “No, but I will be.”

      “Another bad night?” 

      It wasn’t the first night he had walked in to say goodnight and I had been having a hard time. On those nights, he would usually stay with me. Those were my favorite nights. The nights he wasn’t there, I hardly slept.

      “I guess so. I’m sorry,” I said and hung my head. They were all so strong compared to me and, as much as I wanted it, I wasn’t sure how to get there.

      “Don’t be sorry. Do you know most of us had the same problem in the beginning?”

      “No.”

      “It’s true.” He moved to my bed and sat down on the edge. The bed sat up so high, that his feet dangled. “I was real bad when I first got here. There were more nights I didn’t sleep than nights I did. If you think about it, none of us had it easy, so to go from chaos to calm, it’s a shock to the system.”

      “I guess. Maybe that’s what’s going on with me.”

      “It could be. Do you want to talk about it?” 

      “Not yet,” I said. I watched his shoulders slump forward and his head droop. 

      “Okay. Well, can you at least come here?” he asked and held his arms out for me.

      I sat on the bed next to him and let him put his arms around me. I rest my head on his shoulder and took a deep breath. It felt good to have a warm person touching me and even better that it was Zane.  He slowly laid down and brought me with him. Moving our feet to push on the bed to move up, we lay across the bed instead of on the pillows.

      “I’ll stay again tonight if you want me to.”

      “Please.”

      “Okay.” He pulled me in tighter and squeezed all the anxiety out of me with the hug he gave. It was sweet but firm, letting me know he was there and would be.

      Before we fell asleep, I got my pajamas on and he climbed under the covers laying the right way on the bed. I moved in next to him and he brushed my hair out of my face. Looking at me, his eyes suddenly became distant and it didn’t seem like he was in the room with me any longer even though he was holding me.

      “I want to tell you my story,” he softly said still not looking at me.

      “You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      “It’s time. I’m falling for you I think, so you should know all of me.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that, but if he wanted to talk, I wasn’t going to stop him. It took courage to open up to someone and I wasn’t going to be the one who said no when he tried. I would listen and try not to pity him. I hated that and wasn’t going to be that way to someone else.

      “Okay,” I said when he didn’t go on.

      “It starts for me when I was about five. That was the day my mom left us. At least that’s what I was told. I know she was there when I went to bed and when I woke up the next day she was gone. I would never see her again. Part of me was happy for her, but a bigger part of my child brain was mad.”

      “Why? Why did she leave?”

      “I’m not so sure she did now that I’m older. I was told she did, but I knew my parents were fighting that night before I went to sleep. I tried so hard to stay awake so I could protect her if she needed me, but I fell asleep. When I got up the next morning, the house was more trashed than normal, and she was gone. I woke my dad up, big mistake, to ask him where she went and that’s when I got this.” He lifted his shirt and in the middle of his chest was a round scar about the size of a cigarette butt. “He held it to me while I screamed and asked me over and over ‘you ever gonna ask about that bitch again?’ until I had nothing left to scream. When he let me up, I said I would never talk about her again. I kept my word but always wondered where she went or if he did something to her. I’m sure it was the second option. She wasn’t the best parent in the world, but she loved me and that was all I needed to know. Not having her there, he started to take the abuse out on me. I was small for my age, not hitting a growth spurt until I was close to fifteen, so it took nothing for him to overpower me. The drinking got heavier and he used me nightly as his way to relieve stress. 

      I was almost twelve when he came home from who knows where. He was in the worse mood I had ever seen him in. The second the front door burst open; he was on the hunt for me. Locking eyes with mine, a terror filled me like one I had never felt before. There was something different about him that night. He staggered closer to me and the hate I saw back in his eyes was almost as bad as what he did next.”

      I touched Zane’s arm to bring him back to the present. He was getting too involved in the story and he was starting to relive it. His body trembled under the blanket and I wasn’t sure if it was the same little boy terror he was feeling or if it was the fact that his story, in his mind, could ruin whatever was starting between us. I hoped my touch would reassure him I was there for him.

      “He came at me with a bottle of booze held high in his hand. Holding it above his head, he growled, actually snarled, at me as he brought it down. It clipped the side of my head breaking. The sharp edge of the glass cut my ear taking a part of it clean off.” He moved his hair away from the side of his face and I could clearly see the top part of his right ear was gone. “That wasn’t enough for him though. He got mad at me because I was bleeding on his floor and only a slob would do something like that. He pushed me to the ground and, with the tip of his work boot, kicked me across the floor to get me to use my body to clean up my mess. Our wood floors weren’t finished, it was one thing my mom would get mad about. The more he moved me around, the more slivers entered my body. Any thing I did to stop him only made him angrier, so I stopped fighting. I let him do what he was going to do and when he wore himself out and passed out in the chair, I packed a pillowcase full of clothes and left. I turned twelve a few days later and my birthday present was not having to deal with him.

      I never went back and kept going until I was far enough away, I knew he wouldn’t waste his precious time trying to find me. When Akio found me, I was still covered in sores and about ten pounds under weight. He instantly took me in and the ones already here, they treated me like their little brother right away.

      To say it took me months for the nightmares to stop would be a lie. It took years. Don’t get so down on yourself when you have a bad day. If we all had normal parents and a normal life, we wouldn’t be here. None of us judge each other on our pasts, only on what we do in that moment.”

      He put his hand on my cheek and comforted me after telling his story. Tears fell off my face landing on the soft pillow as I thought about all he had been through and how amazing he turned out to be.

      “I’m not perfect, Sno, but I try every day to be better than he was. In the end, that’s all we can do. Don’t pity me or feel bad for what I went through. It’s because of that I can be who I am now. Come here.”

      I folded deeper into his arms and let him hold me tight. To feel him and know he could still love after that, made me admire him. It also made me want to try harder and that was what I was going to do.
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      I hadn’t told anyone what I thought but felt I could after what he told me. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and started to tell him my story.

      “I think my stepmom killed both my parents,” I blurted out. It was deafening in the silence of the room. I couldn’t look at him while I said it, but I felt him tense up at my words.

      “Both your parents? How?”  he asked.

      I was younger, but I remembered seeing her in our house more than once around the time my mom started to get sick. I didn’t put all of it together until my dad started to show the same symptoms my mom had and was gone within days like she was. I think she killed my mom to get to my dad and, being in his grief, he fell for it.”

      “How did she do that? Is she why you ran?”

      “Yes. Once my mom was gone, she managed to get into our house. Once she did that, she tricked my dad into thinking she loved him, and she would take care of him. My mom was the only one for him though. I’m sure part of why he went along with her was so I would have a mother figure again. He worked a lot and wasn’t home much, so it was her, me and the help. 

      Jasmine, the one who pretty much raised me, kept an eye on me when he was gone, and she was a good barrier between my stepmom and myself. She didn’t trust her either and tried to warn my father. I think Jasmine was secretly in love with him, but because she was the help, she never felt good enough for him. She would have been the perfect fit for our family since we lost my mom. 

      It went on for about five years that she was there and running everything. My dad had a new will drawn up and things had been shuffled. I think he left her most of the stuff he owned, but he didn’t leave her with the cash she was expecting. He left a lot of that to me and he left the business to me too. When she found out about that, that was when he started to get sick. 

      It was the same as my mom. First she started to get nauseous. Then that turned into vomiting and diarrhea. Their appetite disappeared, then they had a hard time seeing anything. Weak and disoriented, it looked like they ended up with some kind of flu or food poisoning. And I probably would have thought that too, but I found something in her room. She made me go in there and clean all the time. I was her little slave and had to be at her beck and call. I grabbed a little bit of it to hide for when my dad came home that night. If he didn’t know what it was, he would know someone who would. That was the night he got home late, landed on the couch and never got up.

      I went into his room after he was gone to get a blanket my mom had made him. She found me cuddled under it in my room and lost her mind. That was the night she let all the staff go she hadn’t hired. I never got to see Jasmine or to tell her goodbye. It wasn’t only my father I lost that night, I lost everyone I had ever cared about. The only ones left shared my stepmom’s attitude toward me. I was nothing to her but something that got in her way.

      For the next two years, she kept me in a room in the basement. There weren’t any windows and there wasn’t a bed. I slept on the blanket my mom made my dad and rotated out between two worn out dresses I had outgrown years earlier. 

      One day, she came to me and said I could start sleeping in my room again as long as I finished all my chores. If I started to get lazy, she would throw me back in the basement. I did whatever she asked to not have to go back in that cold, dark room. I tried to find the plant she used to kill my dad, but she had gotten rid of it. I remembered the piece I stashed and went to go get that. I found it and moved it to my closet to show someone later but she had other plans for me.

      The same night I went to go get the flower from where I had stashed it, she found me and stopped me from doing anymore cleaning. She said we had an important guest coming to dinner and I needed to get cleaned up. She drew a bath for me, made me climb in even though it was burning me, and scrubbed me until I had red scratches all over my body. When she was done with that, she put me in a dress I had never seen before. With a bra on for the first time and underwear that was more like extra scrap pieces, she did my hair and even put on a little makeup. 

      I went down with her to meet our mystery guest and as soon as he walked in, I felt every hair on my body stand up. He was a lot older than I was and the way she pawned all over him, told me he was there for something I wasn’t wanting to give.

      I wasn’t wrong. She was selling me to him for a million dollars. They even made a deal with me sitting right there like I was a statue they kept in the dining room. He wanted to make sure I was ‘pure’ since she could have said that, he paid, and he got bad merchandise. She said he could try for two million. I was to sit there and not say a word as they negotiated the price for my body.

      In the end, she won. If I wasn’t pure, he would still take me, but pay the one million. If I was pure and he was the one to taint me, he had to pay her the two million for ruining me. Sitting there shaking at what was about to happen, she ordered everyone to leave us alone. She brought us into the smaller living room then into the study and shut the door to the rest of the house. She didn’t care what happened to me as long as she got paid.

      Before he tried anything he went on about how many of his kids I would carry for him before I wasn’t good enough anymore. Then he would send me back and she could have other men pay to get what he threw out. I couldn’t let him do that to me and if I was going to fix it, I had to get out and fast. I waited for the right time and ran. I ran so hard, so fast and so far, my sides felt like hot pokers trying to keep me from breathing.

      I found the spot in the woods where I thought I was safe and waited. The day you stumbled through there was the day I thought I was going to die. I knew she had a bounty out on my head, but I couldn’t stay. Running was the only way I had even a little chance to live. Trusting all of you is hard for me and it isn’t because of anything you did, but because money changes people.”

      “I know it does, but none of us here are looking for any of that. We’re happy with what we have.”

      “I know. I’ve seen it, but you can’t blame me. I was almost sold to the devil and I escaped for the time being.”

      I told him about the dream I had over and over about killing her and hearing a voice in the distance telling me to stop running. I told him that the voice in my dream sounded like his. Maybe it was more of a premonition than a dream and he told me there was no way I could ever do that to another person. That I wasn’t the same as her and I couldn’t take a life even if they deserved it.

      “You’re not a bad person, Sno.”

      “But the dream, it feels so real and so does the high that comes from killing her.”

      “It isn’t you though. I know the dream feels good, but in real life, it would eat you alive. None of us blame you for any of it or the way you feel. We’ve all been there and if the rest of them knew, they would feel the same way I do. What she did was wrong, and nobody should be made to feel that way. I know all too well what it’s like to be nothing but a piece of property for someone.”

      “Your dad was in the wrong too. Maybe he knows my stepmom.”

      “Maybe they’re family,” he joked back. 

      We both gave a small laugh and it felt good after the heavy topic we had been on for the past hour. I learned more about him and told him more about me than anyone had ever known, other than Jasmine. He didn’t flinch at my past and helped me to tell the rest of it. He even believed me when I told him my suspicions about my stepmom. If I would have known him before, maybe he could have helped me stop her from killing my parents and losing everyone I ever loved.

      I had a new family though and I had to remember that. They took me in without even questioning me and had treated me like one of them from the beginning. I was lucky for that and I had to remember that sometimes, I would have to go through the darkest nights to get to the brightest mornings.

      We didn’t say another word for a long time. We didn’t have to, the silence wasn’t awkward or bad, we were enjoying having one person who fully understood by our sides. I curled up to him and listened to his breathing. His warmth felt good next to me and, as I closed my eyes, I took a deep breath in and was intoxicated by his rugged smell.
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      His hand grazed the side of my face so softly, I wasn’t sure I felt a thing at first. When he got to my chin. He scooped it in his hand and lifted it, so I was facing him. In the dim light of the small lamp behind him on the nightstand, I couldn’t make out much more than the silhouette of his head. 

      He kissed my forehead and held his lips there for a minute. Soft, warm and tender, I closed my eyes to enjoy how he felt next to me. I put my hand on his arm and gave it a light squeeze. He let out a small moan when my fingers met his bare skin. He ran his hand slowly down my back stopping before he reached my butt and moved it back up again. I wasn’t sure what was wrong with me, but I was disappointed when he stopped. I wanted him to touch me and to feel him all over me. It was the first time I had felt that way about anyone and, while it excited me, it also terrified me. What if he didn’t want me back and he was only doing what he was to make me feel better about opening up to him? Not being able to see him, I wasn’t able to read what he was thinking.

      “Relax, Sno. I won’t hurt you,” he whispered in my ear.

      The air he let out on my ear sent shivers through me making me break out in goosebumps all over. It also made parts of me feel alive that I hadn’t noticed before. I wanted to feel his lips on mine. To see what he tasted like and how he felt against me. 

      Like he could read my mind, his lips slowly pressed on mine and after a few seconds, I felt his tongue start to part my lips. I didn’t fight it and welcomed his touch. He tasted so sweet, like the apple pie I made for dessert that night. He was gentle with me and paid attention to my body movements to make sure he wasn’t doing anything I didn’t want him to.

      The problem with that was, I wasn’t sure what it was I didn’t want from him. My mind was shutting off and my body was waking up. Things I hadn’t felt before were racing around inside of me and all I wanted to do was to feel him.

      He slowly put his hand in my shirt so I could feel his skin against my bare back. It was my turn to moan when he did that. I moved closer to him and pressed myself against him. Wiggling a little, I tried to snake in as close as I could and prayed he would let me.

      He did and when I felt him move closer, I placed my hand on the back of his head and moved his mouth back to mine. Slowly we started to kiss until they became more passionate and desperate. He needed to feel loved and wanted as much as I did, and I knew it. As I put my leg over him, he moved his hand to the top of my thigh. Through the thin fabric of the shorts I had on; I could feel the heat coming from him. 

      Stopping mid kiss, he sat up in my bed. Moving the covers off him, he stood and walked to the door. I sat there watching him and wondered what I’d done wrong. I waited for him to walk out and go back to his room when I heard the soft click of my door being shut. Coming back, I could see him a little better since the light wasn’t right behind him. 

      He moved his shirt off him and took his pants off right as he got back to the bed. Standing there, naked in front of me, I took him all in. He was so handsome I couldn’t keep my eyes off his chiseled chest and muscular abs. They led straight down his front to a perfect V where I could see all of him standing there looking back at me. His arms flexed a little as he stood there, and I saw his jaw clench then relax over and over. 

      Climbing back in the bed and under the blanket, he reached for me. Putting his hands on my shirt, he slowly lifted up until it was over my head. Flinging it on the floor next to his clothes, he put his lips on my chest. Taking each nipple in his mouth and letting his tongue dance over them, I arched my back letting out a soft moan as wave after wave of tingles raced over me. 

      Reaching down, he untied the front of my shorts and slid them past my thighs. Lifting up off the bed to help him get the last piece of clothing off that separated us, he tossed them on the side of the bed too. He moved the blanket off me for a moment and looked at me with the same hungry glance I had given him when I saw him standing there naked in front of me. He let his hand fall to the top of my chest just under my collar bone and traced a line all the way down to where my legs met each other. Pausing there, he drew little circles over my most sensitive area and, as I got ready to welcome him, he pressed himself up against my leg.

      Spreading them, he hovered over me using his arms to prop himself up. Slowly he moved down and in between my legs with his body. I felt him on the outside of me and I wanted more. I moved to press up against him and he took that as his sign to go on. Inch by inch I felt us become one and, once the pain wore off, I was taken to a whole new place of pleasure I had never felt before. 

      He was slow, gentle and careful to make sure I was enjoying it as much as he was. With every thrust, I felt my body get closer and closer to releasing. As he got harder, he started to move faster. As I climaxed, I could feel him push harder. It wasn’t long and he let out his own moan, tossed his head back and shivered.

      When he was done, he moved off me, but not far away. Pulling me into his arms, he moved me until we were pressed against each other. Not saying a word, we cuddled in with his head resting on my shoulder and his lips kissing the back of my neck and my ears. I groaned with pleasure and rubbed the top of his arm he had wrapped around my chest.

      His naked body next to mine and the way he was holding on to me like I was his life raft as much as he was mine, made me feel safer than I ever had. We hadn’t said it and I didn’t know him for very long, but I was falling hard for Zane. That night, making love to him for my first time ever, was like a dream and I never wanted to wake up from it. He didn’t care where I came from or what made me who I was, all he cared about was what was in front of him. The person I was in that moment and the person he thought I could be. That was what he looked at and that was what he liked. I didn’t have to be anyone else or act different for him to accept me. For the first time since my stepmom moved into my dad’s house, I was allowed to be me and somebody liked that part of me.
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      For the first time in years, I slept hard and through the whole night. Waking up and seeing the sun streaming through my window made me jump. The guys would be expecting breakfast and I wasn’t sure what time it was, but I hadn’t slept until the sun came up in years.

      “Good morning,” I heard next to me when I shot up. “It’s fine. Come lay back down. Do you hear that?” he asked.

       I listened hard for what it was he was hearing and then I heard it. The crack of thunder out in the distance. The sun was shining down on us and light filled the room. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky from what I could see, but that thunder was getting closer as another broke the silence of the morning.

      “Yes, I hear it.”

      “They will be sleeping in today. We can’t work on the outside of a house when it’s storming out. You have time and I will help you. Come lay back down with me. I want to hold you for a few more minutes.”

      He smiled at me and, in the daylight, I suddenly felt self-conscious about being in bed and naked with him. All I could see was his chest, but I knew there wasn’t anything on under those covers. I pulled the blanket up a little higher on my own naked body and hoped the night before wasn’t a mistake I would regret. 

      My mom always told me to save myself for someone special like she had with my dad. She tried to tell me that in the heat of the moment, I would be weak to a man’s touch. I wasn’t sure what she meant as a child, but after the night I had with Zane, I understood what she meant. I knew how I felt about him, but I wasn’t sure how he felt about me. I wasn’t sure if I was his first or if he would even want me around after the night we had. He seemed so sure of himself where I was stumbling my way through what we shared. The fact he had stayed next to me the whole night and held me made me feel a little better, but I needed to know where we stood, and I needed to not let that happen again until we talked.

      “Sno?” he asked. His eyebrows wrinkled and a frown came across his face leaving his smile retreating. “Are you alright?”

      “I think so. That was…I mean…I’ve never done that before,” I finally managed to get out.

      “Neither have I. I wanted my first time to be with someone special, as corny as that sounds. I’m not like every other man out there. I couldn’t be with someone I didn’t care about and you’re the first person I’ve cared about enough to even think about that. I was scared too last night, but I knew I wanted to be with you. If I went too far or too fast, tell me and I will never do it again. I would rather have you forever than to lose you over that.”

      “I wanted it too, but it’s all new to me.”

      “It’s scary to be that vulnerable. I get it. Look at me though, please.”

      I moved my face to see his. He propped himself up on his elbow and moved so I was looking him in the eyes. There wasn’t anything in them but good and I knew I hadn’t made a mistake.

      “The feelings I have for you aren’t like any I’ve ever had before. Even without this, but I hope we do it again, I would still want to be with you. This will sound dumb, but I’ve had this dream for years. There is a girl who looks a lot like you, but I could never place her. All I know is when I wake up, I had this ache in my chest that wouldn’t go away. Couldn’t explain it or tell my dream to anyone, but once in a while, I would be in a foul mood and they couldn’t understand why. Last night, when I was looking down at you, I realized I was living out my dream. Sno, you’re the one I’ve been dreaming about this whole time. I will never do anything to hurt you. I think I’ve loved you for years and now that you’re here, I don’t feel the ache anymore.”

      His hand touched the side of my face and he brought his lips closer to me again. Without as much hesitation as the night before, his lips touched mine and I parted them to let our tongues dance. 

      We laid there for a few minutes in silence after making love again. Neither of us had to say a word. We knew that being together was what was meant to be. It was destiny that we found each other at all coming from two totally different worlds. It was because of the circumstances of the past few years that I ended up in the woods, in the path of his way home. 

      “Sno,” he started breaking into the silence.

      “Yeah?”

      “That flower you said you saw; did it do anything to you when you touched it?”

      “Yes. My arm started to tingle the second it was in my hand.”

      “What color was it?”

      “Purple. Why?” I asked. Sitting up a little to see him better, I couldn’t figure out where he was going with it. 

      “Was it clustered together or single petals?”

      “Clustered together at the top of the stem.”

      “I think I know what plant that is. Get dressed,” he said and was out of the bed before I could argue with him. 

      He grabbed his clothes off the floor, tossed them carelessly on and left my room. Leaving me sitting there with nothing but the blanket on and an empty bed, I did what he asked through the confusion. When I was dressed and had washed my face, I left my room to go find him. He was pacing the living room with his shoes and a raincoat on. He held another coat in his hands and when he saw me, he handed it to me.

      “Come on,” he said and grabbed my hand as soon as I had my shoes and the raincoat on.

      I followed him as he raced through the woods that surrounded the cottage. Zigzagging off the path and farther into the thicker brush, he stopped short. I almost toppled into him because I was running to keep up with his long strides. 

      “Did it look like this?” he asked and pointed to a patch of purple flowers.

      “Yes,” I whispered looking at the purple flower again for the first time since I found them in her room.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I would never forget what it looks like.”

      “That’s wolfsbane. No wonder they got so sick. Touching it can make you ill. If she put it in food and they ate it, it would take days to kill them and it wouldn’t be fast or pain free.”

      As soon as he said the name I remembered seeing it on a piece of paper in her drawer. Big, bold letters staring me right in the face. The name of the plant she used to kill them was written down and I had read it, touched it then dismissed it.

      “I know. I watched what they went through. That is something I will never get out of my mind. To watch two people I love die the same way, I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”

      “If she gave that to them, there wouldn’t be any way to prove it now after all these years, but she definitely killed them and knew what she was doing. You have to handle this stuff carefully or you could poison yourself before you knew it. If I had to guess, it wasn’t her first time using it. Come on,” he said and took my hand. His walk wasn’t as fast as it had been getting there, but I still had to practically run to keep from having my arm ripped from the socket.

      “I have to tell Akio and the others. He’ll know what to do.”

      “But it’s my word against hers and you just said there would be no way to prove it.”

      “I know, but Akio will know right away you’re telling the truth. He’s like a human lie detector. I need you to trust me on this, okay?”

      He stopped moving and had my face in his hands. Holding it up to look at him, I had to blink away the water that was flowing into them. The storm he said would come was there and the rain started to fall heavier.

      “I trust you,” I said loud enough for him to hear me over the storm. Lightning filled the sky and thunder cracked; shaking the ground below our feet as we ran back to the cottage.
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      We sat down with the others and Zane helped me tell them what I needed to. I didn’t go into the detail with them that I had with Zane, but they got enough of the story to understand what I had been through. They also knew that if my stepmom was that good, my family wasn’t the first one she had done that to. There would be others out there that had suffered at the hands of the evil woman who took advantage of a grieving man after she had taken away the one person he loved.

      I wondered more than once if she had killed all the help instead of letting them go. They would have known something was wrong with her too and what was stopping them from talking to anyone about it? She was sneaky and she wouldn’t have let anyone go who would have known. 

      It had been months since I fled from her and without anyone sighting me, she would think I was dead for sure. That meant I had the advantage according to Akio. He was coming up with a plan with the others to get her out of my parent’s house and to make sure she never did that to anyone else. She was pure evil, and we would be the ones to stop her. 

      “Here’s what I think we should do. There’s no way she will admit what she did to anyone but you, Sno. She will also not know what to say when she sees you again. Catching her completely off guard like that will leave her stumbling to come up with an excuse for what she did. We will be right there with you but out of her sight. Once you get her to talk,” Akio went on.

      “Or if she tries anything with you,” Zane interrupted.

      “Yes. Or if she tries anything with you, then we will show ourselves. She will have two choices then. Turn herself in or leave forever. Either way, we will get you your house back and make sure she never hurts you again.”

      “But what about you guys?” I asked. Having my parent’s house back meant nothing to me if I didn’t have my new family with me. And I didn’t want to leave Zane. For the first time in my life, I felt real love from someone that hadn’t raised me. I didn’t want to let that go.

      “What about us?” Bran asked.

      “What will happen with us?” I said barely above a whisper. Hanging my head, I didn’t want to see their reactions.

      “Sno,” Thijs said as he reached for my arm. “Family doesn’t walk away from each other. It doesn’t matter if we are under the same roof or not.”

      “Yeah. You can still live here, or we can go with you,” Jett added.

      “But this is your home. Akio, you built it.”

      “It’s a house. Our home is where we all go. When will you get that material things mean nothing to us? What we have is more than most people have and it isn’t something you can buy,” Akio answered.

      They looked at each other, then at me. I knew their bond was strong, but to give up everything for me, a girl they had only met a short time ago, seemed so foreign to me. I looked back at them and wondered if what they were saying was true. I hated to even think that way, but I’d seen how money changed people over and over. Once they saw where I lived and how I grew up, would they treat me differently? 

      Part of me, a big part, wanted to forget the whole thing and stay hidden in the cottage forever. Another part of me knew it had to be done. She had to be called out and held accountable for her actions. Facing her again terrified me. She was a monster and one who controlled my life for far too long. I had given her all the power she needed to destroy my life from the inside. I should have fought harder when my dad brought her in and not sat back and been the good child. Always obeying him, trying to make him happy, had cost me everything. She wasn’t going to take that from me again. Not with my new family.

      “Okay. If you promise you won’t leave me too. How do we do this?” I asked. It was a huge risk trusting anyone, but I had to start somewhere. So far they hadn’t given me a reason not to trust them. They had done everything they said they would, but I’ve been fooled before.

      There were children when I was growing up that acted like they were my friends, but it was only to get close to my family and see what we really had. The help my parents hired were also on the list of ones we had to be careful with. The staff we had when my father passed were the ones who proved over and over what loyalty looked like. They were no longer help but family to us and they saw us the same way.

      “Sno, why are you crying?” Lars asked.

      Zane, who was sitting right next to me, gently squeezed my hand and wiped away the stray tear with the other hand not holding me.

      “I was thinking about all the people I’ve lost in my life and praying you wouldn’t be one of them,” I said and looked the sweet man in the eyes. He was as vulnerable as I was, but he wasn’t as afraid to show that side of him. The child-like mannerism wouldn’t allow him to be false. He was a walking lie detector and as I watched him, I realized that he would have told me if they weren’t being truthful. They wouldn’t be able to keep things from him forever and once he knew, he would come to me and tell me even if he wasn’t supposed to because lying wasn’t built into who he was.

      “We aren’t going anywhere,” Rasmus chimed in. 

      Looks from around the table flew in his direction. One who hardly ever spoke, it was as firm of a statement as saying the sky was blue. He didn’t want me to leave either and that gave me a newfound strength.

      “Okay. So, what’s the full plan?” I asked and gave them my best smile.

      “It won’t be easy, Sno. You will have to face her and not back down. Being she was your stepmom and in control of your life for so long, she could easily break you without you even knowing it until it was too late. When you get there, you will have to go to a place in your mind where you feel in control and powerful. Stay in that mindset the whole time she is in front of you and don’t waver from it. Tell her what you know and how you know it. Make her feel the pressure until she gives in and admits what she’s done. 

      We will be in the house with you, but out of sight. As soon as you get a confession, Thijs and I will take care of her. The others will stay there with you. You will need the support when all of this is done, and I will make sure you get it.

      After that, we will decide what we do. You will always have a place here with us. This is your home too. Besides, I think Zane would kill us if we all didn’t end up in the same spot after this,” Akio said and then winked at Zane.

      Zane pretended to be upset, but the fiery red that engulfed his face told them all they needed to know. It wasn’t a surprise or shock to them that Zane and I magnetized together. We both had hard backgrounds, his a little worse than mine, and we were about the same age. He was the one who found me, so our bond was stronger than the others. He was the first person I’d trusted since Jasmine and the one I had given myself completely to for the first time in my life.

      “She can do what she wants,” Zane said but there wasn’t much force to back up his words.

      “I want to be with you guys,” I said and squeezed his hand under the table. “I feel like you are my family now and nothing, not even getting my home back, will change that. I would rather be here, in the middle of the woods, with you than to be in that big, empty, lonely house filled with horrible memories.”

      “Not all of them can be bad, Sno,” Bran said.

      “No, but there aren’t a lot of good. Most of my good memories are with Jasmine and I don’t know where she is anymore.”

      “Who’s Jasmine?” Lars asked in a high, squeaky voice. It was the one he used when he was excited about something. Meeting someone new would do that to him I’ve learned.

      “Jasmine was my friend and my stepmom made sure she was one of the first to leave right after she killed my father. I didn’t even get to say goodbye to her.”

      “I’m sorry she did all of this to you, Sno. We will do what we can to help fix a little of it,” Akio said.

      “Thank you, but you guys already have.”
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      Standing in the back of the house I grew up in had me so nervous. I was fighting back the vomit that begged to come out. Stomach in knots and hands shaking, I turned to look at the seven unlikely men who became my family who were standing behind me like a human wall. They gave me the strength I needed to open that door and walk in.

      It creaked so loud that I was sure my presence had been announced through the whole house. When I didn’t see anyone come into the back kitchen area, I moved farther into the house. Walking past the stove and around the corner to the door that led to the dining room, a new wave of feelings washed over me. The last time I had eaten in there was the night my stepmom tried to sell me to the nasty man, Daan. That was the night I learned how horrible she really could be and that was the night I ran for my life. 

      It felt like forever ago and like it was yesterday all at the same time. I could still hear her voice laughing as he carted me away to see if I was still pure or not. I could smell him and feel his grubby hands on the small of my back as he led me into the small study room off the living room. The hopelessness and dread that washed over me in waves, trying to drown me that night came flooding back and I had to shake my head to keep in the moment. If I was off even a little, she would overpower me again. I couldn’t do that to Akio and the others. Not when they had as much on the line as I had then. If she caught me and defeated me, she would for sure take them down too and that wasn’t going to work for me. 

      It was that anger I had at the thought of her hurting more people I love that gave me the fight I needed to keep going. I moved past the living room and into the hallway with a new fire burning in me. She wasn’t going to win anymore.

      I didn’t see a soul in the house on the lower level, so I made my way to the stairs that led to the second floor. Putting my foot on the first step, it groaned under the little weight I placed on it. I remembered sneaking down so many times as a child, that I quickly moved to the far-right side. Hugging the wall, I snaked my way up the long flight of stairs without them making another sound. 

      Standing at the top of the steps, I looked down the hallway and saw her door was closed. It had to have been time for her afternoon nap. At least that part was predictable. It also meant she wouldn’t hear a thing until I wanted her to. She took some kind of pill when she wanted to sleep, and it knocked her out cold.

      I didn’t go to her room first but stopped at my old room. Opening the door, I was met with dust and cobwebs hanging in every corner. Nothing had been touched and it looked like a memory of mine frozen in time, waiting for my return to bring it back to life. I picked up the only picture I had of me with my parents and dusted off the front. My mom was sitting there, with our garden in the background. She had a smile on her face and me, only a toddler at the time, on her lap. My dad was standing behind us and, while I never noticed it before, there was a look of pride on his face. He loved us in his own way even if he was horrible at saying it. I traced my finger over my mother’s face before putting it back down. There would be a time for memories, but not then. 

      I moved closer to the window to get the plan moving into motion. From my window, I would be able to see the guys. I moved past my bed and nightstand to the large window that overlooked the back garden. The once vibrant colors and wonderful fragrance was nothing more than a graveyard for dead plants. Withered and overtaken by weeds, it wasn’t close to the garden I once knew.

      Nothing about the house felt the same. The life had been sucked clean from it and what remained in its place was nothing more than an empty shell. It broke my heart to think of the house my father had built with his own hands, was nothing more than a pile of stone and mortar. 

      I caught Akio’s eye and waved to him from my window. He saw me, nodded, nudged the guys and then I watched them disappear. The second they were gone, I moved to the room across from mine. It was the room my dad used after my mother died. I opened the door and was hit with a ton of bricks when I saw another man’s things in there. It hadn’t even been a year and she had someone else living in my father’s room. All of his things were gone. Nothing in there was anything I recognized, and I was turning to leave when I saw it.

      I almost missed it, but the little light coming in from the hallway caught it and it sparkled in my eye. There, on the dresser that no longer held anything of my father’s, was a gold band. I picked it up, moved it closer to the light and looked at the back of the ring. There it was - the engraving they had done to their wedding rings; One and Only Love. I almost dropped it. She had given another man the ring my parents had used as wedding bands.

      I stuck the ring in my pocket and moved down the hall. There wasn’t any reason to stay in that room any longer. It wasn’t his anymore, but the man she was shacking up with wasn’t going to get the ring back either.

      Hearing the creak of the bottom step, I knew the guys had found their way to me and were almost there. I waited until they reached the landing before I went any closer to her room. It wasn’t that I needed them for strength any longer. She had put a fire in me I didn’t know I had when I saw his ring on that man’s dresser. She had ripped everything away from me then sat there and pretended life was normal.

      As soon as I saw the first head of the seven men come up the steps, I marched to her door. Not knocking, I flung it open so hard, the handle stuck in the wall. A frantic scramble under the sheets met my eyes and as one person came out, I almost dropped.

      There, standing naked in front of me, was Daan. The man she tried to sell me to. He stood there in all his glory and smiled at me. With a twisted grin and a gleam in his eyes, he did nothing to cover himself.

      “See what you missed out on? I can go again if you’re interested. Are you still a virgin or did you throw that part of you away to survive out there on your own? Stupid girl. I could have given you a life like you never could have imagined,” he said.

      “Not one I would have loved. You’re a monster like her,” I said and pointed to the head that peaked out from under the covers. “If you were that desperate for money, you deserve each other. Better hope she doesn’t kill you like she did her last husband.”

      “What?” he asked and looked from her to me and back. “What is she talking about?”

      “She is a stupid child with stupid ideas. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.” Hearing her voice again made my skin crawl. Hearing another lie come from it, had my blood boiling. “To say I’m shocked to see you and alive, isn’t an understatement.” She glared at Daan when the words left her mouth.

      His face grew redder and I pieced it together. He was in her hunting party the night I ran away. He must have come back and told her I was dead, or he had killed me. Seeing me standing there must have ruined his entire year. The longer I was gone, the more faith he had I wouldn’t return. They deserved each other with their lies and desperation to make something of themselves at the expense of others.

      “What did she mean though?” he asked again.

      “She doesn’t know a thing,” she said again, but with less conviction than a moment ago.

      “I do know, and I can prove it.”
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      “How?” she asked. She moved to the edge of the bed and hung her bare feet inches from the floor. Wrapped in nothing but the sheet from her bed, I could see how old she had gotten since I left. The stress of it all and not knowing if I was a live or not, had taken its toll. 

      “I found the plant you used to kill them, and I know what it is,” I said.

      “Impossible,” was her answer.

      “Not impossible. It was wolfsbane that you used to kill my family. Did you use it on all the help too? Is that why they aren’t here anymore?”

      “What is she talking about?” Daan demanded again.

      “You don’t get to talk,” I fired off. “You aren’t any better than she is and if she makes you sick, you deserve it. At least then there wouldn’t be any other little girls for you to hurt.”

      “But I need to know. I haven’t felt good in days,” he whined.

      “How did you handle it without making yourself sick? Did you put it in his favorite tea, or did you toss it in small doses on his food? Why only my parents? Why didn’t you kill me too?”

      I was shouting by then, but I didn’t care. All the pain I felt over the years turned to anger and the one person I wanted to take it out on was standing in front of me. I had my new family behind me and knowing that gave me a jolt of extra courage.

      “If you wear gloves, it doesn’t hurt you,” she finally said. Her face twisted in a smile and her eyes became slits. She knew she was caught, but that the game wasn’t over. It would be her word against mine since it was clear she had been poisoning Daan too. He probably only had days to live if even that.

      “Why?” I asked again.

      “Your mother? Because without her out of the picture, your dad wouldn’t have even looked at me. I’ve heard a man will fall for whoever is there for him during his tough times even if he didn’t love her at first. When she died, I stepped in and helped him through it. A few suggestions here and there and before I knew it, he was asking me to marry him. I knew it wasn’t love, but he needed to fill a void and he needed a female around for you. Each year with him seemed longer than the one before it and when I couldn’t take it any longer, and I knew his stipulation for me getting anything was up, I did what I had to. You had to ruin it all though. He placed you under the will as the sole beneficiary. As long as you were alive, I got nothing.

      Daan was nice enough to help me with that when he said he would marry you for that small price. You wouldn’t be a minor or unwed any longer, so half the money would belong to me. That was more than I ever could have dreamed of having when I was a child. Growing up in the poor part of town, having to dig in the trash some days to even find food, I swore one day I would live up here on the top of the hill with the rest of you spoiled rich people. I didn’t realize how easy it would be to get in though.

      Show a little flesh and make promises you never intended to keep, and they pawed all over you. My words dripped with honey to their ears and they couldn’t wait to say, ‘I do’ and hand me half their fortune.

      I was tired of sharing though. Your parents were the first I killed for all the money. Of course I had to try it first to make sure it would work like I needed it to, so Raymond was the first.”

      Ray had been one of the workers who took care of the garden. He was the sweetest old man I had ever met. Always taking the time to show me what plant he was working with or how to care for it, I spent most of my summer days outside with him when I was growing up.

      “You killed him?”

      “I had to. Him and that Jasmine girl were smarter than the rest of you. They thought something was wrong with me from the beginning.”

      “What did you do to Jasmine?” I choked out.

      “Nothing. That bitch was smart enough to leave and not look back.”

      “I looked back,” a voice said from behind me. “I kept an eye on her and you.”

      I turned to come face to face with Jasmine. She winked at me, but her stone face never changed.

      “What are you doing here?” my stepmom asked, again looking at Daan.

      “Backing her up,” Jasmine said. “Along with them.”

      One by one, the seven men I had grown to love came around the corner and entered the room. With each one that appeared, she seemed to shrink more and more into the false protection of the blanket she was wrapped in.

      “The way I see it,” I began. “You have two choices. Stay and face what we will do to you. Or run as hard and as fast as you can away from here and never come back. You will leave it all behind. My parent’s money, their things and me. If I ever see you around here again, I will do more than ask you to leave.”

      “Or what?” she asked in a snide tone.

      “I’ve learned a lot from you. Not anything good, but I learned. I know a few ways to take out the trash too. And all I see in front of me is a heap of garbage.”

      “You can’t kick me out of my house,” she screeched.

      “It isn’t your house,” Akio said coming farther into the room. “It rightfully belongs to Sno.”

      “You don’t know anything. You’re just a dumb boy who is trying to play hero. Did you do it? Did you sleep with the slut? I bet you’ve all had your turn with her. Haven’t you?”

      “She isn’t a slut and that’s why you’re really mad, isn’t it? You couldn’t get her to go along with your plan to sell her off and because of that, you had to sleep with him. I haven’t known her for long, but I can tell she has more class and respect for herself than you will ever have.” Zane’s face was so red, he looked sunburnt. Watching him stick up for me though made me feel for him even more than I already had. He wasn’t with me to see what he could get from me. None of them were. They were there because they cared. 

      “There are so many reasons I was mad and so many more why I hate her. You wait. One of these days you’ll see what I mean. If you think she would share any of this with you,” my stepmom said and waved her arms around the room, “you’re even dumber than she is.”

      “The difference between you and us is we don’t want anything from her but her. She is part of our family now and that was all any of us wanted,” Thijs added. 

      “I don’t need this. I don’t need her, and I don’t need this place. I have Daan now and he was even richer than your father was. Come on,” she said and jumped out of bed. She moved to the closet to get clothes and when she came back out, Daan had already left.

      “Feeling alone?” Akio asked her when she came out and looked around to only find us standing there.

      “Where did he go?” she demanded.

      “He got smart and left. He wasn’t going to stick around to be poisoned like the last guy who trusted you,” Jett said.

      “You’re game is over. Playing house is done and it’s time for you to go,” I said. No longer afraid, I looked her in the eyes and didn’t back down. She wasn’t going to win again with my family. It might not have been blood, but it was solid, and it was mine. She wouldn’t ever be able to take that away and she would never understand how someone could bond with another person. She wasn’t like anyone I had ever met before or since. Evil to the core, watching her crumble almost took away some of the hurt she had caused me.

      As I watched her pack a small bag of clothes, the guys stood next to me. I watched someone I had been afraid of for years suddenly look like a frail old woman. She shuffled her feet as she gathered her things but kept her head up. With what little pride she tried to hold on to, she left my parents’ house.

      We followed her out the front door and down the long, windy driveway. Once she was on the road that lead out of our property and as she disappeared out of view, I turned to the people standing by my side.

      “Thank you,” was all I could say.

      “Anytime kiddo,” Akio answered. They waited for me to move before following me back into the house I grew up in. A house that was now mine.

      “Sno, wait,” Zane said as he took my hand. Pulling me to the side the second we got into the house, I followed him. “There’s something I wanted to say to you, but I wasn’t sure how. Now’s the time though.”

      “What?” he was making me nervous and I needed him to say what he was going to say and fast.

      “I…I…love you.”

      I stood there looking at him for a moment trying to read him, but I couldn’t. Feelings overcame me and all I could focus on was him.

      “I love you too.”

      He took my face in his hands and brought my lips to his in a gentle, but passionate kiss. I stood there after, breathless and safe in his arms. I had a family, Jasmine and my home back, but more than that I found love in a stranger that took me in when nobody else had.
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        One year later

      

      

      

      We still kept the small cottage in the woods to go to when we wanted away from everything, but the guys had all moved into my house. It wasn’t that it was better, but there were enough rooms for them all to have their own space. They stayed working where they had been, and I even started to sell blankets I made and produce we grew in the garden. 

      My stepmom had blown through most of the family money, but none of that mattered with us. We pulled together and made it work. Long hours never bothered any of us and we got a sense of pride knowing we were making it on our own.

      Seven strangers, now family, who grew up with nothing now lived in one of the largest houses in the town. They were known by locals and respected because of it. Nothing with them changed though and I still watched them get up at seven every morning and come dragging their filthy selves home late every night. On the weekends we enjoyed spending the days together outside in the garden or swimming in the lake. 

      Jasmine stayed with us but not as hired help. She was as much family to me as my folks had been and I wanted her there as that from then on. She still watched out for me and was my protector though that role wasn’t as big as it used to be. Zane made sure he was the number one when it came to that.

      We had gotten closer too over the past year and our love only grew with each day that went by. We talked about marriage a little, but it wasn’t something we planned on rushing into until a few months ago.

      A wedding was scheduled for in the fall right before our first child was expected to arrive. The day we found out was the day he asked me to be his wife. We hadn’t found out the sex of the baby yet, but I knew it was a boy. I could feel it with everything in me. We had the name Anders picked out. I wanted to name the baby after my father and Zane was fine with that. 

      Akio, Bran, Jett and Thijs all took separate rooms on the third floor of the house. Lars and Ramus decided to still share a room at the end of the hall on the first floor. Jasmine took my dad’s old room and Zane and I took the one my parents shared when my mom was still alive. The baby would go in my old room and Jasmine already volunteered to help care for him. She said that was why she wanted the room across the hall from him. After the amazing job she did raising me, I was honored to have her stay with us to help me raise my first child.

      We never heard from my stepmom or Daan again. Someone said they saw them fleeing on the outside of town the day we threw them from the house. Others said she retreated to the woods and that Daan hadn’t made it through the poison she gave him. I was never allowed to go in the woods or stay at the cottage alone because of that rumor. I didn’t mind though. I loved my family and I loved having them with me. They made me feel safe and wanted. There wasn’t anything else I could have asked for.

      It took me losing everything and being tossed away to find myself and the family I had longed for for so long. The small group of seven men who found me in the woods, hungry, alone and terrified, took me in. They loved me, built me back up, fed and sheltered me then showed me how to stand on my own. They were never far away and the second I needed one of them, they knew and would show up.

      Having Jasmine back with me made it all that much sweeter. She was the one who could always make a hard time feel a little easier. With her there next to me, I knew I could raise my son to be the kind of man I needed him to be. One just like his daddy, Zane.

      My life flipped and went full circle and with it complete, I was able to sit back and enjoy it all. And that was exactly what I was going to do. The bad dream I had almost nightly about killing my stepmom even went away after confronting her. The only dreams I had after that were of good things.

      But nothing was as sweet as what I was living when I was awake.
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        The Bully Who Loved Me:  Book 1

        He was my new boss, but he was also a bully from hell. Somehow he turned out to be the bully who loved me. So begins our story.

      

      

      

      I was the lowly temp who only wanted a job at the hottest PR agency in Hollywood.

      

      I didn't expect that the gorgeous guy whose suit I accidentally spilled on, and then whose shoes I accidentally stepped on, would be the hotshot boss of the PR agency.

      

      I didn't expect him to turn out to be the boss from hell that I couldn't stand, but somehow felt irresistible.

      

      He was a bully, and if there was one thing I couldn't stand...was a bully. But somehow he turned out to be the bully who loved me.
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Lily

        

      

    

    
      As the baggage claim area at LAX Airport emptied, a pretty young woman walked out into the hot night air and waited for a taxi.  It had been a long flight from New York to Los Angeles, with delays in between, and she was exhausted. 

      

      Lily Talbot could fall asleep right where she was standing in the musty night air, but she was alone, thanks to the already red eye flight she took, and then the delays which caused her to land at a time far pass the regular landing schedule.  She only hoped there were taxis still around.  

      

      She stood as close as she could to the doors near the baggage claim, but the waiting area for taxis were a couple of doors away.  It was now early Monday morning, about 4 am.  She hoped there would be taxis still making their rounds.  She doubted it since no flights were coming in at that time.

      With a sigh, she pulled out her phone and began looking for a Lyft, Uber, or whatever car pick up companies there were in Los Angeles.  At least there would be a car on call.  As she was tapping away on her phone, searching for the contact number to call one of the car services, the doors of the baggage claim opened, and a large group of people walked pass her. She didn’t pay much attention to them.

      

      She finally reached someone.  

      “Hello?  Yes, I need to be picked up at LAX.  In front of Terminal B.  Going to Hollywood.  Hollywoodland Apartments.  When will you be here? Great.  I’m the woman dressed in a brown poncho cape sweater. See you soon!”

      She couldn’t believe her luck.  There was a car ready to pick her up in 5 minutes. She barely had to wait.  At least that was going well.  As soon as she get to Hollywoodland Apartments, her new place for the summer, she could catch some much needed rest before getting up in a couple of hours to get to her new job.  It was the job she had wanted to have since starting her senior year at New York University. Now that she had graduated, made Summa Cum Laude, she was now finally going to work at the famed Slade Public Relations or Slade PR, the hottest public relations agency in Hollywood, possibly the U.S.  Most of the A-List Celebrities worked with Slade Public Relations.  They were known to have made complete unknowns into stars, and stars into icons. They were so good at spinning the news, they count political figures and heads of states as their clients. Lily Talbot knew how important and privileged it was for her to land her first job out of college with them. It would set her up for a successful career in Hollywood and public relations in general. 

      

      Lily looked into her crossbody snake print purse to see if she had cash for the driver’s tip.  Barely.  She was looking forward to starting soon.  As an entry level job, it didn’t pay much.  But she needed any pay it would provide. Her move and flight from New York to Los Angeles already cost her most of her savings.  Her mother was already financially stretched living in New York City on a small nurse’s salary.

      

      A small blue car came into her view and slowly parked next to her.  It was her driver.  

      “Hi!” she said, relieved to see the car and eager to finally make a start to her new career.  “You’re quick.”

      “Yes, I just dropped someone off,” the driver said,  a woman around Lily’s mom’s age.  Lily was a little surprised.  

      “Listen,” she said, “I’ll get my own luggage.  I only have this big one.  Hopefully it’ll fit into your trunk.”

      The woman got out of her car to go up to Lily.  She looked around. “What luggage?”

      Lily said, “This purple one right next to me.”  She turned around and saw nothing.  Her luggage was gone. 

      

      The driver’s face fell into sympathy as she looked around. 

      Lily’s face fell.  “I don’t know what happened.  It was here next to me, and then when I made the call…Oh no. That crowd.  Someone stole my luggage when I wasn’t looking.  Oh no no no!”  She felt like crying.  “I couldn’t even tell you who could have taken it.”

      

      “I’m so sorry,” the lady driver said. 

      Lily didn’t know what to do.  “Maybe someone would find it. I have my name tag on it.”

      

      ‘What do you want to do?” the lady driver asked.

      

      “I’m so tired already,” Lily said.  “I can’t think right now.  Can you get me to Hollywoodland Apartments? At least I can get some sleep.  I’ll tackle this later.”

      

      The lady driver smiled.  “Sure.  Hop in. My name’s Sandy by-the-way.”  

      “Lily,” Lily said as she buckled up.  

      When they reached Hollywoodland Apartments, Lily had fallen asleep. Sandy had to wake her up.  It was further than she had expected, but Sandy said it was fine.  By the time Lily checked into her new apartment, she didn’t care her unit looked like some creepy cockroach-infested place from a horror film.  She didn’t care about the strange smell that permeated the room.  At least the apartment was furnished with old furniture.  They were dusty and dirty, but it meant she didn’t have to buy any.  “I’ll tackle this tomorrow,” she said before she covered the stained mattress with her sweater, and fell asleep face down on it.
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      “Do you know which way to Slade Public Relations?” I asked the blonde with the bright red lips at the lobby’s reception desk.  Her hair was pulled up into a neat chignon, and she was dressed in a crisp classic white button down shirt with black pencil skirt. She looked like a throwback to any cool attractive blonde from Old Hollywood.  

      By contrast, I was wearing an oversized brown plaid shirt and brown cargo shorts with tan hiking boots. The same outfit I had been traveling in since New York. At least my reddish-brown hair which hung down in long thick waves around my face was combed, and I had minimal make up on. It was the best I could do, considering everything that happened a couple of hours ago.  

      The cool attractive blonde who could have been an ex-model for Vogue, pointed to the elevators and said, “It’s on the top floor.” 

      “Thank you,” I said.  “Know of any place I can get coffee in this building?”

      She looked at me curiously and said, “You can get coffee at Slade PR, where you’re heading.”

      “No, before going in.  I need to wake up,” I said, clasping at the edge of the reception desk with a death-like grip.

      She raised a perfectly trimmed eyebrow and pointed to the coffee stand to the end of the first floor.

      “Ah, thank you thank you thank you,” I said.  “You don’t know what kind of a day I’ve had.”  

      I made a face, and the cool blonde burst into a smile.  “I’ve had some of those.”

      “Thank you,” I said.  “By the way, I’m Lily.  Hope to see you around.  I just started at Slade PR today.”

      “Really?” the cool blonde asked.  “Good luck. You may need it.  I’m Maggie.”

      “Nice to meet you, Maggie,” I said.  “I’m going to be late so I’d better go.”

      Maggie nodded as I made my way to the coffee stand.

      After I’ve had a few sips, I was at least half awake as I held my warm paper foam cup lovingly in my hands and stepped into the elevator. Surprisingly, it was empty for a Monday morning. Was it because I’m way early or way late, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I nearly killed myself getting up in time to make it here this morning. With only two hours of sleep and no time to get breakfast because I had to rush over to the beautiful glass and chrome building which housed Slade PR, I was pretty much functioning from sheer adrenaline.  

      It was no wonder that my senses were off.  

      Nothing was opened by the time I had to make my way to Slade PR.  I was expected at 7 in the morning, which meant I was up by 6.  Already rattled from losing my luggage and having to deal with the less than unsanitary conditions of my new apartment, I was in serious need of coffee.  

      I was relishing the first couple of sips from my coffee, closing my eyes as I let the warmth of the hot liquid course through my body when something big and solid, bumped into me, knocking my cup out of my hands.

      My eyes flew open widened in shock as the lid of the foam cup flew off, and hot coffee splashed onto the cream-colored expensive suit of the gorgeous man in front of me.  When did he appear in the elevator? 

      “Now you did it,” he said with a clipped British accent.  He turned towards me fully so that his light green eyes the color of summer grass fringed with dark envious lashes glared down at me, while he dropped his leather briefcase to the floor to take out a handkerchief from his blazer pocket.  

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I stammered, an instinctual response to someone who appeared to be an authoritative figure.  I hated that.  The man was maybe five to eight years older than me only, but he had an air about him which seemed worldly and experienced. Biting my tongue, I said, “let me help you.”  I tried taking his handkerchief from him, but he waved my hands away.

      “If you weren’t making love to your cup, and had kept your eyes opened, you would have seen me getting into the elevator and politely moved over,” he said, looking me up and down. 

      “I wasn’t…” I started.  I blushed.  Did he just said I was making love to my cup?  

      “Yes, you were,” he said, his eyes looked from my blue eyes to my full lips.  “You were indeed making love to your coffee.  The way you looked with your eyes closed, and your face in pure ecstasy as you wrapped your lips around the cup, it would make any man hard watching you.”

      My face flushed as I stared at this man’s sultry delicious lips, not able to believe those words just came out of his mouth. “Pardon me?”

      “You heard what I said,” he said.  He had finished wiping his blazer with the handkerchief.  Then he took off his blazer. “I’m afraid I have to  get this jacket to the cleaners.”  He took a step closer to me, bent towards me and said, “You, Ms. Full Lips, just set me back an hour this morning.”  He glared at me again until I started backing up. But my adrenaline level was high, and I wasn’t going to let some handsome hotshot man ruin my first day on the job at Slade PR.  

      Anger surged through me as I came up to him, and said, “Well, you could have gone around me. You didn’t have to bump into me.  There’s space around me in this elevator.  What made you think I have to make way for you so you can hog up the entire space?”  I stepped up to him so we were nearly face-to-face, although I had to step up very close and tip toe up to see him.  On tip toes, my face reached his broad chest.  My eyes trailed up his chest to his neck and to his angular jaws, full tasty-looking lips, high cheekbones, soulful eyes and mocha chocolate-colored hair.  He was the most gorgeous man I’ve seen… 

      “Seen your fill?” he asked, a small smirk on his face.

      …and the most arrogant perhaps rudest man I’ve met too.

      Flustered, I jumped, and my heavy hiking boots ended up slamming down onto the top of his shoes.  

      He bent over before letting out a painful breath. 

      I was about to say, “I’m sorry,” but the elevator came to a stop, and the door opened. 

      Mr. Hotshot shot up, straightened himself and said, “I hope I don’t see you on this floor again. You’re trouble.”

      “I’m so…” I began.

      “Save it,” he said, wincing as he stumbled out of the elevator, hobbling down the hall.

      I backed into the elevator, but realized this floor was my stop.  And down the hall where Mr. Hotshot had hobbled down, was where I was headed.

      Slade PR.  The modern chic logo against a steel background was plastered along the entire wall in front of me.  Even if you were almost blind, you couldn’t miss it.  In fact, if you were blind, you wouldn’t miss it.  

      Along the railing of the walls were braille indentations.  

      “You guys think of everything, don’t you?” I said, walking up to the reception desk in front of the massive metal wall.  I couldn’t help admiring it.  The wall was sculpted into a large slate, like a director’s slate.  

      The attractive brunette in her early thirties whose hair was knotted into a bun, pulled her red lips into a perky smile as she looked me in the eye with clear blue unwavering eyes.  “Yes, we do. At Slade PR, it’s our job to anticipate everything…that’s why we are the number one public relations firm in Los Angeles.”  

      She could’ve delivered that mission statement straight from a commercial.  “Braille on the wall…” I said, a little moved. “That’s so thoughtful.”

      “That’s Mr. Slade’s touch,” the pretty brunette said. “One of his charities that he support is the Children’s School for the Blind.”

      “He really is that amazing,” I said softly, almost talking to myself. 

      “Well, his clients think so,” she smiled.  

      “And that’s pretty important,” I said.  

      “Yes, that’s how we all can keep our jobs,” the brunette smiled again.  “Now, how can I help you?”

      “I’m starting today at Slade.  I’m Lily Talbot.”

      The brunette looked down at some grey folders on her desk, flipped through them, and looked at me.  For a brief moment, her eyes squinted.  “You’re Lily Talbot?”  

      “Yes,” I said.

      She said, “Oh, sorry, it says you are fresh from New York University.  Our new intern.”

      “I am,” I said.  

      “You had blonde hair in this photo,” she said, “And a bolder look. I mean, you wore makeup. It brings out your features.  Striking,” she said.   

      “I know. I look different from when that photo was taken and when I first got the job,” I said.  “It was the middle of the year, and I had blonde hair then. I am supposed to start after I graduated so it’s been about seven months since I got the internship. Now I just let my hair stay its natural color. And my bold look?  I…didn’t bring any make up with me except for what I had in my purse. Mascara and eyeliner. Clear lipgloss….” I stopped, realizing how underdressed I really was.  I wished I had my cup of coffee. 

      “You didn’t have anything else?” she asked.

      “Well,” I began.  “I did, but my luggage was stolen as I got in from the airport.  I didn’t have the chance to pick up anything before this morning. All the stores were closed.”

      She looked sympathetically at me and said, “That explained your look. And,” she leaned in close, “If it’s one thing Slade PR wants, it’s for everyone here to look extra polished.”

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      “Call me Trish,” she said.  “I help interns get settled in. Believe me, even interns have to have that Slade image.  Here,” she handed me a lipstick she pulled out of her purse.  Bright red.  “I don’t have another shirt, but I do have a black cardigan that I keep here when it gets cold.  If you can take off your brown sweater, you can wear this over your shirt. At least it looks more professional.”

      I took off my sweater and pulled on her black cardigan.  Taking my belt from my shorts, I belted the cardigan. “How do I look?” I asked Trish.  

      “Much better,” she said.  “Mind if I fix your hair?”

      “No. Go ahead.”

      She came to me and pulled my hair into the same chignon as hers.  

      “Now you have that Slade image,” she said, smiling with approval. 

      “Thanks to you,” I said. 

      “We’ll just get your paperwork done, and then I’ll give you the tour.”

      Trish handed me a clipboard with a couple of sheets on it.  “We just need emergency information and things Personnel required.”

      “Okay,” I said, filling out the paperwork. In less than a minute, I was done and following Trish through the doors as she pointed out the conference room, a well-stocked kitchen that looked like it was straight out of a gourmet kitchen magazine, and individual offices, which were empty. 

      “They’re in a meeting,” Trish said. “With a client.”

      “Anyone I know?” I asked.

      Trish smiled. “Most of the clients here is someone you would know.” 

      “Of course,” I said, looking at the framed photos of A-list celebrities’ magazine covers adorning the walls of the conference room.

      “Listen, Lily, I have to leave you now to work the front desk. As soon as the meeting is over, Pat will take over from here. She’s one of the best publicists to learn from, besides Mr. Slade himself. You’ll be in good hands with Pat. Welcome to Slade,” Trish said, leaving me alone in the room.

      As soon as she left, I looked down at the company brochure, memorizing all the facts and details, eating up the history of the place.

      I didn’t even noticed the door opened when I heard a male voice said, “You’re the new intern? Come on, I need you to come with me today. With everyone on Fourth of July vacation, we’re short-staffed.”  I didn’t dare to look up. I knew that voice.  That clipped smooth British voice.

      Mr. Hotshot.

      “Come on,” he said approaching me. “Can you handle a camera?  Take photos?”  

      “Yes,” I muttered, still looking down at the brochure.

      “Well, come on,” he said.  “Or is that brochure so interesting, you’d rather stay here all day reading it, instead of tagging along with me to help save the career of a client? Pat and the other publicists are down at a Premiere handling several of our clients’ summer film interviews. So that leaves me with you. Most interns would jump at the chance to work with the owner of the firm.”

      I finally looked up. “You’re Mr. Slade?” 

      Our eyes met. My blue eyes against his light green ones, which held for a long time.

      “You,” he finally said. “I didn’t recognize you with your hair up and red lipstick”

      “Trish did all that,” I said. 

      “So you’ve met Trish,” Mr. Hotshot said. “She tends to be the nurturing type.”  He came up to me and frowned. “Your outfit. You’re going to have to change.” 

      I touched Trish’s black cardigan. “Why?”

      He glanced at me, suddenly annoyed. “If you have to ask, you don’t belong here.”

      “I got the job, didn’t I?” I asked, equally annoyed.

      “Must have been a mistake,” he said.  “Who hired you?”

      “Maria Cruz,” I said.  

      “No longer with us,” he said.  

      “No, really? Why?”

      “Full of questions, aren’t you?” he said.  “Turned out her taste was awful. She thought recruiting our next trainee from the best college communications programs would be a great idea. We thought so, too, but look at you.”

      He looked me over again with disdain. I could tell he thought Maria hiring me showed her bad taste.  “I’m sorry I didn’t turned out how you expected, but I flew all the way from New York to be here.”

      “Then you can fly back,” he said simply. “You simply don’t fit in.”

      Tears formed in my eyes. I couldn’t believe how much I’ve already given up to be at Slade PR. Including leaving my apartment, my friends, my mother, and even my ex-boyfriend Max, although it was never serious with Max. After dating for a few weeks, we broke up and just remained friends.  We didn’t even get to the point of having sex.

      “Pack up and go,” Mr. Hotshot said. “I can’t stand seeing a woman cry.” 

      “I’m not crying,” I said, standing up. 

      “Looks like you were about to,” Mr. Hotshot said.

      I faced him and said, “First of all, I don’t let bullies make me do anything. Especially start crying.”

      For a second, he looked like I slapped him.  “You think I’m a bully? Me?  I’m the boss of this place. You’re just a lowly intern who I don’t even know your name.” 

      “It’s Lily,” I said. 

      “You don’t look like a Lily,” he said. “And you were the one who ran into me, spilling your coffee on me. Wrecking my new suit.  And the coffee even seeped through my shirt so I had this big brown stain on my shirt I couldn’t even hide for this morning’s meeting. So don’t go saying I’m the bully when you, Miss Lily, is the one who assaulted me first.”

      I shook my head.  This couldn’t be happening. My first day at work, and my boss is a big asshole bully. 

      “What?” Mrs. Hotshot asked.  “What did you just muttered?” 

      “I didn’t say anything,” I said. 

      “That your boss is a big asshole bully,” Mr. Hotshot said.  He turned around, throwing his hands in the air. “I don’t have time for this shit. I’m late, and I need a new intern.”

      “Who wants to work with a hot-headed…”

      “That’s it,” Mr. Hotshot said. “If you can take yourself out of this room and out of my offices, I’m sure Trish can show you to a cab.”

      That’s when reality hit the fan for me.  The boss, Mr. Hotshot, really didn’t like me. In fact, hated me, and he wanted me out. I didn’t have a job anymore.  Not at Slade PR.

      And I didn’t have any money on me since that was what I had flown to Hollywood to do. Work.  Earn a living. 

      “Look, Mr. Slade,” I said. “I’m sorry I called you a bully asshole boss.  I’m really in a bind. I’m dressed this way because someone stole my luggage this morning, and I didn’t have anything to change into. I know how to dress professionally, but I lost every single clothing I’ve brought with me, even my underwear. No stores were opened this morning since I had to start this early. And I’m sorry I spilled coffee on you earlier. I didn’t have breakfast and coffee since I flew from New York so it’s been almost 10 hours since I had anything to eat… what I’m saying is, I’d do anything to stay at this job right now. At least give me a chance.”

      Mr. Hotshot stared at me word vomit for a while, his expression stone cold.  Then a slow wicked smile formed on his handsome face. “Anything?”

      I nodded.

      He was clearly enjoying me groveling to him, enjoying his power over me.  He smiled again as though he had backed me into a corner and now had the upper hand, which I inwardly groaned since that was what he had done.

      “Now that, lowly intern, is what I need right now…someone who would do anything and everything I say. If you agree to that, you can keep this job today.”

      I nodded again.

      He smiled a wicked smile at me before saying, “You’re going to regret this.”
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      I didn’t think my day could get worse, but when you’re with Mr. Hotshot, a man determined to get rid of me and make me crawl out in defeat, I should’ve known it could only get worse.

      

      As soon as he warned me against him, he took my wrist and led me out the door. “I’m taking our new intern with me on the Ronny Repp’s case,” he told Trish on the way out.

      

      Trish gave me a thumbs up while I pass her by, and I tried to keep up with the long strides of Mr. Slade.

      

        We took a turn and went down the elevator back to the lobby. When we went out the front door, a black Mercedes pulled up, and Mr. Slade walked up to it, tipped the valet, before gesturing for me to get inside.  As I climbed in, Mr. Slade reached over to buckle my seatbelt, lightly brushing his hand against my thigh. His touch was electric, and we both seemed to hold our breath. 

      

      He finally started the car, and turned to face me. “We have a lot of work to do. Our best publicists are at the premiere but others are tied up working with the press, trying to divert attention to Repp’s big scandal.”

      

      “Ronny Repp?” I asked. He was a major A-list actor who was in all the blockbuster hit f ilms.  “What scandal is that?”

      

      Mr. Slade was already driving down the highway as I checked my phone for any news about Ronny Repp. 

      

      “You hopefully won’t find anything on him, yet,” Mr. Slade said.  “We’re all trying to keep it from spilling out.”

      “What?” I asked.

      

      “His wife had accused him of something we all pretty sure know is fake, but she is good at playing the victim so whatever she accuses him of doing, it will not be good for his career.”

      

      “Wow,” I said, “that was vague.”

      

      “It’s intentionally vague, Lily,” he said. “So the news doesn’t spread. These days, any post on any social media can start a wildfire.” 

      

      “And you don’t trust me,” I said. 

      

      Mr. Slade smiled. “Bingo. Everything you’ve done so far has led me to think you’re not what you seem. You have to earn my trust, Lily.  And I’m giving you a chance to do it today.”

      

      “I said I’ll do anything to keep this job.”

      

      “Good, because I need you to do something you might not do, if you weren’t so desperate.”

      

      I gulped, wondering what he meant by that.

      

      We pulled into a small parking lot in the back of a shopping strip.  He got out of the car and came to open my door.  At least he was a gentleman about that.  

      

      Then he led me into the back entrance of a shop.  An adult store.  Glowing condoms lined the shelves along old DVDs with naked busty women on the covers.  “Hi, Mr. Slade,” a skinny young man in his 20s said.  “What are you looking for?”

      

      “The sluttiest outfit you can find,” he said.  

      

      “That would be a treat,” the store clerk said.  He walked over to the back, came out holding a life size blow up doll, and took off the sequin-covered rainbow crochet bikini top, the white denim short shorts she was wearing and handed it to him.  “That blow up has been getting a lot of action because of that outfit,” the clerk grinned at Mr. Slade. 

      “Perfect,” Mr. Slade said.  “Changing room?”

      

      The clerk pointed to a small bathroom in back.  

      

      Mr. Slade handed me the bikini and short shorts. “Change into these.”

      

      My mouth fell open.  “Are you serious?”

      

      “You said you’d do anything for this job,” Mr. Slade said.

      

      I closed my mouth and reluctantly grabbed the outfit.  Steaming, I walked into the tiny dirty bathroom that was about the size of an airplane’s restroom.  After tugging and pulling I was able to squeeze into the body-hugging short shorts and the sequin bikini top, which smelled like dried semen and pee.  Disgusted, I walked out of the bathroom.  

      

      I didn’t want to think what the gross guys who used that blow up doll did to the doll who was wearing this outfit.  If I did, I would throw up.  

      

      “Looks just as good as it did on Lola,” the clerk said, indicating the blow up doll.  His eyes traveled all over my body with lust.

      

      “Thanks,” I said.  

      

      “What about shoes?” Mr. Slade said, looking at me from head to toe.  

      

      “I have these 7 inch patent leather red stilettos,” the clerk said.  “Or these 5 inch glitter rainbow ones.”

      

      “The glitter rainbow ones,” I said, thinking I’ll break my ankle just trying to wear the 7 inch ones.  

      

      When I had the stilettos on, trying to balance myself, Mr. Slade leaned in towards me and said, “You look so fuckable right now, it’s a bit of a distraction.” His warm breath tickled my ears as I felt my nipples harden. I was sure you could see my nipples through the bikini. 

      He pulled my hair back and neatly twirled it into a high ponytail before pushing it into a long platinum blonde wig.  He took out a small bag and applied makeup on my face like a pro.  “What are you…a makeup artist too?” I asked.

      

      “I learned how to make people project a beautiful image early on when I arrived in Hollywood,” Mr. Slade said.  “I was a personal assistant to many celebrities that I even learned how to apply makeup to some of them. You wouldn’t believe what personal assistants go.”  He was finished, and when I looked in the mirror at myself, I was stunned.  I looked like a sexed up unicorn kitty slut.  A really hot one.

      

      “Wow,” the clerk said.  “She is ten times hotter than Lola.” 

      I got the feeling, he was the one using the blow up doll. “Don’t worry,” I said.  “Lola’s still pretty hot. If all goes well, she can have her outfit back, and I can have my own.”

      

      I glared daggers at Mr. Slade, wondering what he had in mind for me in this ridiculous outfit.

      

      “You’ll find out what I have in mind for you in this ridiculous outfit pretty soon,” Mr. Slade said, resting his arm around my waist as he pulled me out of the Adult Store and back into his black Mercedes.  

      

      My stomach rumbled in the car, and I realized it was close to lunch time.  I haven’t eaten since New York, and I was starving.  

      

      ‘Hungry?” Mr. Slade asked.  “I’ll get us some lunch.”  He pulled along the street to parallel-park his car next to a hot dog dive where there was a line of people waiting for their orders.  With a constant flow of traffic, it was a popular location.  He got out of the car and walked up to order window.  After placing his order, he stood outside, under the shade and gestured for me to join him.

      

      I was mortified.  In this outfit?  He gestured for me to get out of the car to join him again. I opened the car door, but looked around for anything to cover me up.  Unfortunately, there was nothing.  I got out of the car and closed the door.  

      

      All eyes turned toward me, and all conversations ceased.  As I walked toward Mr. Slade, people were all staring at me.  From the hot dog dive’s patrons to the cars driving by.  Cars were moving slowly so they could see what other people were staring at, and all of them had their phones out, filming me.

      

      It got worse.  

      

      As soon as I walked up to Mr. Slade, he handed me a two-foot hotdog on a long stick and told me to go find a table to eat at.  I looked around, and all of them were full.  I was so hungry, I couldn’t wait so I stood at the edge of the eating area, taking a large bite from the hot dog.  I was so hungry, my mouth covered the hot dog like I was giving it a blow job.  

      

      People had stopped eating at the table area, and cars had slowed down again.  The phones were out filming me as I ate my hot dog like I was starving, which I was.  

      

      To everyone else, it looked like I was doing something obscene with the long piece of meat. There was no way to get around it.  I attacked the meat, enjoying the saltiness of it, as I wrapped my lips around it, biting it, tearing chunks off it, and using my tongue to push more of the meat into my ravenous mouth. 

      

      The construction men working on the sidewalk stopped and was yelling, “Oh man!” 

      

      Someone shouted, “Please, eat my weiner!”

      

      A car pulled by and a young man with black wavy hair yelled out, “You are so hot!”

      

      The construction men had stopped working completely and were standing with their arms crossed just watching me eat, groaning with each bite I took.  I was licking the stick when Mr. Slade walked up to me, handing me a cup of soda.  “You just have a knack for making the pure act of eating into food porn, don’t you?”

      

      “Food porn?” I asked.  

      

      His eyes were on my mouth.  He looked like he wanted to devour my mouth, but pulled out a napkin to wipe the corners.  “You have hot dog juice all over your mouth,” he said, his voice huskier.  “I have to fix that.” He took my hands and led me back to his car.  

      

      Back inside the car, I felt safer, the humiliation of wearing this outfit dissipating.  Mr. Slade reached over to buckle my seatbelt, and his cheeks accidentally brushed against my cheek.  We both let out a breath as the air between us grew thick.

      

      My nipples were rock hard, and I wanted him to grab my breasts.  To rip off the barely there bikini top I was wearing, and to put his mouth on them. 

      

      He was staring at my breasts as he pull back.  “Don’t tempt me,” he said.  

      

      “I wasn’t,” I barely said.  

      

      “I know how these things end,” he started the car and started driving.  “They end badly.”

      

      “I’m not trying to tempt you,” I said.  “How is it my fault when you are the one wanting to get into my pants?”

      

      “Ha!” Mr. Slade let out.  “You just muttered that you wanted me to suck hard on your nipples.”

      

      I shook my head.  I thought it, but did I actually said it?

      Mr. Slade laughed.  “For someone so smart, someone who graduated first in your class, you don’t come across that way.”

      

      “Are you saying I’m dumb?” I asked.

      

      “No, just so unaware and naïve,” Mr. Slade said.  “How did you survive living in New York all these years?”

      

      “Not on the streets,” I said.  “I didn’t have street smarts in that sense, but…I’m not unaware and naïve.”

      

      “You do know you talk to yourself out loud, do you?” Mr. Slade asked.  

      

      “I do not,” I said.

      

      “You have,” Mr. Slade said. “In less than a day, you have already talked to yourself about me out loud.”  

      

      “Really?” I asked.

      

      “Oh for crying out loud, yes,” Mr. Slade said.  “This woman…if you want to be a publicist, you have to be keenly aware of yourself, other people’s perspectives or public perspective, and how to work with that.  You can’t go around acting so daft.  So unaware of what’s going on around you.  That’s why your luggage was stolen.  That’s why…”

      

      “Are you saying it’s my fault my luggage was stolen?” I asked.

      

      “Partially, Lily. You’re traveling alone to a big city, you have to know to keep your luggage with you at all times.  I wasn’t fortunate enough to attend a prestigious university like NYU, but I was bright, willing to work hard, and had a keen sense of awareness.  That took me to where I am today, owner of the most successful PR agency around.”  He shook his head.  “I don’t think you can cut it.”

      

      My heart dropped.  “I can.  Let me prove to you I can.  What else do you want me to do today?”

      

      Mr. Slade pulled up to a parking lot behind a donut shop.  “I want you to go out there and stand on the street corner.  Go out there and talk to any cars that pull up.”

      

      “You want me to be a prostitute?” I asked, my eyes wide with terror.  “You are pimping me out?”

      

      “Not the act.  I want you to pretend to be one.  Think of it like you are like an undercover cop trying to bust a john.”

      

      “Is this what this outfit all about?” I asked.

      

      “Part of,” Mr. Slade said.  “Sometimes in this line of work, you have to do investigative work…to protect your client’s best interest.  This is going to help Ronny Repp with his.”

      

      “Okay,” I said, gathering my courage to go out there and act like a streetwalker.  I took a deep breath, and headed out to the corner.  

      

      Mr. Slade sat in the car while I walked slowly up and down the street, stopping at the street corner, pretending to look like I was waiting for a ride.  I looked down at my phone and saw a text come in from Mr. Slade.  

      

      Slade:  Looking good.  

      

      Me:  Who are we looking for?

      

      Slade:  You’ll know when you see it. 

      

      As he said that, a black limousine pulled up to me along the sidewalk, and the tinted window in the passenger seat in the second row went down.  

      

      Slade’s text came through just before I saw a face peer out at me.  

      

      Slade: Who is it? 

      

      Pretty green eyes belonging to a woman in her late 20s looked me over.  “You’re a pretty thing, aren’t you?”

      

      I smiled. “You ain’t so bad yourself.”

      

      She laughed.  “I like your unicorn theme.  I could tell you would like to play dolls with me.  We will have all kinds of fun.” Her eyes looked hungrily at me, as she licked her lips.  

      

      “It’s going to cost you, Princess,” I smiled.

      

      “As you can see, Sweetie,” she purred.  “Money’s no object.”  

      

      I wanted to look down at my phone, but didn’t want to give away anything.  But I knew, this was who we were looking for.  Sure thing.  No doubt about it.

      

      To prove to Mr. Slade I was not a lightweight weakling who can’t handle a real job, I leaned and said, “You’ve got yourself a new playmate.”

      

      She laughed, and opened the door for me to get in next to her.
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      As soon as the door closed, she pressed the button so a tinted window came up to separate the driver from us.

      “I’ve always wanted to devour an unicorn,” she said, licking her lips.  She pulled my short shorts down to my knees and spread my legs.  “I just couldn’t wait until we get to my place.”

      “Um, maybe we should wait until we get there,” I said.  What was I getting myself into?  Clearly this woman wanted sex.  If I went through with it, would I really be a prostitute?  

      “So, we just sit here and talk?” she asked sitting up and looking exasperated.  “Chat about the weather?”

      “Well, actually,” I dug into my journalism training from my major at NYU and said, “I have to ask you before we begin, as a matter of professionalism, and to keep me clean and able to work, do you have test results?”

      She laughed.  “Test results?”

      “To show you don’t have HIV or any other kinds of diseases,” I said.

      She looked surprised.  “I didn’t have to before.”

      “Well, it’s a new rule.  A bunch of the girls came down with something, and it knocked them out of commission.  They no longer can work, and their clients are affected too.”

      She looked perplexed.  “I didn’t even think of that.”

      “So…do you have any records that will show you and I…”

      She pushed the button for the driver’s window to go down.  “Can you hurry and get us back to my house?”

      She pushed the button to go back up and faced me.  “I have medical records at my house.  That should work.”

      “Are they recent?” I asked.  

      “Two weeks ago?” she said.

      “I’ll have to take a look at it.  Some of the girls came down with crap last week.”

      She looked worried.  “Oh that recent?”  

      “Is that street the only place you pick up girls?” I asked.

      “Mostly,” she said.  “Sometimes at strip clubs.”

      “I’m new but I know most of the girls took ill so if you’ve been picking up our girls from that street, chances are you might get what they got.”

      “I can’t have that?” she said.  “What would happen to my acting career?  I’m known for my body. If I’m associated with some kind of venereal disease, that would definitely derail my sex appeal.”

      “Sorry, but I don’t get out much,” I said. “Which movies are you in?”

      “Woman from Another World, Babe of Frankenstein…” she said.  “All sexploitation type of films.  My soon-to-be ex husband has a bigger career than me. That’s one reason why I married him.”

      “But you really are into girls?” I asked.  

      “Has been since my teens,” she said.  “Never been into men since.”

      “But you married one,” I said.  

      “Just like men married women back in the 50s for convenience and to further their career as a family man,” she said.  

      “So your marriage was of convenience?” I asked. “I don’t know. How can you tolerate pretending to be married when you are really someone else?”

      “The perks are good,” she said.  “I like his wealth, fame, and access to all the powerful people.” She laughed.  “He lets me share the girl I’m with so he’s getting something. Besides, I’m selling myself like the way you sell your body.  I’m just another form of whore.”

      “We all are,” I said.  “I’m willing to sell my body for this job,” thinking about how much I was willing to do so I could convince Slade to keep me for my job.

      “Do you at least have children?” I asked.  

      “No, thank goodness,” she said.  “Not that I didn’t want any, but the kind of marriage I have, it would complicate things.”

      “Was it a bad marriage? Intolerable?”

      “No, he treated me like a princess.  Look at me, I ride limos to pick up whores to have sex with.  He’s fine with it and still treats me like a princess.” 

      “Just this time?” I asked.

      “No, I’ve been doing this for years. Before we were married and during.”

      “But you’ve been having sex only with women?” 

      “I can only get it on with women. I don’t find dicks very appealing, sorry.” 

      I laughed.  “Well, I actually do.”  

      “So,” she crossed her legs and put her hands around her kneecap.  “Do women appeal to you?”

      I looked down.  “To be honest, I haven’t.”

      “No experience with a woman?” she asked.  “And here I am thinking you’re a sexual pro with women. Some of the girls on your street specialize only with women…for sex only.  Then they go back to their boyfriends or husbands. Are you one of these women?”

      “I don’t have a boyfriend or husband to care either way,” I said.  

      The driver’s windows lowered slightly, and he said, “We’re here.”

      The car stopped, and my door opened.  The driver was holding it open as I walked out, followed by my client.  She walked past me up to the white double doors, and opened it wide. “Welcome to my home.”

      It was as though I had entered a hyped up live size Barbie Dreamhouse.  There was pink everywhere.  Pink chandeliers, mirror frames, tables, and door frames.  “I love what you’ve done to the place,” I said.  

      “I knew you would.  Just by looking at you, you would fit perfectly.”  She eyed me from head to toe.  “So sexy.  You’re going to be my new favorite.”

      I smiled.  “Favorite?”

      “Lover, Pretty,” she said.  She put her hand on my thigh and moved it up to the edge of my short shorts. “I’m dying to taste you.” 

      “We’ll get there,” I said.  “Test results?”

      She slapped her forehead and said, “I forgot.” She walked over to a room full of books.  “I have it in my office somewhere…”

      I pulled out my phone and checked my texts.  

      Slade:  Where are you?

      Me: At her house. I know who she is. 

      Slade: You’ve figured it out.  

      Me:  Better. I’m getting evidence. 

      Slade: Well, get out of there before she’s on to you.

      Just as I read his text, Ms. Malibu Barbie came back into the room, holding up a piece of paper in triumph.  “Here it is.”

      She handed it to me, and I quickly scanned it.  She was tested two weeks ago.  All clean except for herpes.  “I’m so sorry, Sweetie,” I said.  “I can’t have sex with you until you get that cleared up.”

      Her face fell.  “I didn’t think it was that bad.”

      “Sorry, it’s my bosses’ rules.  None of us can catch it for the sake of our other clients.”  I pulled out my phone to take a photo of the paper.  “I need to show this to my bosses or they will have my head for not going through with a job, you know.”

      “I normally would say no to that,” she said, “but I know what your pimps are like.  Sally Ann, the last girl from your street corner, was beaten up badly for refusing to do a blow job the other week.  She had bruises all over.”

      I shivered. I was just pretending to be a prostitute today.  How horrific must it be to be a real prostitute?

      She handed me a wad of cash and said, “Take this. Tell them we fucked, and that should satisfied them.  I’ll have John drive you back to your street.”  I almost laughed.  How ironic Malibu Barbie’s driver’s name was ‘John’.

      “Aww you didn’t have to do that,” I said.  

      “I took you away from another paying client,” she said.  “At least let me pay for your time.”

      “Thank you, Doll,” I said, giving her a hug.  “Get yourself treated.”

      “I will.  Bye, Hon,” she said as I walked to the limo.

      I waved as John helped me in, his eyes covered by sunglasses.  I wondered how much he had seen, being Malibu Barbie’s driver.  

      “Hi John, how are you?  You bring girls to her place all the time?” I asked

      He kept his eyes on the road, but I could see behind his shades where there was a gap that he was checking me out.  “Once in a while,” he said.

      “Are they like me?” I asked, curious what kind of girls Malibu Barbie went for.

      “No, they usually looked stoned,” he said.  “Not as healthy and clean as you.”  Well, that’s because I’m not a real prostitute I wanted to say, but didn’t.  I made sure I wasn’t thinking out loud to myself this time.  “You take care of yourself, too,” he said.  “Nice clear skin, bright eyes. No flaws on your body.  You’re rare,” he said.  

      “Thank you, John,” I said.  “I’m new at this.”

      “Hopefully you won’t be doing this any longer,” John said.  “Most of the girls…we don’t see them for long.  They either end up beaten up or disappeared.  No one’s ever hear about them again.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” I said.  

      “Most of them are underage, too,” he said.  “I have a 16-year-old daughter.  They looked like her age.  I wouldn’t want my daughter out on the streets doing what they’re doing.  At least, the Missus treats the girls she brings here well.  I think that is part of why she does bring them here.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that,” I said.  

      “She started as one when she was a teen,” he said.  “Luckily she got out of it years later when she met her husband.  Good guy.  Sad they’re getting a divorce.”

      “Me too,” I said.  “Me too.”  

      A while later, John had parked the limo along the curb of the street. “Take care of yourself, Miss,” he said.  “Get out of your profession before something bad happens to you.”

      “Thanks,” I said.  “I hope to do it soon.”  

      He left, and I tried looking for Mr. Slade’s car.  It wasn’t where he had parked before.
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      It was now dark and the street took on a more sinister vibe at night. I texted Mr. Slade where I was, but he had not texted back.

      Standing where I was on the street corner, I really did feel like a prostitute.  The cars slowly driving by, with shady johns checking me out, made me want to run and find shelter away from all those creeps.  I’ve never felt more vulnerable now than I had before.  I didn’t even have my own purse with me.  It was in Mr. Slade’s car.  

      

      Me:  Mr. Slade. Where are you?  I left my purse in your car, and I can’t get back to my place without it.

      

      He must be busy with other matters. He was the boss of Slade PR after all.  He probably didn’t expect to be driving me around all day too.  I finally called Trish at the front desk of Slade PR.  

      

      “Hi Trish, do you know where Mr. Slade is?” I asked.

      

      “He hasn’t been back all day,” she said.  “Where are you?  Did he abandoned you out on the streets?”

      

      “Yes, I’m literally out on the streets, without my purse and my own clothes.”

      

      “Poor thing,” Trish said.  “That man…sometimes he acts more like a child than a man. A brilliant child, but…I’ll call you a cab, and have it charged to us.”

      

      “Thank you, Trish.  You’re a real angel.”

      “I’m just being a decent human being,” Trish said.  “Hold on and try to find some shelter close by where you can see the taxi.  The street you’re on…it can get dangerous at night.”

      

      Why did Mr. Slade abandoned me here then?  Why didn’t he return my text?

      

      I walked down the street, looking for a place I can go into for shelter or an awning where I can stand under.  I hated being out there, dressed as I was, like a fucking sparkly sitting duck, easy to be picked off.  

      

      A car was following me.  I didn’t want to stop to see who it was, but by the time I turned the corner, it was already by my side.  The window pulled down, and a man with a scar and greasy black hair leered at me.  “How much?” he asked.

      

      “I’m not for sale,” I said.  “Try someone else.”

      

      “Dressed that way, you must be,” he sneered.  

      

      “No, I’m not,” I said, walking as fast as I can. I had walked down the wrong street.  No open stores.  No one else was on this street except for me and the creep in the car.  

      I reached for my phone and texted Mr. Slade again with a “help!” 

      

      I swear when I earn enough money, I was going to buy a car.  Out here in Los Angeles, if you didn’t have a car of your own, it would be difficult to get anywhere.  I wasn’t in New York anymore.  And I wasn’t in college anymore.  

      

      The creep in the car was still following me.  I couldn’t get rid of him.  Maybe if I quickly turn around so I could get onto another street, I could outrun him.  Lose him.  

      I stopped, took off my stilettos, and held them like a weapon, sharp pointy heels like stakes while I turned around pointed them at the creep and shouted as loud as I can so everyone who might be in a building could hear me, “Stop following me you creep!  Help!  Fire!  Fire! Call the cops!  Fire!”  

      Windows opened up in the buildings around me, and people were looking down.  They saw the car, me holding my heels in front of me, and me screaming bloody fire.  A few people ran downstairs to where I was standing.  I pointed at the car and the creep and said, “Get him!”

      

      He took one look at the crowd gathering around me and turned his car around. I took a photo of his license plate and uploaded it to Trish.  “This car followed me for blocks. Check out his license plate?”

      

      Trish texted me back.  “Sure.  Are you alright?”

      Me: Shaken, but I got him to back off.

      

      Trish:  Where are you now?

      Me: Sitting down to dinner with a nice family from one of the buildings.

      

      Trish:  Thank God.  You should never have been in that situation.  What was Skar thinking?”

      

      Me:  Skar?  Who is Skar?

      Trish:  Slade.  Skar is his first name.

      

      Me:  Skar Slade.  It fits him. He still hasn’t shown up.

      Trish:  Sorry Lily.  He had to go to an emergency.  I just found out myself. 

      

      Me: So I’ll just see him tomorrow. My purse and keys to my apartment is in his car. 

      

      Trish: So you can’t get into your apartment.  I’m getting off work right now.  I can swing by to pick you up if you can give me your address.  

      

      I asked the nice family who invited me to have dinner with them what their address was and texted Trish back.  

      “Thank you for dinner,” I said.  “I couldn’t tell you how much your kindness means to me.”

      

      “No need to thank us,” the woman said.  She was around my mother’s age, and her son, Antonio, was about a year or two younger than me.  He had on a USC hoodie.  “We are just thankful to the Lord that bad man didn’t harm you.”

      

      “Yes,” Antonio perked up. “That was quick thinking, calling ‘Fire’ and waking everyone.”

      

      “I figure no one responds to ‘Help’ so ‘Fire’ will get people to respond,” I said.  

      

      “How did you end up walking down this street?” the mother asked.

      

      “Believe it or not, my boss, at Slade PR, had me dress up like this to walk up and down the street at first.  It’s the first day of my new job as an intern there, and he said I have to do this to keep my job.”

      

      “Sounds like he just wanted to see you in that outfit,” the mother said, raising an eyebrow.

      

      Antonio, who had been trying to avoid looking at me, looked over and his mouth opened slightly.  He was cute in a dark brown hair and brown eyes boyish way.  

      

      “Antonio!” the mother said.  “Stop drooling and finish your dinner.  You have to study for your exams.”

      

      “Exams?” I asked.  “Didn’t school just ended for the year?” I asked.  

      

      “Yes,” Antonio said.  “It has, but now I have to study to take the bar.”

      

      “Aren’t you an undergrad?” I asked.  “Oh, sorry, you just looked younger.  You mean you’re taking the Law bar?”

      “Yes. I just finished law school at USC,” Antonio said.  “We’re not too far away from USC.  That’s why we still live here… my mother and me.”

      

      “Thank God for that,” I said.  

      

      “And you’re staying at Hollywoodland Apartments?” Antonio asked.  

      “That’s a bad part of the town,” his mother said.  

      “And you don’t have anything with you?” Antonio asked.

      “Had my luggage stolen from me,” I said. 

      

      Antonio took off his hoodie and handed it to me.  “You can wear my sweatshirt for now.  You must be so cold.”  His eyes swept my body, landing at my nipples high-beaming their way through the crochet bikini top.  My face was be so red from embarrassment.

      

      I pulled his sweatshirt over me and was enveloped in the scent of musk and lavender.  “Umm,” I said. “This sweatshirt smells so nice.”

      

      Antonio smiled.  “It’s my favorite but you can have it.”

      “No, I couldn’t take your favorite sweatshirt,” I said. “I appreciate you loaning me it, but I’ll give it back as soon as I can.”

      

      Antonio patted my hand. “No, I like you wearing something of mine.”

      

      Was he flirting with me?  His warm brown eyes looked deeply into mine. “Thank you, then,” I said smiling up at him.  

      

      “After all you’ve been through, poor thing,” his mother said, bringing me a plate full of spaghetti with marinara sauce, the exact comfort food I was craving., “wear the sweatshirt.  You shouldn’t go around wearing only that around here.  You’d get all kinds of creeps following you.”

      

      Antonio got up to get a plate of his own.  Then he went to get me a glass of wine.  “Mama loves having guests over,” he said.  “Especially a young lady like yourself.”

      

      “Antonio spends all his time studying hard to become a lawyer, he doesn’t get to meet people around his age and make friends with other people.”

      

      “What Mama is saying is that she wish I can meet girls my age so she can eventually…”

      

      “Have grandchildren,” his mother said.  “I’m not getting any younger.”

      

      “Oh,” I said, surprised.  “Yes, Antonio will need to meet some girl for you to have grandchildren one day.”

      

      “At the rate he’s meeting anyone, I’d be 100 before becoming a grandmother.”

      

      “Mama,” Antonio said.  “These things take time.”

      

      “Oh just have sex and knock up some girl already,” his mother said.

      

      I choke and nearly coughed out some spaghetti. 

      

      “She’s kidding,” Antonio said.  “Mama is just anxious, but she means well.” He turned to his mother and said, “I’ll have beautiful babies one day, Mama, when I meet the right woman.”  His gaze fell on me and my breasts.

      

      I was finishing up my meal when there was a knock on the door.  

      

      Trish?
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      “Probably the police coming to get a statement from you about that creep,” Antonio said as he went to answer the door.

      

      “Is Lily Talbot here?” a clipped British voice asked. 

      

      Electricity shot through my entire body at the sound of his sexy voice.  I turned around from the table to see Mr. Slade standing at the front door. 

      

      Our eyes met, and it was as if we had shocked ourselves with the heat between us.  “There you are,” he said moving into the room and stopping close to me.  

      “Who are you?” Antonio asked.  

      Mr. Slade turned around to face Antonio.  “I’m Skar Slade… Lily’s boss.  I’m here to take her home.”

      

      Antonio’s mother walked over, a frown on her face. “Lily’s boss?  You aren’t touching her or taking her home after the way you had treated her today.  What are you…a pimp?”

      

      Mr. Slade stood up straight and fixed his suit.  “I run a PR Agency.”

      

      “Why did you leave the poor girl late on the streets like that?” Antonio’s mother asked.  

      

      Mr. Slade sighed, looking a little guilty. “I didn’t mean to.  I had an emergency I had to take care of, and someone else was supposed to pick her up, but she had an emergency…so I had to swing back to pick up Lily.”

      

      I got up.  I didn’t want Antonio and his mother to get stressed out over me and Mr. Slade.  “I’m ready to go,” I said.  I went over to hug the mother, “Thank you for your hospitality.”

      “Call me Mama,” she said, looking over at Antonio. “Maybe someday you can call me that for real.”

      

      “Mama!” Antonio said. 

      

       When I turned to shake Antonio’s hand, he pulled me in for a tight hug, whispering, “If your boss ever give you a tough time, call me.”

      

      “I will,” I whispered back.  

      

      Antonio took my phone and typed in his phone number.  “Call me anytime, Lily,” he said.  

      

      “You can come over anytime,” his mother said.  “Such a nice girl.  If you want…you can stay over here with us until you find a new place.”

      

      “I…that’s so generous,” I said.  

      

      “No need,” Mr. Slade said.  “Lily’s staying with me.”

      My head swung so fast to look at Mr. Slade’s face, that I almost had whiplash.  “What?”

      

      “Lily’s staying with me,” Mr. Slade said.  

      Antonio took my hand.  “Is that what you want, Lily?”

      Mr. Slade took my hand out of Antonio’s and pulled me towards him to the door.  “Lily and I still have a lot of work to do tonight.  We have to get going.”

      

      “Yes,” I said.  “I have to go.  I will see you again soon, though.  I love your cooking, Mama,” I said.  “It reminds me of home.”

      

      “Aww,” Mama said.  “Such a sweet girl.” She turned to Antonio.  “Woo her, Antonio.  Win her heart over because I want her for a daughter.”

      

      Antonio’s eyes burned into mine.  He was clearly interested in more than a growing friendship with me.  “Mama…”

      

      “We’re running late,” Mr. Slade said. “Thanks for taking care of Lily for us.  I’ll reimburse you for her dinner…”

      

      “No need,” Mama said.  “Dinner is given from our hearts. We love Lily here as our guest.  Her presence is payment enough.” 

      

      Mr. Slade cleared his throat and said.  “Well, thank you.”  He took my wrist and pulled me out the apartment and down to his car.  He opened the door, and pushed me in. 

      

      He was clearly angry.

      

      “What is your problem?” I asked when he sat down beside me in the car.  

      

      He turned to me, his face as cold as stone.  “You.”

      

      “What did I do?” I asked.

      

      “Everything,” he said.  “You didn’t follow directions and just took off doing what you wanted to do. Which almost got you killed, stupid girl.  Again, don’t you know anything?”

      

      “What did I do wrong?” I asked.

      

      “First, don’t ever get into a stranger’s car.”

      

      “I thought I was supposed to go into the lady john’s car,” I said.  

      

      “No, I never told you to.  But you did it, and it could have gone badly. All I wanted was to have you get her out of the limo so we can get a picture of her with you…a compromising photo of her soliciting services from a prostitute.”

      

      My face burned hearing him refer to me as just a prostitute.  

      

      “And?” I asked.  

      

      “I don’t know what went on between you two, but I hope we don’t have to worry about prostitution charges if anything ever surfaces,” Mr. Slade said.

      “I swear we didn’t do anything,” I said.

      

      “No sex?” he asked.  

      

      “She tried to at first, but I stopped her when I asked for her to show me she was cleaned.  That she had been tested and was cleaned.”

      

      Mr. Slade didn’t say anything for a while, but his tight grip on the steering wheel seemed to loosen. 

      

      “You’re still angry at me,” I said.  “Why?”

      

      “You didn’t stay where you were supposed to for the cab to pick you up.  They went to pick you up, but you weren’t there so you ended up at the wrong street with the wrong type of crowd, and almost got abducted by some creep because you did something really stupid.”

      

      “I was only looking for a place to hang out until the cab came by.”

      

      “Close enough where you can still see the cab when it arrives to pick you up, not blocks away and on a dark, almost vacant street.  Don’t you watch enough horror movies to know those are the streets to avoid?”

      

      “I’m sorry,” I said.  “I almost paid for that lesson with my life. You can be angry all you want, but ultimately I’m the one who suffered the most from it.”

      

      “And you staying over with people you just met?  She seems nice, but she could be some psycho like in Psycho. And that young man…he could barely keep his hands off you. Can you honestly think you can stay over at their apartment without…”

      

      “What about me staying with you, Mr. Slade,” I asked.  “I barely know who you are, and for all I know, you could be some perv…”

      

      “I…I am not like that young man,” Mr. Slade blurted out.  “I am old enough not to live with my mama.  I’m not a mama’s boy, and besides,” he almost sneered.  “When I want something, I don’t pussyfoot around it.  I go for it. And I go after it hard until I get it.  If I want you, you would know it.”

      

      “Really?” I asked.  “Because I don’t think you would know it yourself.”
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      Mr. Slade drove me to the Regency Crown Hotel instead of his house.  

      “I thought we were going to your place,” I said.  

      “You should stay here for a few days until we find you a new place to stay.  Trish told me about the deplorable apartment you rented.  I need you to be well-rested and alert when you work for me.  You should stay at a place where you feel safe and can keep your health.  About your luggage?  Trish looked into it, and they found it.  Only the suitcase, but all your contents were gone so we need to get you a new wardrobe. One that would reflect well on Slade PR.  Trish will help you with that too.”

      “Trish does everything, doesn’t she?” I asked.

      “She is very reliable,” Mr. Slade said.  “I know I could always count on her.”

      “Well, I like her too,” I smiled. “So I’m going to enjoy my time with Trish.”  I was so happy and relieved that I will be staying at a safer and much nicer place than Hollywoodland Apartments.  I leaned over to kiss Mr. Slade’s cheek.  “Thank you for putting me up at the hotel and for getting me a new wardrobe.”

      My kiss startled Mr. Slade, and he reached up to touch his cheek where I had kissed him.  I got out of his car and walked into the hotel lobby.  Gold and marble lined the walls and molding of the lobby.  The floors were a beautiful silver, gold, and white grey design. I felt as though I had stepped into an European palace.

      “Miss Talbot?” A young woman dressed in the hotel’s uniform approached me.  

      “Yes,” I said, looking at her badge. Shirley Kim.  VIP Guest Manager.  

      “We have your room ready.  Just follow me,” the pretty and poised young woman said.

      I followed her to the elevators, stepped in, and followed her down the hall to the end through double doors.  She opened it, and stepped in.  It was the most luxurious room I have ever seen.  There was a master suite, a living room, a small kitchen, and a balcony.  “This is so beautiful,” I said.  “Your staff did an excellent job prepping this room.  It even smells so nice. Jasmine and oranges,” I said.

      Ms. Kim smiled and said, “Thank you.  I’ll tell the staff you liked the room.  Enjoy your stay.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Kim,” I said, closing the door behind me.  I texted Mr. Slade.

      Me:  I love it love it love it!  The hotel suite is beautiful.  Thank you for the suite.  

      Slade:  I knew you would like it.  Now get some sleep.  We’ll talk tomorrow.

      With that, it didn’t take long for me to kick off my shoes and fall backwards onto the fluffy king size bed and fall into the deepest sleep. 
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      The next day, I woke up to room service delivering a full breakfast to my suite.  Compliments of Skar.

      I took a photo of the spread, texted it to Mr. Slade.

      Me:  What a wonderful surprise, Mr. Slade.  It was delicious.  I savored the meal. 

      Slade:  I knew you would.  Next time, take a picture of you eating it.  I love watching you eat.  It is very sensual. 

      Me: Perhaps we should eat together sometime.  

      I realized that it sounded like eat each other.

      Me:  I mean, we should eat a meal together more often.

      Slade:  We will.  Lunch and dinner today.  You are tagging along with me today until late again.  

      Me:  What about Trish taking me to get a new wardrobe?  

      Slade:  I’m taking you instead.  Trish has too much to do.  

      Shouldn’t Slade be busier than Trish?  

      Me:  You like to shop?

      Slade: I actually do.  Especially for women. With you, everything would look good on you, if you only knew what to choose.  

      Me: Anything would look good on me?  Then why bother helping me find a wardrobe?

      Slade:  Because, Lily, you don’t know what to wear to make the most of your exquisite beauty.  

      He thought I was beautiful.  Mr. Hotshot thought I was an “exquisite beauty”.  Then why did he act so disgusted by me?

      Me:  You think I’m beautiful?  

      Slade:  You’re a natural beauty, and I am being objective.  Anyone could see you are, but you dress badly. No, you dress horribly.  Your outfit takes away from your beauty.  It makes me angry how unaware you are of your own beauty.

      Me:  I just don’t want to be conceited about it.  Beauty’s only skin deep.  It’s only what’s on the surface.  I like seeing people by their actions and how they treat others.  That’s what matters to me.

      Slade:  I’m walking up to your suite, Lily.  You’d better be dressed because I’m coming in now.

      The front door to my suite opened, and Mr. Slade barged in as though he owned the place.  He stopped in front of me and stared down at me, taking me in.  “I thought I said you’d better be dressed.”

      I looked down at myself, sitting at the table to the open balcony.  I was wearing only panties under the fluffy bathrobe I found in the bathroom.  “This is all I have to wear while my clothes dry.”

      Mr. Slade couldn’t take his eyes away.  “What?”

      “It’s either wait for my clothes to dry or I wear that horrendous unicorn kitty bikini again, which I would rather burn.”

      “Had I known, I would have picked up some clothes before I got here,” Mr. Slade said, his eyes still glued to me. 

      “I can wear whatever they have here in the gift store, too,” I said.  

      “You have the most perfect breasts,” Mr. Slade said, almost to himself. 

      “What?” I looked down and saw my bathrobe had opened, fully revealing my bare breasts.  

      I pulled my bathrobe close, blushing.  

      Mr. Slade walked over to me and pulled me out of the chair and so close to him until our noses were almost touching.  “What are you doing?”

      “What?” I asked.  

      “Flashing your perfectly beautiful breasts to me, tempting me?” he whispered to me. 

      “I wasn’t trying to,” I said, barely above a whisper.  My throat had gone dry. 

      His thumb was tracing my lower lip as his hand cupped my chin.  Below, I was heating up, getting warmer with need.

      “Mr. Slade…”

      “Skar,” he corrected me in a deep husky voice.  “My name is Skar, remember that.”

      “Skar,” I said. “Oh my…I want…”

      His thumb entered my mouth, and I closed my lips on it, sucking on it. 

      Skar closed his eyes in pleasure as I sucked on his thumb. “Your lips are made for sex,” he groaned. 

      I used my tongue to lick his thumb until he moved us over to the bed, backing me until my knees touched the bed, and I fell on my back. He fell on top of me, removing his thumb from my mouth and replacing it with his mouth.  

      His mouth covered mine, devouring me hungrily with his lips and tongue. “You’re so delicious, Lily. I can’t have enough of you.” He opened my bathrobe baring my breasts to him. “Oh mercy,” he said, taking one nipple into his mouth, swirling his tongue on it then blowing on it.  His right hand grabbed my other breast, rubbing his thumb over and over against it until I was moaning. 

      “You like my mouth on you, do you?” Skar asked. 

      “Yes,” I cried out.  

      He moved his lips down from my nipples, kissing my stomach. “You’ll like my hands on you, too, then,” he moved his hands against my thighs, lightly rubbing his fingers in a circle against my thigh, going higher and higher until his thumb was rubbing between my folds. 

      I gasped, gripping the sheets below me. 

      “You’re so wet,” he amazed.  “So tight.” He quickened his fingers until I was writhing.  

      The pressure was building in me until my eyes were rolling back, and I was shaking.  

      “Let yourself go, Lily,” Skar said.  “Let go.”

      At that, I cried out and exploded.  As I exploded, Skar placed his mouth on my folds, eating me, licking me over and over again that another intense wave of pleasure rolled through me, rocking me against Skar’s mouth and his tongue, which kept going and going, licking me until we were both spent.

      Skar’s head laid on my stomach. His eyes were closed, his lips curled into a smile.  

      After a while, he turned his face to look deep into my eyes, and said, “That…was so hot.”

      He reached up and touched my cheek.  “Are you okay, Lily?”

      “I…Yes,” I said.  “It’s the first time I’ve ever…”

      “Came?” Skar asked.  

      “Yes,” I said.

      “You’ve never had an orgasm?” he asked.

      “No, not like that,” I said.  

      Skar laughed.  “Good, I don’t like the thought of you getting an orgasm like that from anyone other than me.”
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      The rest of the week, I was in bliss. I was always with Skar at work and after work. After that tough first day on the job, it was as if the bully boss I knew was replaced by a man who just wanted me.

      

      “Lily,” he nibbled at my ear, as his body crushed me against the wall of his private office.  “How about we leave the office early today and go fill out the rest of your wardrobe? 

      

      “What else can I possibly need, Skar?” I asked, as his mouth devoured my mouth, his hardness rubbing against my crotch, heating me up.  Skar had taken me all over Beverly Hills, stopping into boutique stores to find me dresses, suits, evening gowns, and even designer jeans and shoes to wear.  “A girl as beautiful as you,” he said while I was trying on one of the dresses in the dressing room, “should wear the finest.”

      “Oh,” I said while he was undressing me and sliding his hands up and down my stomach and thighs to my core. “What is the finest?”

      

      “Nothing, but jewelry,” he said, kissing my neck and rubbing his thumbs against my already wet core.  “I want to dress you in sheer clothing that shows off your pure beauty.” His mouth wrapped around my nipples, his tongue darting out to lick it.  Before I knew it, his face was between my legs, licking and biting until I was coming.

      

      That was a couple of days ago in the dressing room of a boutique store.  Today, he was going for a repeat performance in his private office at Slade PR.  

      

      He went down on his knees to pull down my panties, tearing them as he ripped it from my thighs.  His mouth was hot against my folds, licking and kissing, thrusting his tongue deep into me as he worked me into coming. I moaned and exploded, my body rocking with waves of pleasure. His tongue was still licking my clit, his eyes glued to mine.  His face was in bliss, as he licked me clean, and got up to kiss me on my lips.  

      

      “Can you taste how delicious you are,” Skar asked.  “You are all woman.” He licked his lips.  “You know you taste like pure sex.  Pure innocent but hot sex. So so rare.”

      

      I licked my lips, tasting myself where Skar had kissed me.  It was aromatic like fresh grass, but also mellow like a fine wine. Sweet with notes.  “I didn’t know it tastes so good,” I said.  

      

      “You taste so good,” Skar said.  “Not everyone does. But you…” he kissed me hard.  “I can’t get enough of you. I want to eat you all day.”  He kissed me, swirling his tongue around mine. Then he pulled back.  “And I could kiss you all day.”

      

      I kissed him back.  “I thought you wanted to go out…”

      

      “I do,” he said, biting my lips.  “I’m taking you lingerie shopping.  Frankly, you need more panties. I just tore up the only pair you have.”

      

      “I could go commando,” I said.

      

      He shook his head. “I don’t want to risk you flashing everyone your pretty pussy if a strong wind whips up your skirt.”  He reached down, pushed two fingers into my folds, rocking me until I clinched my mouth tight from moaning out loud.   “Your pussy is mine to see.  Mine to eat. Mine to fuck.  No one else can see or touch your sweet pussy except for me.”

      “You’re so possessive,” I said.  

      

      “I told you when I want something or someone, I go after it until it is clear I want it.”  He looked me in my eyes.  “Clear?”

      

      “Yes,” I nodded unable to take my eyes from his green eyes.  

      

      “Good,” he said, reaching for his handkerchief and wiping my lips.  He took out red lip stick, and lined my lips with it.  “Just as pretty as before.”

      

      Grabbing my hand, he walked me out past Trish.  She nodded, but looked at me with what looked like a frown on her face.  Why was she frowning?  Did she have a crush on Skar?  

      

      “What’s wrong with Trish?” I asked Skar as we drove off down to Beverly Hills. 

      

      “What?” Skar asked as he kept his eyes on the road.  “What did she do?”

      

      “Nothing, just didn’t look too happy seeing me with you,” I said.  “Did you two…are you two?”

      

      Skar’s eyes were intense as he kept looking ahead.  “Trish and I never had that kind of relationship.  She’s like a big sister to me.  In fact, she dated my older brother.  That’s how I met her.  She’s one of the first employees I’ve had.”

      

      “But why was she frowning?” I asked.

      “She thinks I’m corrupting you,” Skar said, laying his hand on my thigh.  “And she’s right.  I am.”

      

      “Maybe…everything is happening very fast, Skar.”

      

      He turned the corner and pulled into a parking lot, turning off the car.  “I move fast because I hate wasting time.  When I want something or someone, I don’t want to wait. And I want you very much.” His lips were on mine.  “I can’t wait to finally fuck you with my dick,” he said.  “But not yet. Very soon.”  He kissed me hard before opening his door.  “I know you’re a virgin, Lily.”

      

      I blushed.  “It’s that obvious?”

      

      “I like that about you.  That’s why I want to wait until you’re ready.”

      

      “I’m ready now,” I said.  

      “Well, I’m not,” Skar said.  “I don’t just fuck anyone. I’m experienced, and have had my share of fucking celebrities and starlets, but that’s because I’ve had to.  I’d do anything for my agency.  But with you… I’ll fuck you only when I’m ready.”

      

      It hit me then.  Trish wasn’t frowning because of me.  She was frowning because of him.  She was worried about him.  I wondered why.

      

      He opened my door for me and helped me out of the car.  Then he took me into a boutique lingerie shop.  “What are your finest lingerie?” Skar asked the young blonde woman who was stocking a shelf.  

      

      “That would be La Perla,” she said, giving me a once over before she laid her eyes on Skar.  She gave him a once over and smiled seductively at him.  She walked over to an area where there were bras and panties of all colors.  “What size are you?” She asked me. “Or do you want me to size you?”

      

      “Size her,” Skar said.  “We want the best fit for her.”

      “Sure,” she said, taking a tape measure with her to the dressing room with me.

      “Oh,” Skar said, handing me a platinum blonde wig.  I recognized it as the same one I wore for the unicorn kitty slut outfit.  “Wear this for me, Lily,” he said.  “I have a certain fantasy I want to play out with you…”

      

      The blonde took my measurements in the dressing room, and said, “Wait here.  I’ll bring the lingerie for you.”

      

      She left and came back with a light purple sheer bra and panties set with garter belts.  It lifted my breasts and made my legs look even longer.  I loved it.  

      

      As I was trying on a turquoise set, someone slipped into my dressing room and placed a silk scarf over my eyes before I could see who it was.  Most likely Skar.  It had to be Skar.  Who else?

      

      Whoever it was, I felt soft lips kiss my bare stomach. Then a cool tongue go into my belly button and up my stomach to my bare breasts, circling my nipples before licking them each.  My breaths were coming out in pants as I was getting hot.

      

      My mouth opened to take in a breath before it was covered with a warm mouth, that sucked at my tongue. While kissing back, I felt a hand reach down to my folds and fingers plunging deep into me.  Pumping me with the palm of his hand until I was writhing against them.  “Oh,” I panted.  “Oh, so good,” I said.  “I want you.  Enter me now.”

      

      More fingers entered me and another hand was squeezing my nipples. Squeezing and rubbing until I couldn’t hold back.  My body froze before I exploded.  Then I felt a warm body press into me, rocking along with my quivers.

      

      When I subsided, soft fingers untied the scarf covering my eyes.

      

      I couldn’t be more shock if the world had been taken over by aliens, and zombies existed.

      

      Standing before me was a naked woman.  The same woman who had picked me up for sex when I was dressed as unicorn kitty.  The one with the test results.  The one who turned out to be Ms. Ronny Repp.  Malibu Barbie.

      

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, almost reeling, shocked at what had just happened. 

      

      “I shop here all the time,” she said.  “I saw you walk into the dressing room, and when Fiona took a break, I slipped in,” she said.  “You are even sexier than I remember you.  Now I really want you as my lover,” she bent down to lick my nipple.  

      

      I pulled back and quickly got dressed.  Where was Skar?  

      

      “I really need to get going,” I said, running out of the dressing room and looking for Skar.  He wasn’t where I had left him sitting.  He wasn’t in the store at all.  

      

      I ran out to the parking lot and spotted his car.  He was there. Sitting behind the wheel.  His eyes were closed. Maybe he was just that tired and needed to take a nap.  I walked up to the car and opened the passenger door and nearly slammed it shut when I looked inside.

      

      Nestled between his legs was a mess of long blonde hair.  Then I recognized it as the lingerie shop girl’s hair.  Fiona’s hair.  It was bobbing up and down, and Skar’s hand was on the back of her shoulders, pushing her down against his crotch.  I was shocked but couldn’t look away.  

      

      Her mouth was taking in his long thick dick, sucking away, and he was letting out a deep breath while keeping his eyes closed.  It was sexy but shocking at the same time.  I was repulsed, but fascinated by it at the same time.

      

      I stood there until he came, and she licked him up, until he opened his eyes and saw me staring at him with her.  Bolting up, he gestured for the shop girl to leave.  Then as she turned around to look at me, I felt my heart fall.  She looked satisfied and triumphant, as though she thought I would never get to suck on Skar’s dick as she did.

      

      Well, phooey for her, I thought.  That’s all she was going to get out of Skar.   

      

      The door opened, and Skar called out, “Thank you for helping out, Fiona.”

      

      She grinned happily.  “Of course, Skar. Anytime.”

      Then she pushed past me, eyeing me with hatred as she went.  

      

      I stood there frozen, not knowing what to do.

      

      “Get in here, Lily,” Skar said.  “Close the door.”

      

      “What was that?” I managed to say, getting in.  I should have not listen to him and slam the door in his face, but like a stupid glutton for punishment, I sat down in the passenger seat where Fiona had just been, and asked, “Why?”

      

      Skar started the car and drove me to the hotel.  Once there, he followed me up to my suite, and handed me an envelope.  “That’s payment for your first week and a bit more, Ms. Talbot.”

      

      Ms. Talbot?  Why so formal?  What happened to just Lily?

      

      “I don’t get it…what about us?”

      

      “I’m not ready for a commitment,” Skar said.  “And like I said, I will do anything for a client and for my agency, including putting up with you for my purposes.”

      

      “Putting up with me?”  I couldn’t help the tears running down my cheeks.  “I thought we were a couple…I thought,” I began.

      

      “In Hollywood, my dear,” Skar said. “Especially in the world of public image, anything can be an illusion, including the illusion of a ‘us’, Miss Talbot,” Skar said.  “Your work was satisfactory, especially the photos you took of Mrs. Repp’s medical records and the audio you recorded of her talking in the limo.  For that, I’ll write you a letter of recommendation for your next job.  But because of your connection with Mrs. Repp, we can’t have you continue to work for Slade PR no matter how good you were in obtaining incriminating evidence against Mrs. Repp.  Including what happened in the dressing room, which Fiona was able to arrange, clever girl.”

      

      My heart burned with jealousy even now when I heard him praise the shop girl. 

      

      “You enjoyed what we’ve had,” I said.  

      “Enough to get Fiona to blow me,” he said.  “She’s been after me for a while, and well, after you, I wanted something different.”

      

      My face burned with humiliation.  I wanted to hide.

      

      “Don’t worry, Ms. Talbot, you’ve been well-compensated for just a week with us. We’ve given you three months’ pay as well as a bonus.”  

      

      I couldn’t even look at him as he walked out the door.  

      All I wanted to do is crawl under the covers and cry, but I couldn’t even do that, I was still in disbelief.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Lily

          

        

      

    

    
      I laid in bed, not having moved since Skar left the room, feeling numb until night when I received a text message from someone I least expected.

      Antonio:  Hi Lily!

      Me:  Hi Antonio.  How are you?

      Antonio: Good.  Just wanted to let you know I passed the bar.  I could practice as a lawyer.

      Me: Congratulations! 

      Antonio:  Thank you. How is your new job?

      Me: I was let go today. Sad face.

      Antonio:  Oh no! Want to talk about it? Come over to my place?  Mama made too much food.  Have you eaten yet?

      Me: That would be nice, but I don’t have an appetite. 

      Antonio:  Come out with me to celebrate me passing the bar, then.  Please help this pathetic guy with no life to at least celebrate a big milestone today?  Pretty please?

      Me:  (Laughing) You could celebrate with your mother.

      Antonio:  I have with dinner, but there is so much mothering a guy can take. Like I said, I’m pretty pathetic. This is not how I pictured me starting my law career.

      Me:  I didn’t pictured me starting my PR career this pathetic as well.  I think I have you beat on being pathetic. 

      Antonio:  Well, let’s get some drinks, do something fun, at least.  Where are you staying?  Not the Hollywoodland Apartments still?

      Me:  No, at a hotel.  Tell you what?  I’m checking out today.  I’ll meet you in front of the hotel.

      I gave him the address and started packing.  At least I had all the designer clothes and shoes Skar bought me to pack into my suitcase.  As soon as I could, I would sell them off.  I didn’t need designer clothes that costs as much as a month’s rent at an apartment. By selling them off and with the pay Skar gave me, I would be able to take the time to find another job.  

      Skar.  I didn’t even want to think about him.  I couldn’t even comprehend how anyone could treat someone like the way he treated me.  He must be all kinds of messed up to think it was fine.  I still couldn’t get over the hurt he had inflicted on me emotionally and psychologically.  What kind of game was he playing?

      “You big asshole,” I yelled.  “I don’t care if you’re hot as hell and can make me orgasm just with a touch, you are dead to me!”  I screamed.  “Someone should teach you a lesson!”  

      People were staring at me and mumbling to themselves as I stopped screaming, realizing I was standing in front of the hotel lobby doors, waiting for Antonio to pick me up.  “Sorry,” I said to an elderly couple walking in and staring at me as though I was crazy.  “I had some bad fish in there.  Gets into the system, you know.”  I coughed and took a sip from my water bottle.

      “You mean the fish gave you an orgasm just by his touch?” the old woman asked, looking at her husband.

      “How could a fish do that?” her elderly husband said. 

      “Certainly not a cold fish,” the woman said, looking disdainfully at her husband.  

      She looked at me and said, “If your fish could give you an orgasm just by one touch, keep him.  It’s worth living with a passionless cold fish for fifty years like it’s a death sentence.”

      I had to laugh.  It wasn’t what I’d expect to hear from an nice old couple.  For a moment, I remembered how I felt when Skar touched me and made me come.  He really did affected me that much with his touch.  

      Too bad he was such an asshole bully.  

      If there was one thing I have always hated, it was a bully.  Although I had one misfortune after another since beginning this job from the moment I took off from New York to now, it was not my fault, as he had implied.  It was not because I was so dumb, naïve, and pathetic as he thought.  Life happens. And you make the best of it.  That was what I had always learned to do.  Without becoming a jaded emptied uncaring asshole like Skar had become.  

      “Lily!  Hey!” Antonio’s voice called from the old blue Audi in front of me.  

      “Oh, Antonio,” I said, startled.  “I didn’t see you.”

      “No, you looked deep in thought,” he smiled, looking at me with warm eyes.  “Come on, tonight we’re celebrating.  No room to dwell on sad thoughts, okay?”

      “Okay,” I said as Antonio took my luggage and placed it in the trunk.  He opened the door for me to get in before closing it and getting into the driver’s seat.  “You know, you passing the bar and contacting me, came at the right time.”

      Antonio smiled, “I would have called you sooner, but I really had to focus on passing the bar.  Not everyone who graduate from law school pass the bar.  I mean, after going to law school for how many years and accumulating such a debt from student loans, you should work your butt off to pass the bar.  But sadly, there are many law school graduates who don’t so they never get to really practice law.”

      “At least you committed to it and succeeded,” I said.  

      Antonio nodded slowly.  “So this is why me passing the bar is a celebration for all the sacrifices I made to get to become a lawyer.”

      “Congratulations!” I said.  “I just took it for granted how lawyers get to become lawyers.”

      “Like how Publicists get to become Publicists,” Antonio said.  “But it seems as though you’re bothered by something other than work. I mean, you’re smart and competent.  How could you get laid off just after one week?”

      “That’s what I’d like to know,” I said.  

      “So, you’re not working for that He Man anymore?” Antonio asked.  

      “Skar Slade?” I said, almost wincing at his name.  My heart felt heavy when I think how much it hurt to see him with that blonde Fiona shop girl.  How he didn’t even bat an eyelash at how he threw me to the curb.  

      “Lily?” Antonio asked.  “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I lied.  “Why?”

      “You’re crying,” Antonio said.  He handed me some tissues.  “Let’s stop somewhere to get you some food first.  Then you can tell me all about it.  I’ll try to help.”

      I wiped away my tears and said, “It’s just all the stress I’ve had all week.  It finally hit me.”  

      “I bet,” Antonio said.  “If I had to go through what you did, I’d be crying too.”  He made a sad face, which made me stop crying.  “Under the circumstances,” he went on, “You’ve been pretty strong.”

      “I’ve tried to be,” I said.  I looked at him.  “I’m not giving up and moving back to New York.  Asshole bully boss or not, I’m going to make it out here.”

      Antonio nodded as he parked the car.  “So that’s the problem.  Well, we’re here.  Hope you like pizza.”

      “I love pizza,” I said. 

      “This is nothing fancy so don’t get your hopes up high.  Nothing like Mama’s cooking, but a great way to blow off some steam.”

      “It can’t be that bad,” I said.  

      “I love this place as a kid,” Antonio said.  “It was a great way for my mom, who was a single mom, to take me out for inexpensive entertainment.”

      “Wonderful World of Pizza!” I said, looking at the colorful block letters.  “We have one in New York.”

      “There you go!” Antonio said.  “A taste from home.”

      “And the variety of pizzas,” I gushed.  “Chicken alfredo pizza, peanut butter and jelly pizza, pad thai pizza…”  

      “An all-you-can-drink fountain drink soda bar with frozen ice drinks and even an espresso machine,” Antonio said.  I spent many nights just coming here to drink from the espresso machine while studying.”

      I laughed as we went in and found a table.  “I can’t wait!” I said.  

      We quickly filled our plates with a variety of pizzas and pasta, some salad, and even a baked potato and garlic bread.  We took our tray and decided to sit in the Nostalgic ‘80s theme room where they were playing Karate Kid. 

      “I love this movie,” I said.  

      “Me, too,” Antonio said. “Wax on…”

      “Wax off!” I said. 

      He got up.  “What drink would you like?”

      “Blue cherry,” I said.

      “Be right back,” he said.  

      I watched the film in front of me, getting lost in it, and repeating some of the lines, when he came back with my drink and some espresso.  “You really do like the coffee here,” I said.

      “It’s a hidden gem,” he said.  “Sometimes the hidden gems are found right in front of you, if you only take off your blinders.”

      “Wow, so deep,” I said, knowing what he meant.  

      We watched the film together, while we ate.  It was comfortable, like being with my old friends from New York.  “Do you miss New York?” Antonio asked, as though he knew what I was thinking.

      “I didn’t have much time to think about it,” I said.  “But I do.”

      “Are you thinking of moving back?” Antonio asked.

      “If I can’t make a living out here,” I said.  “But I will.”

      “What do you intend to do now that you don’t work for Slade?”

      “I’ll work somewhere else.  He’s not the only fish in town.”  

      Antonio beamed, “That’s the fighting spirit.”

      “Yeah, like in Karate Kid, I won’t be bullied.  I’ll learn to fight back even if I have to get beaten down first.”

      “That’s what I was about to say,” Antonio said.  “And, you know I’m now a lawyer. Fighting against bullies in a legal way, is what we do. Besides, I work at a Los Angeles firm. They let me off to study for the bar, but I’ll be starting with them next week.”

      “I don’t know if I can take legal action,” I said.  “But I do want to fight back.”

      “Wrongful termination?” Antonio asked.  “It could be the case.”  He grew serious.  “Did you two have any relations outside of work?”

      I looked down and blushed. “He and I did kissed and touched a lot,” I said.  

      Antonio looked angry for a second. “Was it consensual? Did you want it?”

      I said, “Yes, I wanted it. It was consensual.”

      “Okay,” he said. “You didn’t feel pressured into it, despite him being your boss?”

      “I wanted to please him, yes, but I was very attracted to him.”

      “Would you have had a relationship with him, if he wasn’t your boss?”

      “I think I would have found him very attractive even if he wasn’t my boss.  I did when I first bumped into him in the elevator before I knew who he was.”

      Antonio drank up his espresso and stood up.  “I’m getting more.  Would you like anything?” 

      “Ice cream?” I asked.

      “Alright,” Antonio said.  “Come with me?”

      I finished my plate and walked with Antonio to the self-serve soft serve ice cream machine.  We both made spectacular ice cream sundaes with multiple toppings and sat down in another theme room. The tropical paradise room, decorated in fake palm trees and pineapples.  We ate our ice cream in silence, but in deep thought.  

      “Antonio,” I turned to him. “I’ll tell you what happened.  You tell me if there’s something I can do about it.”

      “Sure,” Antonio said.  “I’m listening.”

      I burst opened about everything that happened, finally having someone who would listen to me. When I finished, Antonio cheerful face was seething in anger. “I knew I shouldn’t have let him take you out of our home that night, that bastard. He used you, and was dishonest with you, Lily. I think we may have a case against him.”

      “Could he do what he did as a way to win a case for his client?  Is that what Hollywood agencies and PR firms do? I know things are different out here…”

      “It is different,” Antonio said, “but the law is the law.”

      “That’s what I was counting on,” I said.  

      “Feel better now?” Antonio asked. “Let’s play a round of Jurassic Park or Terminator. He led the way into the Arcade and Games part of The Wonderful World of Pizza. We played all the games in the Arcade and Games that night until we were exhausted. 

      Not once did I think about Skar and his touch, except maybe once or twice.  Playing video games kept me focused off of him, until I was in Antonio’s car, driving to his place.  “Do you have a place to stay?” he asked.

      “I did, but I checked out.  I was hoping to find a low-rent apartment that I can share with a roommate.”

      “You can stay at our place tonight,” he said.  “You can take my room, and I can sleep on the sofa. Mama would love to have you there. She’s always wanted a daughter.”

      “I can’t. You two have been so kind to me already,” I said.

      “I’ll behave,” Antonio said. “Contrary to what Slade said about me being a Mama’s boy and wanting to jump all over you, I am a gentleman…unlike him.”

      “You’re right,” I said.  “He wasn’t.”

      “So, it’s settled,” Antonio said.  “You’re staying over tonight.  Tomorrow, I’ll help you find an apartment.”

      “You’re an angel,” I said. “You and your mother are probably the nicest people I’ve met in Los Angeles.”

      Antonio’s eyes were on mine as he said, “I hope we will be more than that someday. But good things take time.  And now, we’re both tired so let’s get some rest.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Tomorrow, I’ll tackle everything I need to. For now…I’ve had a long day.”
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      The next morning, I was grateful I was staying at Antonio’s and not alone because I didn’t think things would get worse after catching Skar with Fiona.  Nothing could have been worse than having Skar toss me out and fire me at the same time.  

      

      To see that girl having sex with him, although he was supposed to be with me.  Nothing hurt as much as falling for someone only to be betrayed. 

      

      It did get worse.  Much worse. 

      

      I woke up and walked out of Antonio’s room where I had slept in his bed for the night alone. He was up already, wearing a navy blue robe, typing away on his laptop at the dining table.  “Hi,” I said.  “I slept so soundly last night.  Your bed…it’s so comfortable.”

      “Well, it’s probably the most luxurious thing I have,” Antonio said.  “It’s memory foam that contours to your body.”

      

      “I slept in a luxury suite at a five-diamond hotel this week, but your bed is more comfortable than that.”

      “I know where I should splurge,” he said.  “Getting a good night’s sleep, it’s important to me so that’s where I splurge. Taking about splurging…I was looking at some places you might want to rent.  But you said ‘low-rent’, and that would be difficult to find out here unless you find roommates.  Or a roommate,” he pointed at himself.

      

      “What?  You can’t move from your mother,” I said.

      

      “Not moving from me,” Mama said walking into the living room from her bedroom.  “I’m moving out. Now that Antonio has grown up, found a good job, I can go live with my sister.  She is not well.”

      

      “What about Antonio?” I asked.  

      

      “He will be fine,” she smiled, looking at me and him.

      “Mama is serious,” Antonio said.  “She’s already packed and is leaving this morning.”

      

      “My sister lives in Florida by the beach.  She has a nice house and a beautiful garden. She is rich and a widow.  She wants to travel the world but doesn’t have anyone to travel with her so she calls me to ask me if I can come out to Florida to stay with her and we will go on a cruise tomorrow,” Mama said.  “So I have to go off today.”

      “Oh, so that is why you’re in such a hurry,” I said smiling.  “I admire your adventurous spirit, Mama!”

      

      “You have one life, child,” she said hugging me good-bye.  “Live it to the fullest.  Don’t let anyone bring you down. Rise above it up, Lily. Like Antonio and I.  We came from Italy as immigrants when Antonio’s father died. I worked hard running a small business that put Antonio through school and then law school.  Now we are fine. Happy. What more can a mother want?”

      

      “Mama!” I said, “Thank you for your kindness.”

      

      “Take care of Antonio for me,” she said as Antonio grabbed his coat and car keys to drive Mama to the airport.

      

      “I will,” I said.

      

      Antonio came over to me and held me in his arms for a while before saying, “I’ll be back in a sec. The airport isn’t too far away.  Have some breakfast first and wait for me to get back before reading anything online or watching television.” He looked anxious.  Even worried.  

      

      Was something wrong?

      

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.  

      

      Antonio gave a sigh before saying, “Something’s come up online and in the news.  Just don’t panic about it.  We’ll find a solution.  I have to go, but don’t freak out until I get back.”  Then he was gone.

      

      Now I really was worried.  Anyone would be if they were told not to panic. 

      

      To avoid whatever Antonio had warned me about, I noticed the plate full of bread, cheese, ham, and scrambled eggs, as well as a cup of coffee next to the plate.  It wasn’t as fancy as Skar’s breakfasts with me or as sexy, but it was made from the heart and lovingly prepared.  Antonio had thought of everything for a nice breakfast for me.  If I didn’t meet Skar, had my first orgasm with him and more; I might have fallen head over heels for Antonio. 

      

      I tackled the breakfast plate first, hoping to be distracted long enough to avoid looking at my laptop or phone for the news. As usual, any food in Antonio’s household was delicious.  I took my time consuming it, savoring every bite.  

      But I couldn’t keep myself from wanting to check out what Antonio was trying to warn me not to check out, without him.  It must be bad.  Really bad.

      Finally, thinking I need to find out now rather than later so I could at least know what I was dealing with, I went online to check the news.  

      

      That was when I found thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands of sites with my photos on display in the most negative and unflattering way.  Photos of me standing in front of the hot dog stand, licking the two-foot hot dog.  Photos of me walking the streets and looking into the black limo.  Videos of me going into the lingerie boutique store’s dressing room and then seconds later, Mrs. Repp sneaking into the dress room.  From the dressing room, there was a video showing me naked with badly blacked out areas of my breasts and private parts in the dressing room with Mrs. Repp’s mouth on my breasts.  There were videos of me moaning and coming.  There were audio of Mrs. Repp saying she really only married Repp for his money, fame, and access to powerful people.  Everything I had recorded on my phone while I was in the limo.  

      

      Everything was there.  Everything except any ties I had with Slade PR.  I was just a cheap whore lover of Mrs. Repp’s who didn’t even go for men, but women.  Slade had planned for this public twist to Mrs. Repp’s scheme to take down Ronny Repp’s career.  

      

      To catch Mrs. Repp with a prostitute in action.  Slade went to all the boutique stores in Beverly Hills and even the lingerie shop to catch Mrs. Repp in action. He had placed me on the street corner, dressed the way Mrs. Repp would go for, considering her taste for cute and girly.  Slade even got me to trust him, to want him and to want me to want to have sex with him so I would be willing to accept the oral sex coming from Mrs. Repp in the dressing room. I went along with the sex in the dressing room because I thought Mrs. Repp was Slade.  It looked like I was enjoying myself with her in the tape.  Like we had been lovers for a while.  I was enjoying myself because I thought it was Skar.  

      Everywhere, I was known as the Prostitute who Proved Mrs. Repp was just using Ronny Repp, She disliked men so much, she never even had sex with Ronny Repp. As a result, Mrs. Repp’s allegations of sexual abuse from Ronny Repp was found to be false charges.  She had herpes but never gave it to Ronny Repp so he tested negative to herpes.  

      Evidence after evidence proved Mrs. Repp was guilty.  The judge ruled in favor of Ronny Repp.  

      

      I was stunned.  So everything I did this entire week with Skar was leading to acquit Ronny Repp of the sexual assault charges Mrs. Repp had filed against him.  

      

      If I wasn’t the Prostitute in those pictures and videos, I would have admired the brilliance of Skar’s strategy.  But I was the Prostitute and was never told I would end up damaging my image and reputation after it was over and not even knowing what I was doing.  

      

      “That’s the spin Hollywood’s best publicist can do for a client,” Antonio’s voice said as he closed the door, back from the airport.  

      

      I put my hands into my face. 

      

      “I’m sorry you had to see all of that yourself,” Antonio said.  

      

      “I want all of it to be erased,” I said.  “How can I get that erased from everywhere?”

      

      “We can fight it, Lily,” Antonio said.  “I’ll take your case Pro Bono. My firm could go after Skar’s agency for everything and anything.  What do you say?”

      

      “It was a set up to get Mrs. Repp’s true self to get caught in the act. For that, it couldn’t be illegal, could it?  Whether or not it was me or another girl, the truth would come out about her and her fake accusations against Ronny Repp.”

      

      “It destroyed you and your reputation, though, Lily,” Antonio said.

      

      “But I don’t know if destroying Skar and his agency would be the right approach.”

      

      I leaned in to Antonio and said, “I think I have another way, but just in case, I am willing to take legal actions.”

      

      Antonio leaned back in his chair and smiled.  “Thank you for trusting me with your case and for letting me do my work.  But most of all, Lily, thank you for letting me be part of your life.” He took my hands in his.  “I know it must be difficult going through all of this.  Just know you are very special to me, and I would be here for you all the way.”
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      It took some time to plan my revenge, but now I was ready. I was dressed in one of the designer dresses Skar picked out for me for my new wardrobe when I walked out of the very elevator I had first met Skar. I walked up to Trish, who looked very surprised to see me.

      

      “Hi Trish, is Skar in?” I asked.

      

      “Hi Lily,” Trish smiled. Almost apologetically. “He’s in, but he’s with a client.”

      

      “I can wait,” I said, sitting down in one of the seats outside.  

      

      “It might be a while,” she said.  

      

      “I can wait,” I said.  “By the way, Trish, I love your outfit.  You have such good taste.”

      

      “Oh Thank you, Lily,” Trish said.  “You are very sweet.”

      “I should have listened to you…your body language when I saw how you disapproved of me being with Skar. I was so naïve and innocent, thinking such a powerful and handsome man like Skar was really interested in me, the lowly intern who had nothing…no clothes, no food, no money.”

      Trish came over to sit next to me.  “Poor Lily,” she said, reaching out to hug me.  “Skar does things very brutally, doesn’t he? He’s brilliant but brutal, and doesn’t think about how he can hurt people.”

      

      “I was just a pawn he could use to get what he wanted,” I said.

      

      “Unfortunately, yes.  Thanks to you, you won the case for Ronny Repp.”

      

      “So, Skar should be grateful,” I said. “Did he see this coming?  How many interns or employees had he used to win cases for his clients?  One, two?”

      

      Trish sighed.  “In my time here, Skar has used his employees to do stunts like what you did.  He’s a genius at getting people to do what he wanted. He had another intern worked a client’s case, but it didn’t end well,” Trish said.  

      

      “So I wasn’t the only one?”

      

      “The girl was nearly raped, but she quit before Skar could get anything for his client.  You were his biggest success, but of course, it came with a huge price, didn’t it?”

      “Yes,” I said, nodding.  “Why did he…” I didn’t want to tell Trish that Skar nearly made love to me, but she guessed.  “To make you think he was in the dressing room so you’d let down your inhibitions and let Mrs. Repp act in his place. I’ve been with Skar for years and even knew him when he was a teen when I dated his older brother.  I don’t know if it helps, but Skar has never let anyone get that close to him.  He had never let anyone sleep next to him the entire night.  He had never acted like he wanted to punch another man just for looking at a girl he was with, as he did with you, Lily.”

      “So,” I said.  “The relationship between Skar Slade and me was real?”

      

      “As real as it gets with a man like Slade,” Trish said.  “You see, Slade can’t seem to love anyone. The only people he loved – Stephen, my ex, and his parents, died when he was just sixteen. That’s why I’m like his older sister. We’re closed because I lost the love of my life when his brother died, and he lost the only people he could trust and was close to. And when his father was alive, he didn’t get along with him at all.  They were from England, an aristocratic family, and his father didn’t approved of Skar wanting to work with celebrities in Hollywood.  He felt it was beneath him and was afraid what it would do to their family name.  As it was, worrying about keeping his family’s name spotless, was ingrained with him so much that he became a publicist because of it.”

      

      “A very good one,” I said.  At that moment, I received a text message from Antonio.

      

      Antonio: Can we meet downstairs for coffee?  I’m in your building.  I’m meeting with a client there for the firm but have some time before the meeting.

      

      Me:  Sure.  I’m waiting to meet with Skar, but he’s with a client.  I’ll see you downstairs.

      I looked at Trish, who had noticed who sent me the text and said, “I have to meet someone downstairs.  I’ll be back, but can I get a copy of my personnel records?”

      Trish got up and walked to her desk.  She handed me the personnel file on me and said.  “Take the entire thing. I was going to shred it anyways, but since it’s about you, you should have it.”

      

      “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll see you soon.”  Then I left in a hurry.

      

      I rushed over to Antonio, who was dressed so nicely in a dark blue business suit and tie, I couldn’t believe it was him.  “You look so handsome,” I said smiling and admiring his wavy dark hair that was slick back off his face, his warm brown eyes, his high cheekbones, and full kissable mouth.  

      He looked me over, too, admiring how my beige beaded dress looked molded to my body.  “You’re so beautiful,” Antonio said, barely a whisper.  He moved closer to me, his hand touching the back of my shoulders. “Lily, you’re free now. Free of Skar and any men. Give me a chance to be with you.” He brushed his lips against the back of my neck. “I found some things on Slade PR that we can use against Skar.”

      I whispered back.  “I’ll take a look later.  If we need to use it, I will, but for now, I’m going with my own plans.”

      “Whatever you wish,” Antonio said, brushing his lips to my cheeks as he moved his body back.  His gaze on me was dark, almost hungry.  He took my hands in his and said, “You know how I feel about you, and it isn’t all pretend like the other guy so…”  

      

      A large hand pulled him away from me, pushing him away, while grabbing my wrist to pull me towards him toward the elevator.  It was Skar.  

      

      “How dare you!” I said, twisting my wrist out from his grip.  

      He walked up to me to take my wrist again, but I kneed him in the groin.  He let out a groan.  “Lily…”

      

      “You are not touching me,” I said.  “You have no right.”

      “Lily, please,” Skar said straightening back up.  “I don’t know what came over me when I saw that Mama’s boy’s hands all over you.”

      

      I stood back away from Skar and crossed my arms.  “Don’t give me that jealous act.  You don’t own me. You never did.”

      

      “Lily,” Skar looked at me, his eyes taking me all in. “You’re so beautiful still.”

      

      “I don’t believe anything you say,” I said.  “So stop acting like you like me or care for me.”

      

      “You came to see me,” Skar said. “Did you miss me?”

      

      “As you can see,” I said giving him a look of annoyance. “I have a man with me now who is crazy about me. Who makes me breakfast with his own hands. Who cheered me up when I was down…Why would I miss you?”

      

      Skar’s face turned red as his hands bunched up into fists.  “It’s only been a few days, and he’s already done all that?  Moving fast, aren’t we?”

      

      “I could say the same about you, Skars. Except he’s faster than you in one area which you don’t seem to be ‘ready’ for, and I am.”

      

      He turned away from me. “I was saving you from me.”

      Now I was stunned. “Why?”

      

      “Because I will hurt you. Because I hurt people. I don’t love them. I can’t.”

      

      “You did hurt me, Skar. Very badly. So badly, I don’t think I could ever recover.  Once something gets out there on the internet, it’s there, whether it’s true or not.”

      

      “I’m sorry, Lily. You were there at the right time…or for you, the wrong time.  I needed someone to be a pawn. You were perfect.  You said you would do anything.  I even warned you against me, that you would regret it.”

      

      People were beginning to walk around us. Some starting to stare.  I looked around. 

      

      Skar took my wrist then and led me into the elevators going down to the parking garage where his car was parked.  I knew they recognized me from the awful videos about Mrs. Repp.

      

      I was furious.  “That is what you did to me!”  

      

      Skar looked down, for once looking ashamed. 

      

      “I can’t even lift my head up and walk anywhere without people calling me a ‘slut’ and ‘whore’.” 

      

      Tears came to my eyes.  I wanted to punch him. To slap him so badly I clenched my hands into fists instead trying to control them.  

      

      “I’m sorry,” Skar said.  “I didn’t think it would be that bad. I was just thinking about my client.”

      

      “Well think this instead, Mr. Skar Slade.” I lifted my phone and showed him what was onscreen.  Antonio had the folder containing my personnel files from Slade PR, including the photo of me as a blonde when they hired me.  “Antonio is a lawyer at the biggest entertainment law firm in the nation.  He now has my personnel file showing I was employed by you during the time all those photos and videos of me with Mrs. Repp were taken. And…” I showed him photos of me taken with Skars at the lingerie store, the hotel lobby, and even in the elevators. “These were all taken from security cameras.  There are more videos…you know what these are…evidence that you and I were together the entire time those videos of Mrs. Repp were taken so your case against Mrs. Repp?  Blown!  You falsified evidence, Skar.  Antonio and his firm are prepared to file charges against you and Slade PR.  After all your hard work, you could lose not only your client, Skar, but your entire agency.  Now…who is the naïve, unaware one when it comes to thinking you are too arrogant and above it all?  You!”  I said, walking away.

      

      “Lily!” Skar said.  “I could release a statement.”

      

      “Yes, you could,” I said.  “You could clear up my reputation as a ‘slut’ or a ‘whore’, but you will need a million years to clear up the hate I have for you.”

      

      With that his face fell.  He had tears in his eyes.  “Do you really hate me?”

      

      “You’ve been a bully to me from the start.  You only pretended to be nice to me to get what you want.  Then you tricked me, lied to me, and even took my heart and trampled on it when you showed me how little you thought of ‘us’ and me as a person and a lover when you had Fiona go down on you.  Could you love yourself if you had experienced this same treatment from you?”

      

      “Lily,” Skar said.  “No, I couldn’t love myself.  I don’t. That’s why I couldn’t love anyone.  I’m incapable of it.  All I know is that my life has been a living hell since I let you go.  Everywhere I go, I see you.  Every single thought of my days and nights are of you. I can’t sleep.  I can’t eat.  All I want to do is be with you.” 

      

      He took a step towards me, but I stepped back. I had a good look at him and saw the dark shadows under his eyes, the pale pallor of his skin.  He didn’t look well.

      

      “Lily,” he said, before falling to the ground. “I’m so sorry about everything I’ve done to you.  Losing you was worst than losing a client.  Now I know.  I was so stupid.  I know now I can’t lose you.  You’re everything to me.  What you saw with Fiona, it was because she said she would help me get the video of Mrs. Repp and you if she could be with me.  It meant nothing to me, but I also did it so you would hate me so you could leave me.  I really messed up, Lily.” 

      

      I walked up to him and held him.  “What can you do to clear my reputation?”  I asked.  “You’re the best of the best in reputation management.  What are you going to do?”

      Skar smiled.  “You’re giving me a chance?”

      

      “I would if you could change things, fix everything…or else, I would do it my way, which you’ve already seen.”

      

      “I’m giving a press conference to clear up the case.  If I lose Ronny Repp as a client so I do.  If I lose Slade PR, I would.” He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me close so he could look into my eyes.  “I can’t lose you.  I’d rather die than lose you, Lily. Please give me a chance to make it up to you.  I’m dying, Lily.  Without you, I haven’t eaten for days.  I haven’t slept. I can’t drive because I’m too tired and weak…”

      

      I took his car keys and tried to lift him.  “I’m taking you to the hospital right now.”

      

      I texted Antonio telling him where I was going.

      

      Antonio:  I’m coming with you.

      

      Me:  You have a client to meet.  It’s your first client. You should do well with on your first week on the job.  I’ll be fine.

      Skar looked at my texts and said, “I’m so sad, Lily.” He began crying.  “I’ve already lost you to him. You love him instead of me.”

      

      He began weeping.  “It would take my entire lifetime and more to make up what I did to you.  But as you can see, I’m broken.  All I’ve had was in Slade PR. That’s what I thought.  When I lost everyone I cared about, I poured all my grief into building my business.  I didn’t think I could ever love anyone again. I didn’t want to. When I first saw you in the elevator, I felt my heart beating again.  Your face, your eyes…the way you looked at me;  I didn’t know what hit me, and I felt so naked, so vulnerable that the only way I could respond was to get angry at you. But you broke me, took me down several pegs until I could feel again.  This sadness and defeat I’m feeling, it’s more that I’ve ever felt in years.”

      

      We were close to the hospital’s emergency room now.  I parked on the curb and rushed out to open the passenger door.  “Help!” I yelled.  “Help me get him out!”

      

      An orderly ran over pushing a wheelchair.  He helped me get Skar out and wheeled into the emergency room.

      “Hurry,” I cried out.  “He’s collapsed and is having trouble breathing.”

      

      The intake clerk rush us through, and Skar was taken to see a doctor while I was asked to go back to the waiting area.  

      

      After waiting for hours, the doctor came out with a clipboard.  He gestured to me and said, “We need to keep him at the hospital.  His fluids are low, and he is exhausted.  We need to pump food into him.  Are you his wife?  Relative?”

      

      “I’m a close friend,” I said.  

      He looked at me and nodded.  “He doesn’t seem to have any next of kin so I’ll tell you this.  He is ill.  He will pull through this, but the stress he was under was immense.  He has to lighten his load or his heart couldn’t bear it.”

      

      My heart fell. I’ve just added more stress to his heart.  I wanted revenge but not if it would kill him.  

      

      “Do everything you can to help him, Doctor,” I said.  “Can I talk to him?”

      

      “He’s resting. We gave him something so he could.  He hasn’t slept for days and it was taking its toll. He should be waking up in a few hours.”

      

      “I’ll be back in a couple of hours then,” I said, heading out.
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      There was no way Skar was faking his health.  What he did to me was eating away at him and had affected him severely.  If I was truly a cruel person with no heart, I would be celebrating.  It was sweet revenge. 

      

      But he was remorseful.  He was broken. 

      

      “Dammit,” I said.  “Why do I care what happens to him?  Why can’t I completely annihilate him and his agency?”

      

      I drove Skar’s car back to Slade PR’s building.  Parked the car and headed into the lobby.  Where I texted Antonio.  

      Me: Are you still at the Century Building?  I’m back in the lobby.

      

      Antonio:  Just finished my meeting with my client.  Want to catch some lunch?

      

      Me:  Sure. Let’s go to Royal Thai Lotus on the lobby floor.  I’ll get a table.  Meet me there.

      

      Antonio:  See you there.

      

      I walked over to Royal Thai Lotus and was seated in a cozy table for two by the window.  When Antonio walked up to the restaurant, I waved at him from inside.  Soon he was seated across from me and smiling.  “You did it, Lily!  You made Slade fold.  He’s going to make a statement, isn’t he?”

      “It went just as we planned, only he almost had a heart attack.  No matter how much of a revenge I wanted, I didn’t want him to get physically hurt from it.”

      

      “So, what do you want to do?” Antonio asked.

      

      “He’ll lose everything if he go through with his announcement at the press conference,” I said.  “I don’t want him to lose everything.”

      

      Antonio frowned. “You still care for him, that’s why.”

      

      I nodded.  “I do.  I’m sorry Antonio. I can’t help what I feel.”

      

      Antonio drew in a deep breath and said, “I can’t help what I feel for you.” 

      

      “So you know what it feels like wanting not to hurt someone you care about,” I said.  

      

      Antonio covered my hands with his. “It’s hard to accept that the woman you’ve fallen for has feelings for someone else. I still want to be there for you.  How can I help?”

      

      “Antonio, do you know anyone from USC’s film school?”

      

      Antonio smiled.  “I actually do.  A good friend of mine, Mimi DeLane is in the film school’s graduate program. Why?”

      

      “After we eat, let’s meet up with her,” I said.  “I have a plan.”

      

      Antonio texted her and said, “She can meet us.  Where?”  I gave him an address, and he texted it to her.  

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thirty minutes later, we were sitting at a donut shop having coffee with Mimi, who was a pretty and petite brunette with a pixie haircut.  I laid out my plans with her, and she bought in it.  “I’m excited to be a part of this,” she said.  She looked across the street from the donut shop and said, “I’ll get started right away.”

      

      I walked up to her a few moments later, along with Antonio.  I took out my phone and started filming.  Antonio took out his phone and filmed the cars slowly circling the streets…and the johns in them.  

      

      An hour later, Mimi said, “I’ve got enough material to work with what you have.  Send everything over to me, and I’ll have something for you tonight.”

      

      “Thank you, Mimi!” I hugged her.  “I think you just saved a company, and my reputation!”

      

      “Not to mention bringing awareness to an issue we have been ignoring in our very neighborhood,” Mimi said.  “Thank you for including me in this project.  I think it’ll do a lot of good.”

      

      Antonio was staring at her with admiration.  “I never knew you were so accomplished, Mimi,” he said.  “Winning one award after another.  You never told me.  Maybe we can catch up some time after this project is over?”

      

      Mimi laughed.  “I love this new confidence you have, Antonio.  Comes from passing that bar, doesn’t it?”

      

      Antonio looked over at me and said, “Maybe.”

      

      I smiled at Mimi and Antonio.  Somehow, standing next to each other and with the same coloring, they looked like a cute couple.  I  stood aside to let them catch up a bit, but then started walking with Antonio to his car.  

      

      “What was that?” I asked.

      

      Antonio blushed.  “I always thought she was cool, but didn’t really feel anything but friendship with her.  I think being with you helped me get out of my shell.  I mean, I still want to be with you, Lily.  But, I realized I have to move on.  You feel only friendship for me.  No matter how much I tried to get you to feel the same way I feel for you.”  

      

      “Antonio,” I said.  “You are so special.  So wonderful.  Any woman would considered herself lucky to have a man like you.  You treat women with respect and is a kind and caring person.  Your mother brought you up well, and it shows.  But mostly, Antonio, you are your own person and you don’t blame anyone for how life has treated you or your mother.  I really admire you for how you pulled yourself up to become the amazing man you are today.”

      

      Antonio’s mouth was quivering as his eyes swept over my face.  “I want to kiss you so bad right now, Lily,” he said.  “You know, if you figure out you want something better than a life with Skar, let me  know.  I want to wait for you, still, but unfortunately, it couldn’t be forever…not when you have a Mama like mine, waiting for grandchildren.” He looked embarrassed.

      I laughed.  “Yes, your Mama couldn’t wait forever.”

      

      With that, Antonio drove us back to Slade PR where I had parked Skar’s car.  I told him I’ll send him something tonight which he could look over.  He kissed me on my forehead and said, “Anything for you,” before he headed off to his law firm.  

      

      I got into Skar’s car  and headed to my place, a new apartment close to Slade PR.  It was small, but affordable and in an area that was modern and chic.  It was nice staying with Antonio for a few days, but I didn’t want to send him the wrong message, and I didn’t want to worry about being mugged or being stalked by unsavory characters in his neighborhood.  My new place was well-lit, close to a police station, and in a trendy area that was busy all hours of the night.  

      

      I wrote a short script and gathered the videos I filmed, along with other materials and sent it over to Mimi, who was already editing away.  

      

      When she was done, it was close to dinner.  I made some chicken soup with noodles and had a bowl of it myself before ladling the rest into a large thermos.  Placing my laptop into a chic tote bag, I walked to Skar’s car.  

      

      By the time I arrived at the hospital, Skar was sitting up.  A tray of hospital food was in front of him, which was untouched.  

      

      “Hi,” I said walking in.  “I see you’ve gotten some rest.  You’re looking better already.”

      

      “Lily,” he said, looking genuinely happy to see me.  “I thought I’d never see you again, but you’re here.”

      

      I sat down in the chair next to his bed.  “I want to show you something, Skar.”

      

      He looked worried at first, but I placed my hand over his.  “Don’t get stressed out over it.  It isn’t bad.  Not for you and not for me.  It’s actually very positive.  I even had Mrs. Repp sign off on it.”

      

      His mouth dropped.  “What?”

      

      I patted his hand.  “You’ll see.”
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      The next day, at Slade PR’s conference room, the room was filled with journalists from every magazine, news stations, newspaper, and blogs.  

      

      Pat stood in front of the board and welcomed the press to the conference.  Then she introduced me, as the new Jr. Publicist.  

      

      The room full of journalists gave a collective gasp in recognition of me as the ‘prostitute’ in all the headlines.  Only I was cleaned up, dressed in a black pantsuit, a white blouse with a black ribbon tie, and looking very much like a professional Publicist.

      

      “Thank you for showing up today,” I started.  “The reason why we called for this Press Conference is because we need to clear up a misunderstanding and misinformation that had been spreading all over the internet.”

      I turned to the screen that had lowered fully in front of the board and told Trish in the back to hit the lights.  Then I played the film from my laptop.

      

      A documentary-type film began playing.  Interviews with streetwalkers up and down the streets of Los Angeles played.  Footage of johns driving by, checking out the girls who looked underage, doped out, and even scared.

      Mimi’s voice narrated the film from the perspective of the plight of young women and women who had fallen down on their luck and had found themselves so desperate to make enough money to eat, they turned to prostitution.  Footage of me with Mrs. Repp played, with a caption showing it was a re-enactment with actors.  The film showed how dangerous it was for the girls on the streets, and that society had been ignoring them.  It ended with a pledge from Slade PR to help build a woman’s shelter in Los Angeles for runaway girls and women who were battered to go to for help. My name along with Mrs. Repp’s name were in the credits as actors. By the time the film was done, the room was completely silent except for the sound of some sniffling.

      

      The lights went back up. 

      Hands shot up in the air.  I pointed at one journalist.

      “So the footage appeared with you in it, along with Mrs. Repp were all part of this documentary?”

      

      “Yes,” I said.  I pointed at another journalist.

      

      “How did those scenes between you and Mrs. Repp, get admitted as evidence in the divorce proceedings between Ronny Repp and his wife?”

      

      I looked embarrassed and said, “Being a junior publicist, well actually, just an intern at the time, I accidentally sent the files over to the wrong person, and it got uploaded onto some video sharing site, and it became viral.  It was supposed to be a reenactment for this film.”

      

      “Why did it look so real?” the same journalist asked.

      “Because we were told to make it look real.  I guessed we acted well enough to be believable.”

      

      A man stood up and said, “I don’t buy it.”

      

      I smiled.  “Do I look like a working prostitute to you?” I asked. “Why would I deliberately want the world to think I’m a real prostitute?  Check my credentials – NYU Summa Cum Laude, top graduate in journalism. Does it make sense for me to be working as a prostitute when I am working for the most prestigious PR agency in the nation? My personnel files from Slade PR is right here.” I held up my personnel files.

      

      The crowd nodded in agreement.  

      “What about the divorce proceedings between the Repps?”

      “Since those scenes are now inadmissible, it can’t be used against Mrs. Repp,” I said.  “However, I don’t think it’s necessary.”

      

      The door to the conference room opened, and Ronny Repp walked in arm-in-arm with Mrs. Repp.  “We dropped our divorce proceedings,” Ronny said.  “Turned out the Mrs. and I had a misunderstanding. We’re working it out now, but in private.  Thank you.”

      A journalist asked.  “Where’s Mr. Slade? What does he have to say about this?”

      

      As if on clue, Skar walked in, dressed in an Armani navy blue suit and green tie that brought out the beautiful light green of his eyes.  He looked much better after finally eating the chicken noodle soup I fed him spoon by spoon in the hospital yesterday.

      

      His eyes met mine as he walked over to my side and addressed the crowd.  “Thank you, friends for coming.  For years you have relied on me and my team to provide you with news, tips, and information about some of the world’s most interesting people.  Slade PR wants to continue providing you those scoops and access to the most guarded people.  So, it is with sincere apology that an intern/s mistake would end up going viral, but with the wrong information.  The real story is, as provided to you from our Jr. Publicist, is that those scenes were part of this documentary from award-winning filmmaker Mimi DeLane on the exploitation of the poor unfortunate women on the streets.  Thanks to you, their plight will get more awareness.  Thanks to you all, we can clear the air about the misunderstanding and hopefully close the files on the Repps.”

      

      The room agreed in unison as the conference ended.  As everyone left, I finally let out a deep breath.  Skar finally sat down.  I looked out the window.  It was late, and time for everyone in the office to go home.  

      

      Skar closed the conference door and let down the blinds in the room before he smiled at me, never taking his eyes from mine.  “You’re amazing, Lily Talbot,” he said, almost in awe.  “I tried to break you, thinking that’s what you needed to become the best, but instead, you broke me. You beat me.”

      

      I walked over to him, never taking my eyes from his. “I did,” I said, crossing my arms.  

      

      “You’re more than a Junior Publicist,” he said.  “You’re a star.  You’ve outsmarted, outwitted me, Hollywood’s Hotshot publicist.  I supposed you’re the hotshot now,” his lips curved into a smile as he stood up to face me.  

      “I did.” I said. “I guess I am.”

      

      “You win.  Everything,” he said, inches from me, his eyes looking hungrily at my lips.  “What do you want?”

      

      “To hear the words,” I said.  

      

      Skar placed his thumbs on my lower lips, massaging them to the point I wanted him to devour me.  “I’m sorry, Lily,” he said.  “And I would spend the rest of my life making it up to you…if you would have me.  If I could be so lucky.” His thumbs plunged into my mouth, and I couldn’t help sucking on them, my eyes looking up into his.

      He groaned, closing his eyes as he pressed his hardness against my hips.  “I want you so badly,” he said.  

      

      I pulled him in closer to me, his hardness leveled at my core.  “How badly?”

      

      He opened his eyes and kissed my cheeks, then my lips.  “I want to make you mine forever.  Be mine forever, Lily.”

      “How?” I asked, barely able to breathe.

      His forehead touched mine as he looked deeply into my eyes.  “I love you, Lily.  Please marry me.”

      

      I couldn’t believe my ears.  Did Mr. Slade just proposed to me?

      

      I thought of everything that happened between us.  Everything that helped us grow…the good and the bad.  “It has been a crazy couple of weeks,” I said.  “So much has happened.”

      

      Skar looked worried.  “What are you saying, Lily? Am I moving too fast for you?”

      

      “A little,” I said. “But also not fast enough. You know what I want.”

      

      He moved in closer until we were hip to hip.  Then he unzipped his pants while moving his other hand to unbutton my pants, pulling it down along with my black lace panties.  He plunged his rock hard dick into me pushing me back against the table. “God, Lily,” he groaned inching himself deeper. “You are so tight.”  He rocked in and out of me thrusting fast and then pulling out slowly until I was crawling back onto the table and asking him for more.  “You are so worth the wait.”

      

      He turned me around and plunged deep into me from behind, moving slowly and thrusting quickly until I came.  He groaned and cried out my name, before spilling into me at the same time.  Afterwards, he held me in his arms, asking if I was alright.  

      

      “Lily,” he said.  “My Lily.  Tell me I didn’t hurt you.”

      “If you did, you’d know it,” I said, grabbing his balls and kneading them.  “I think you know by now that I’m tougher than I seem.”

      

      He smiled.  “I know, you tough girl.”  He kissed me long and slow, his tongue touching mine.  

      I closed my eyes, kissing him back, relishing being back in his arms.  “I could do this all day,” I said. 

      

      “How about it, Lily?  You could be doing this with me everyday for the rest of our lives…”

      

      “Skar, I…”

      

      “Lily, please…” he looked so vulnerable then.  Like a little boy who was lost.  “It’s that lawyer guy, Antonio, isn’t it?  You two have something going on between you?”

      

      “No, it isn’t him.”

      

      “Then what is it, baby,” he asked, his eyes pleading.

      

      I smiled and reached out to touch his nose.  “I just like watching you squirm.”  I laughed, but leaned in to kiss him.  “I love you, Skar Slade. And the answer is ‘yes’, I will marry you.”

      

      His eyes widened in disbelief as he said, “I can’t believe this is real.  That I’m holding you in my arms again, and that you will become my wife.” He almost had tears in his eyes as he cleared his throat.  “I promise to treat you like the goddess that you are, that I won’t ever hurt you again, and that I will always always choose you over any choice for the rest of my life, Lily.  I love you so much!”  

      

      We kissed and kissed until the sun went down and a new day began.  I had tamed the big boss bully into a softie.  I didn’t think I would, but he did turned out to be the bully who loved me.  
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        I needed a roommate, and I needed one fast. The requirements were simple:

        Must be clean, nonsmoker, and no touching my shit.

        I underestimated my own ad and got the one person I  happen to have a one night stand in Vegas for 'old time sake'. Because what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas right? Bull shit. Did I mention we kinda sorta dated in University? Oh, there's also that small tidbit he left out that he may or may not have been married. He was. As it turns out I may need his help after all. But don't worry, I still hate him.
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      To my sister. Because I’m the Mary and you’re the Rhoda.
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      “I did it.”

      “Did what?” It basically didn’t matter what her response was, I had already tuned her out as I focused on the ad I was making on my phone. I had written and rewritten it a hundred times, but wanted to make sure it was perfect before publishing it.

      “Remember what we were talking about a few days ago?” I rolled my eyes because... sure. “It’s called Sextee, and everyone does it.”

      “Everyone does it, huh? Great, good for them.” I tried ignoring Claire as I smiled at the ticket agent and handed over my ID before going through security. I busied myself putting my carryon on the conveyor belt and removing my shoes.

      “Seriously, everyone does it,” Claire tried again. Deciding to play her game, I finally acknowledged her.

      “Okay, I’ll humor you. What are you talking about and what do you mean everyone does it?”

      She laughed. “Well, no one actually talks about it, but come on, Perrie, it’s been what? Four years?”

      I quickly looked around to see if anyone heard her. “Three,” I mumbled.

      She sighed. “Same thing. Three years since sex. Clear the damn cobwebs already.” I shushed her again as I looked around. An elderly lady sat a row in front of us. With the way she was glaring at us, it was obvious she could hear Claire talking, which means if she could, then the entire airport most likely did. Claire has never in her life, truly figured out how to whisper. “I’ve taken the liberty of making you a profile.”

      I shook my head. “Wait, what?”

      “Oh, girl, you’re welcome,” she said, clearly ignoring my voice growing five octaves, getting ready to jet into freak-out mode, “It basically pinpoints where the other person is. Think of it as an Uber but for sex.” She leaned closer to me.

      What? Who the hell thinks of shit like this?

      “In fact, the guy over in the corner is ready; his flight doesn’t leave for another hour.” I looked up in almost complete horror at the guy she was pointing at.

      “Claire,” I tried saying as gently as possible since the only other option was to lose my shit. “I don’t need any type of a hookup app. Besides, there might be someone,” I said matter-of-factly, even though I knew damn well, I was better off getting a new toy. You know you’re single as fuck when you drop over a hundred dollars on a toy and don’t even bat an eye.

      She stared at me unblinking before realization sunk in. “Oh. My. God. It’s Felix, isn’t it? I’ve seen the way he looks at you like you’re a vegan turkey!”

      “Trying vegan again this week, Claire?”

      She nodded in disgust before focusing her attention back on me. “Don’t change the subject. If you say Felix, I will make you eat your own liver!”

      “Claire!” I pretended to feign shock. “He is some poor unfortunate soul’s roommate, show some respect!” She didn’t find that nearly as funny as I did. “He’s not so bad, besides he’s... someone for now, I guess.”

      “He’s an asshole. He feels the need to mansplain everything. You know he wasn’t kidding when he said women had the ability to turn their periods off, right?”

      I sighed; she was right. Felix was a complete asshole, but I made it clear it would never, ever, ever go further than just sex, as I recalled the awkward conversation we had…

      “Hey, Felix.”

      He looked up at me, completely exasperated. “My fantasy football team is losing.”

      I stared at him for a moment before realizing I should at least act concerned. “Oh no,” I said as my voice trailed off. He threw his phone down. I cleared my throat. “Are you seeing anyone?”

      He frowned, “No. Why?”

      I briefly ran through my mind trying to decide if I was truly crazy for even asking this. “Would you be interested in… hanging out?”

      He scowled before slowly smiling. “I knew you wanted me.”

      I rolled my eyes. I forgot how dense he was, yet I’m the one willingly walking into this mistake. “Just sex. That’s it. Just sex.”

      “Sure,” he said with a shrug as he leaned back in his chair.

      “Seriously, just sex.”

      “Whatever you say, doll.”

      At that moment, Barb, the bride-to-be, finally decided to grace us with her presence. For some odd reason, I will never understand why Barb felt the need to dress as if she was auditioning as a backup dancer for Britney Spears circa 1999. If the glitter lip gloss, midriff, and flared bottom jeans didn’t convince you, then the choker and the ‘Karen’ style haircut she was sporting sure as hell did. Barb single-handedly invented the ‘Karen’ cut before Karen’s could even Karen.

      We watched as Barb made a dramatic show of making sure everyone and anything could see her ring before finally looking our way. “Girls!” She held up her right hand and wiggled her fingers, using her other hand to point to her ring finger as if all of us were completely braindead and couldn’t figure that shit out for ourselves. “Can you believe it? I have been waiting for this day for so long.”

      “Didn’t you have at least two other days with your other two marriages?” I didn’t miss the side-eye from Barb. It’s not that I hated her—hate is such a strong word. It’s more like if she was missing, I surely wouldn’t link arms with a bunch of random people and join the search party. The mosquitos are crazy this time of year.

      “Well, they weren’t the ones, clearly.” We all stood to board. Twenty minutes later, my eyes were shut to enjoy this four-hour flight. My eyes popped open as my brain just now decided to catch up with our previous conversation. Oh my God, what if Felix falls in love with me? I somehow tormented myself with the idea, irritated that Claire had the audacity to put that in my head. I was still thinking about it, but tried to relax when I put my earphones in. It didn’t last long before Claire jabbed me in the ribs. “Hey, back there in row twenty-three.”

      “Will you cut it out,” I whispered-yelled.

      “Perrie.” My eyes shot back open as I glanced at Claire. She was scrolling through her phone. “There are a few on this flight. Join the mile-high club.” I ignored her and closed my eyes again.

      “Is it cliché to have the bachelorette party in Vegas?”

      Does having one’s eyes closed not mean shit to people anymore? I looked up at Barb who was not only slurring her words but was practically leaning over the seat to talk to us. We’ve been in the air for less than an hour and she’s already on her third mimosa. We weren’t even in Vegas yet, and it was just after ten in the morning. But, even more so, why the hell did I agree to this?

      “Not cliché, per se,” I started to answer her but it didn’t matter, she was too busy flipping through her germ-filled magazine. Instead, I put my earphones back in and tried to get some rest before this ridiculous weekend started.
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      I couldn’t be more thrilled at the fact that we all were walking around Vegas looking like a bunch of penises threw up on us.

      

      “He’s the one. He’s just the one. You know when you know. He’s the one.” I rolled my eyes at Barb who has said that same sentence to anyone who bothered to even try to care to listen.

      “Yeah, Barb. Totally the one. If not him, then definitely the one after him.” I didn’t even bother mumbling that last part, but since she was drunk, it didn’t matter what I said, she wouldn’t remember any of this anyway. I have never been happier that she had the attention span of a flea.

      After dinner, I convinced everyone to dress in normal attire for once as we walked around the casino floor. After a while, I took my phone out and pulled up the Sextee app Claire had been talking about nonstop. It wouldn’t hurt to look, would it? Besides, don’t they say what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas? I turned on the tracker and the screen immediately lit up, showing who was nearby. I couldn’t believe it. It was like the movie WarGames when the screens lit up showing all the airstrikes.

      I swiped through each one…

      No…

      No…

      No…

      Are you kidding me? He literally has a picture of him with his wife and kids. I think the fuck not.

      No…

      Maybe…

      No…

      No…

      “That one looks good.” I jumped at the voice behind me before turning my phone over.

      “Do you mind?”

      Claire scowled as if my wanting privacy was purely unreasonable. “It’s sex, it’s not like you’re marrying the guy. Just pick one and get it over with.”

      I looked around the room once more. There were at least five guys for my picking right now if I wanted to. I surveyed the room and stopped when my eyes locked with the man across the room. It wasn’t the fact that he was drop-dead gorgeous. It was the fact that I knew him—as in his type. He’s that guy that’s here on a business trip, making sure to look for his one-night stand, when his homelife consisted of a wife, two-point-two kids, and a Labrador. No thank you, keep looking elsewhere, you cheating dickslut.

      He slowly smirked and I slowly turned my gaze away. I knew that smirk. He was known for that smirk. That was also the smirk that had any sane woman wanting to throw their panties.

      It’s a good thing I wasn’t sane.
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      For the next two hours, I smiled when I was supposed to, and laughed when I was supposed to. Hell, I even flirted since the free drinks kept coming. After a while, I wandered on my own and observed the gamblers and basically tried not to be bored out of my damn mind.

      “You’re welcome.”

      I jumped at the deep voice behind me, and there he was, standing way too close. I shook my head as I tried to snap out of it. “For what?”

      He nodded to the drink in my hand. I looked at it. “Oh, well, I hate it.” That was purely a lie. He and I both knew a Ramos Gin Fuzz is my all-time favorite drink. I placed it on the serving tray of the waitress passing by.

      “Just like you still hate me?” I ignored him as I tried to feign some kind of interest in the eighty-year-old woman with an oxygen machine tank by her side, and a cigarette in her mouth as she pulled the lever for the slot machine. “You’re still mad?” I didn’t answer him as I continued watching the old lady, as I now became impressed at the beer she just downed in under ten seconds. “It’s been what? Almost five years? Don’t you think you should be over that by now? Or at least believe me?”

      My head whipped to look at him as I wished I still had that drink to throw at him, even though that would be alcohol abuse. Before I could tell him to go fuck himself, he held a finger up as he fished his phone out of his pocket. After glancing at it, he smiled before turning it to face me.

      “I see we both had the same idea in mind. Looks like we matched.”

      I stared at the screen almost in horror. He too was on Sextee, and Sextee just so happened to match us. I pulled out my phone and hit reject. “Not anymore.” I started to walk away but he grabbed my arm, pulling me close to him.

      “It was a long time ago, Perrie, you know that.” He continued talking, but I wasn’t listening. My mind had already wrapped itself around his familiar scent. With his body so close to mine, it was hard not to melt into him. I tried clearing my mind of the voodoo fog he held me under as I reminded myself, I hated him. I still hated him. Jerking my arm away, I looked at him. He was still beautiful, and yet his eyes were still haunted. We both said nothing as we stared at each other, most likely waiting on the next move. I said nothing as I walked away, being careful not to look back.
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      I lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling. It was after one in the morning and I couldn’t sleep, which was fitting, since apparently, this was the city that never slept. I had faked a headache and excused myself from the bachelorette festivities. There was only so much whining about how much Barb missed her fiancé I could take. My phone dinged, indicating I had yet another match. This one nearby—really nearby, just a few floors up. Yet seeing Ash looking delicious did nothing to ease up my dry spell.

      Just. Sex.

      I looked at the new match. He was cute, and he even sent a video. I clicked play, hoping I wouldn’t dread that grand idea. He was in only his boxers, dancing horribly to a remixed version of Pour Some Sugar on Me.

      With him being across the room from his phone, it was almost hard to tell what he looked like completely. “Come dance with me!” He waved toward himself. “Come on up, 405.” I laughed at his demeanor. Throwing caution to the wind, I threw the blanket off of me. I grabbed my phone and clicked Accept on my latest match. It was just sex. Taking the elevator up, I was nervous. It was just sex. It’s been almost five years since I last saw him, and here I was about to show up at his door and demand a one-night stand.

      It was just sex.

      I took several deep breaths before I finally knocked on the door. After a few seconds, the door opened and there he stood.
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      “How long do you plan on putting up with it, since any advice I give you, you will do the exact opposite? In fact, why are you even calling me other than to waste my fucking time? We’ve been over this Margaret, and frankly, I’m tired of hearing my own voice repeat the same shit to you. If—” I was cut off by a knock at the door. Who the hell is that? It’s after one in the morning. I turned back to my laptop. “I’ll call you later,” I said and closed my laptop before she could say more. I opened the door and paused. She was surely the last person I expected to see standing in front of me. And the night gets interesting, it seems.

      “Hi,” she whispered almost shyly.

      “Hi,” I said back. No one said anything as we stared at each other. I looked down the hall both ways before turning back to her.

      “Well, I’m here,” she said, as if it should be obvious as to why she’s here standing in front of me.

      “So you are,” I replied back, leaning against the door. She rocked back and forth on her heels as she nervously bit her bottom lip. “Would you like to come in?”

      She hesitated for half a second before nodding. “Sure. It’s not like it can happen out here. I guess I missed the dance party, huh?” I stepped back as she stepped in. It’s not like what could happen out there, and more importantly, what dance party? Roses, she smelled of roses. I watched as she looked around her.

      “Have a seat.” I motioned to the chairs as I went to the kitchen to grab two bottles of water. When I rounded the corner, she wasn’t in the chair—she was in the bed looking a little nervous. As soon as she saw me, she smiled and flicked her hair in a weird way I’m sure was meant to be sexy but ended up in her face. I untwisted the cap to her water before giving it to her and watched as she downed over half of it. She looked up at me as she took a few deep breaths and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “So, do you do this often? Of course, you do, I mean look at you. It should be illegal to be that handsome.” She giggled before snorting and then covered her mouth. I actually had no idea what she was talking about, but I’ve come this far, might as well see how this plays out.

      I chuckled. “You don’t?”

      The look she gave me straight up said ‘the audacity’. She smirked as she held up her phone. “No, I never would’ve been on a site like Sextee, but my nosy as hell friend, Claire, signed me up for it. She said I need to get back out there, and well the next thing I know, here I am in Room 405.”

      405? She wasn’t in 405, she was in PH 405. The Penthouses have a different elevator. I started to tell her that, but she kept talking. “And honestly, I’m glad it was you.”

      Her words caught me off guard. “You were?”

      “Familiarity, you know? You were nice, and I figured it’s fine since we’ll never see each other again.” She mumbled the last part.

      Am I an asshole if I just play along? Absolutely. Do I care? Absolutely not. “Take off your dress,” I demanded, her eyes widening.

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      She stared at me, not blinking. I knew she wasn’t going to and like the gentleman I was, I would walk her back to her room, tuck her in, and go back to minding my own business. Yet she surprised us both by standing up and turning her back to me. She took a deep breath before moving all of her hair to one shoulder as she looked back at me and bit her lip. “I need help with the zipper,” she whispered before facing the front again.

      Fuck.

      Me.

      I walked up to her, pressing myself against to her back as I inhaled her scent. “Are you sure?”

      Still not facing me, she answered, “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.”

      I suppose that’s fair, but was she thinking clearly? I narrowed my eyes at her. “What are the two branches of physics?”

      She rolled her eyes, putting a hand on her hip. “Stupid question, everyone knows it’s classical and mod—” Before she could even finish that answer my lips crashed into hers. It had been a long time, but I didn’t mind getting reacquainted.
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      I snuck out while Ash was still asleep. I was hoping to be back in the hotel room before Barb or Claire woke up, but I was caught red-handed by Claire.

      “I knew it.”

      I jumped, knowing damn well I was caught by nosy-ass Claire. I turned around to see Claire sitting casually at the dining room table with a cup of coffee in her hand. “Knew what?”

      She raised a brow at me before chuckling. “Pretty sure you know the answer to that. So, how was it? And more importantly, who was it?” I ignored her as I took her cup of coffee out of her hands and took a sip. “Fine, don’t tell me, however, I will say,” she leaned in to whisper, “you’re welcome.”

      I made sure to hide my smile. It was nice. Ash was nice and just what I needed. Now I get to leave Vegas and leave him and it behind. I pulled up my phone and uninstalled the ridiculous app, then hit publish on my roommate ad. New beginnings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Room Available for Co-Living

      

      

      
        	Must pay rent on the 1st of the month.

      

      
        
        NO EXCEPTIONS

      

      

      
        	Don’t even think of applying if you have no source of income

        	Must be clean (as in more than one shower a week. I can’t believe I have to even add this.)

        	Non-smoker (outside in the gates of hell ok.)

        	No Drugs

        	No touching my shit

        	Female Preferred

        	Must agree that Grease 2 is better than Grease

        	Must not be an asshole
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      I stared at the ad for at least an hour as I contemplated if I needed to tweak it again. Here I was, looking for my third roommate in a year.

      It’s not that I’m difficult to live with. I seem to attract people who are crackheads and slobs. Keep your room any way you like it, fine. Turn the common area into your own personal beach that included over a hundred pounds of real sand so you can convince your thirty-seven social media followers how you’re living it up on a beach while everyone else in Chicago is suffering through a blizzard... well, that’s where I draw the line. And that was the second instance it happened.

      It’s been two days and so far, all I’ve responded with to the applicants thus far is

      ‘No.’

      ‘Are you fucking kidding me?’

      I didn’t even bother replying to the one that said instead of rent she asked if she could pay me in skittles. Newsflash asshole, they all taste the same, they’re just different colors. I sighed; this was hopeless. I was getting ready to find an earlier flight home when my email pinged with another reply to my ad. So far, I didn’t think there was any hope. I had already said no to eight applicants, but at this rate, I couldn’t really be choosy anymore.

      Luckily, it would only be a short-term lease. Two years ago, I bought a 1980 Mercedes 307 D for twenty-five hundred dollars, and I’ve spent that entire time remodeling the van to live in. I was getting it ready to travel as many States as I could, and do the kind of podcasts that I want to do. Unfortunately, it meant working longer hours, since I needed every penny I could get to not only save, but to go toward the van.

      I clicked on another response to my ad, already getting ready to hit delete before reading it.

      

      Hi, interested in the apartment. Attached is my employment verification and all other details requested.

      Ashley

      

      I clicked on her files—bartender. Steady income, that’s great. I went through a bunch of items she listed she would be bringing, and she even enclosed a picture of her and her brother, although he was hard to see with his hair covering half his face. I can’t help but wonder if he’ll make a visit or two.

      I emailed her back.

      

      Ashley,

      Thank you for your inquiry. I would love to take you up on your offer. I plan on being out of town visiting family over the weekend you plan to move in; however, the front office will have your key ready. Once I send them over your application, they’ll confer with you about the lease.

      Thank you.

      

      I sighed, knowing I could finally relax. Or so I thought.
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        Two Weeks Later

      

      

      

      Finally home, I said to myself before shutting the door to my car. It was two in the morning, and I was tired and drained. All I wanted to do was crawl into my bed. Trying to be quiet as to not wake my new roommate, I crept to my room, not even bothering turning on the light, and immediately stripped out of my clothes as I stumbled into bed, already falling asleep before I got fully situated.

      The sound of music blasting woke me a few hours later. It took me a moment to realize I was finally back home. I quickly got out of bed and threw some clothes on. I had a roommate I still needed to properly meet. I headed to the kitchen and noted the few things added from the new roommate. Deciding to be a nice and welcoming roommate, I put on a pot of coffee and set to make some toast. I heard their bedroom door open, followed by the scent of soap.

      “Morning, Ashley!” I yelled out, but I doubt she heard me over the music. I sighed as I went to butter my toast. I was on my second bite when I heard a noise behind me and turned around to greet my new roommate. I tried to scream, but the toast got stuck in my throat as I tried to scream and breathe at the same time. They rushed up behind me and grabbed me by the waist and pressed until finally, the toast flew out. I grabbed the nearest object which was a useless butter knife and held it up to defend myself against the overly gorgeous David Gandy’s twin that was now in my kitchen. Not even thinking, I quickly ran to my room and slammed the door, cursing myself as I realized I left my phone in the kitchen. Now, I couldn’t call for help before I got slaughtered by the sexiest serial killer known to man.

      “I’m calling the cops!”

      I heard him chuckle. He actually chuckled. “Isn’t this your phone?”

      Dammit! “Who are you? What do you want? I don’t have anything of value.” I racked my brain. Maybe he wasn’t a serial killer, maybe it was Ashley’s boyfriend. Sure, Ashley lived here too, but I guess I wasn’t planning on seeing her boyfriend anytime soon.

      It was silent for a moment before he responded, “It’s me, Ash.” He paused. “Your roommate,” he said, as if that was obvious. “Your new co-living roommate,” he stressed. “You know, the guy you fucked a few weeks ago?”

      Um… what? I slowly opened the door, peering out at him, my sorry excuse for a weapon butter knife with butter still on it, in my hands.

      I looked him up and down.

      Down.

      Down.

      Down to where his private part was in full view.

      Holy shit! Holy fucking shit! He found me. Is he stalking me? My eyes went back to his penis where I found myself lingering too long before looking back to him. It’s not even hard! Okay focus. “What?” He looked at me like I was in the wrong house. I stared at him; mouth open before slowly shaking my head. “No, my roommate’s name is Ashley.”

      “Right, that would be me. The name isn’t for just girls you know.” I stared at him in confusion. He smiled. “I get that a lot.” I watched as he walked over to the fridge and pulled out a container of juice. He held the carton up offering me some and I was momentarily stunned that he was offering me my own damn juice. I slowly shook my head as he put the carton to his lips and drank. He leaned against the counter, leg in front of the other, and yet there I was still staring at his penis. “It’s why I have people call me Ash,” he continued, obviously aware I was staring at his junk.

      I finally remembered I had a voice. “I didn’t know you were male. I mean, I didn’t know you were you,” I corrected myself. I stood straight and crossed my arms. “My ad stated females only.”

      “No, your ad stated female preferred.”

      I paused. He was right. Truth be told, I didn’t think anyone read my ad since I kept getting weirdos responding to it, which is why I made the ad sound so ridiculous. “Okay, but still, don’t you think you could’ve told me.”

      “I sent you a picture.”

      I shut my eyes. “I thought you were the girl, being Ashley!”

      “That would be my nosy cousin, Bria. We grew up together, so she’s more of a sister, really.”

      “You were dressed as one of the Butabi brothers from A Night at the Roxbury,” I said more to myself than him.

      “Steve.”

      “What?”

      “I was dressed as Steve Butabi from A Night at the Roxbury.”

      What the hell did that even matter? I looked back up at him and he shrugged as he reached for an apple and took a bite. His eyes never left mine as he took another bite.

      “Of all the places for you to apply, it had to be this one? How did you even know it was mine?”

      He shrugged. “You mentioned it once or twice in between us… well… you know. You were there.” Damn that liquid courage. “Will this somehow become a problem? I hope not, I’ve already signed the lease.”

      I nodded. He was right, even if I didn’t want him here, I had no choice. So, I put on my game face. “It’ll be fine, we’ll make it work.”

      “I would hope so, it was your lack of proper word selection.” I scowled at his words. Yes, I knew all of this was my fault, but he didn’t have to rub my damn nose in it. He took another bite in the silence.

      “Just to make it perfectly clear, we’re roommates. That’s it, nothing more. Roommates. You got that?” He slowly nodded. I scowled. “I’m not having sex with you. We,” I pointed to the both of us, “are not having sex.”

      “I never said we were.”

      Oh. For some reason, I almost felt offended at that statement. I again looked down at his penis which jerked. Is he… is he getting hard? I quickly turned around. “There aren’t really any rules here, but I would prefer clothes.” I glanced at him briefly over my shoulder and noticed he had finished the rest of his apple. He casually threw the core away before grabbing more juice out of the fridge.

      Before he put the carton to his lips, I stopped him. “I’m sorry, could you… you know… use a glass or something?”

      He smiled as he grabbed a cup out of the dish rack. It took him a million years to pour himself a cup before taking a long swallow. “Sure, no problem,” he finally said before winking at me and strolling out of the kitchen. “Catch you later, roomie,” he said on the way out as I was left with the memory of his hard ass.
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      I can’t believe my new roommate is Ashley… err... Ash. How the hell did I never realize Ash wasn’t his government name? Probably because you spent your last year in college screwing each other’s brains out instead of studying for physics or actually talking outside of sex. My phone dinged to an incoming text.

      Claire: The inevitable has happened. Act shocked and concerned.

      I took a deep breath and summoned the strength from the one time I played a doorknob in the second grade. It wasn’t a huge role obviously, but I was assigned the doorknob because everyone was getting a part, regardless. And I played the hell out of that role. The best door that ever knobbed, I would even say.

      I prepared myself for the ridiculousness that is Barb as I walked into the breakroom where Barb was crying her heart out. “Maybe you can come to a compromise. It’s his wedding too, you know. It’s okay if he doesn’t agree with everything you pick out.” Claire looked up at me, grateful that I came in. “I have to go but Perrie’s here, I’m sure she has great advice.” I gave Claire a pointed look, my eyes pleading with her to not leave me here alone with Barb, but she did anyway. That bitch.

      I stood by the door, Barb at the table crying. Frank, our boss, started to walk by but stopped when he saw us.

      “What’s going on?” he whispered, not daring to walk into a room with a person crying, let alone a female crying.

      I shook my head. “I have no idea.”

      “Did you ask her?”

      “No.”

      He sighed. “Well, go ask her!”

      I huffed as I gingerly walked in. I looked between Frank and Barb as he urged me on. “Hey, Barb,” I said as I slid in the chair across from her. She looked up, nose red from crying as she reached for another tissue.

      “Hey, Pear.”

      I nodded, not saying more. Frank waved at me to continue. I counted to ten before I finally asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh, you don’t want to know.”

      She was right about that, and I started to get up, but the look on Frank’s face told me otherwise. Counting to ten, I tried again. “Sure, I do. Tell me.”

      She sniffed as she wiped her nose again. “I’ve been basically planning this wedding all by myself, and Paul chooses now to tell me that there is too much pink. I told him—”

      I cut her off, “Yeah, you know what? I can’t do this. Just work it out, Barb. Pink is the devil’s second favorite color. Not everything has to be pink, take a moment and listen to him.”

      I walked back to my desk, wondering if that was rude. Of course, it was, but Barb was a whole other level of horse shit you just didn’t want to be bothered with if you stepped in it. So instead of cleaning the horse shit, you just throw the whole damn shoe away.

      “Perrie!” I jumped at the sound of my name. My boss, Frank, looked over at me. “Here are the topics for tonight’s podcast.” I grabbed the papers as he continued talking, “Can you try to be more more tonight?”

      “More?”

      “More. You know, more. More like you actually like your job and less of the whole you’d rather be drinking acetone and setting yourself on fire.” He didn’t even wait for me to answer as he walked away and I looked down at my sheet of paper. It was probably because I did hate my job. It started out great for the most part. People would call in, ask questions regarding life, then we shifted to crime stories which I absolutely loved, and it was great. But the later they put my podcast, the more the questions got… well, more.

      It went from, ‘how can I make a four-course meal using ramen, spam, and enchilada sauce’ to ‘how can I be better at deepthroating.’ The absolute worst part? Frank wanted us to ‘dress’ the part. He felt it made the show more authentic if I was wearing something revealing to answer sex comments. I hated it, it was revolting, not to mention degrading. My only saving grace was the fact that no one actually saw us, so I guess I sort of went with it.

      I suppose it wouldn’t be so bad if I actually had more recent sexual experiences, other than what the ex-boyfriend called the ‘best three minutes of his life’. Instead, I spend hours on various porn sites trying to learn. I’m not saying anything is wrong with porn sites, but for the love of cheese, they could at least take an acting class or two.
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      I was tired, and I was drained but that was nowhere near the amount of shock I had when I opened the door to my apartment and there was Ash sitting comfortably on the couch with a notepad, and an air mattress in the middle of the living room. Oh, and there were two people having sex on it. My mouth dropped open and I stared. It took me gasping before Ash finally looked up at me.

      “We’re almost done.”

      I thickly swallowed as I looked back to the couple on the air mattress, seemingly ignoring me as they continued. I quickly slammed the door as I went out into the hallway. What the hell is going on here? I slid down the wall, my knees to my chest, trying to figure out not only what I just walked in on, but why? Oh, and what the ever-loving fuck?

      At least twenty minutes went by before the door slowly opened and the couple that was having sex in my living room both walked out, looking at each other happily. I suppose them being happy was justified. The girl glanced down at me and waved. “Thank you,” she said before getting into the elevator. I didn’t even know what to say back to her. What the hell was she thanking me for? I let at least another twenty minutes go by before I took a deep breath, stood up and made my way into my apartment.

      The air mattress was gone, the furniture was moved back into place, but the smell of sex still lingered in the air. I heard something sizzling in the kitchen along with a waft of something that smelled amazing. I’m guessing he had a date coming over. My stomach growled, reminding me of the granola bar I had at lunch that didn’t suffice. I walked slowly toward it. There at the stove stood Ash stirring something on the stove, before moving to the counter to gather the fresh basil and chopped garlic and throw it into the pot. He peered over his shoulder and smiled. “I was wondering when you were going to come back in.”

      I gave a half-smile as I peered into the cabinet and grabbed a pack of microwavable mac and cheese which was horrible by the way. “I’m making spaghetti, interested?” He didn’t even wait for me to respond as he grabbed two plates out of the cabinet. I stood frozen in my spot not sure of what I should do. I didn’t say anything and watched as he dished up pasta onto both plates, followed by a generous scoop of sauce. He placed them both on the table before walking to the fridge and peering inside before taking out a bottle of wine.

      “I wasn’t sure if you were a wine drinker.” He held up the bottle. “Cabernet okay?” Again, he didn’t wait for me to respond as he took two glasses from the cabinet and filled them both halfway. He placed a glass in front of each dish and pulled the chair out. That’s when I noticed he was waiting for me to sit down. When I didn’t move, he motioned for me to sit. Hesitantly and ever so slowly, I sat as he pushed the chair up to the table before taking his own. I watched as he swirled his noodles in the sauce and took a bite. He briefly shut his eyes and nodded as if he gave himself the seal of approval before he really dug in. I finally picked up my fork, taking a bite.

      Damn, this was good. “You made this?” I asked him as I took an even bigger bite. Thoughts of being classy be damned.

      “Secret family recipe, although don’t you dare tell my mom I didn’t have time to make real pasta and used boxed instead.” He winked at me as he took a sip of his wine.

      “I’m not that great at cooking. I mean, I know the basics but I guess even that can be questionable.” I took a long drink. “My dad said it was okay but I’m sure more often than not, he was just being nice. I think it was because he was tired of drinking nutritional shakes so any food was practically gourmet.”

      “You two must have been really close.”

      I paused, not realizing I was talking so freely about my dad, which was something I never did. I quickly changed the subject. “Wow, your family goes all out, don’t they? Homemade pasta, what else can you do?”

      He shrugged, taking another bite before pouring us both more wine. It was odd how much we didn’t know about each other considering we were practically in a relationship, only not really in a relationship during university. I suppose we spent more time in the bedroom not really talking unless he was giving me a command. After a few minutes, the wine finally did its job by giving me the encouragement I needed.

      I cleared my throat. “So, about earlier.”

      He looked up at me, waiting for me to continue. I didn’t. We just stared at each other. I guess he wasn’t going to make this easy for me at all. “The people in the living room?” He nodded, still not saying anything. I sighed. “I thought you were a bartender?”

      “I am. Sometimes. Mostly on call.” He took another bite of his food.

      “So, what? When you’re not bartending, you’re watching people have sex? You don’t think that’s something you should’ve shared with me?”

      “Firstly, I’m not watching people have sex, at least not unless they want me to.” I started to say something but he cut me off. “Secondly, it’s my job to offer advice when needed.”

      “I would definitely like for you to elaborate on your answer.”

      “Think of me as a... a life coach, who happens to specialize in sex.”

      “Sex? So... a sex coach?”

      He smirked, probably because I said it as if I had never heard of it before. “Not just sex. Relationships go way beyond intimacy. Don’t you agree?”

      I blinked several times before throwing out an answer. “Yes, yes of course. I completely agree.”

      “Besides, you tend to learn what your partner is looking for when you used to get paid for it,” he said so casually, and he shrugged.

      Wait...what? Was he a prostitute? Did Ash become a prostitute and now he’s just sitting at the table, casually eating spaghetti like it was the most normal thing in the world? What does this mean? Is that why he was on Sextee? And is the whole not kissing thing true? Ask him!

      I stared at my plate a few minutes more before deciding to wing it and ask him more. I decided to forgo it when I looked up and he was staring at me with a smirk on his stupid face. He knew exactly what I was going to ask. I decided to go another route instead. “So, what were you in Vegas for?” Probably a prostitute convention.

      “Business.”

      “Business?” I parroted back at him. He nodded, pouring himself more wine. Wait, he did have a huge hotel room. I at least noticed that when I snuck out in the morning.

      “You know, you do a lot of thinking, and not so much talking. That’s still a thing with you I see.”

      “Why do you make it sound like you know me? We had sex a few times, and that was the end of it.”

      His eyes darkened as he stared at me. In fact, he looked pissed. He was just about to open his mouth to say something when his phone rang. I have never been happier for an interruption in my life. With his eyes still on me, he answered, “Hey… and how did that discussion go? Did you approach it the way we discussed or did you decide to do your own thing again?”

      I walked out of the living room into our shared common. I left Ash and his conversation in the kitchen as I went into my room and thought about the first time he spoke to me. It had been one month, or as I sometimes called it ‘post-Hailey’…

      

      “Hey Pineapple, get that tiny ice we like. Don’t fuck it up this time.” I rolled my eyes and turned up the volume on my phone, the song The Beginning Is The End, Is The Beginning by Smashing Pumpkins was just going off, and Push It by Garbage picking right up. What can I say, 90s alternative was better than the shit they played these days.

      Pineapple, one of the many names I was called. In all honesty, I doubt anyone even knew my real name. I heard the bell ring and basically, everyone got up to head to their next period. Everyone but me since I didn’t have one. This was my favorite part of the day.

      I got to sit here mostly alone in the library. Once I was sure no one was around, I dug around in my bag for today’s prized possession. My Walking Dead comic book. Even though I’ve read this particular one a million times, it never got old.

      “I bet that thing has seen better days.”

      I jumped at the voice behind me, damn near dropping my comic book. There he was—Ash—captain of the football team, captain of the basketball team, and most likely lead in whatever spring production musical they were doing this year. I expected him to keep walking but instead, he dropped his bag down and sat right next to me. I looked around at all the empty spaces and seats he could have taken, which was damn near the entire library.

      I looked back down at my comic book. “Yeah, it was my dad’s.”

      “Tell him he needs a new one.” He smiled as he rummaged around in his bag for something.

      I stared at him a moment—ridiculous hair, dimpled cheeks. I can see why the girls drooled over him. I didn’t. As far as I was concerned, he was just like the rest of them. He looked up at me and I immediately felt myself blush as I looked back down at my comic book for a moment before responding to his statement. “He’s dead.” The smile he had instantly dropped.

      “Shit. I’m sorry, I didn’t know—”

      “You wouldn’t have,” I interrupted him, focusing back on my comic. From then on, it was awkward. No other words were said because that’s what I do. I make it awkward, even when I didn’t mean to.

      That’s how it was for the next two weeks. Him sitting right next to me in the library, neither of us saying a word to each other. Granted, I had no idea why. He spent the last three years ignoring my entire existence and the only time he ever said anything to me was a simple ‘thanks’ when I picked up everyone’s dirty towels and jockstraps off the floor in the locker room, which was part of my job as the equipment manager, apparently.
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      The more I lived with Ash, the more I remembered why I disliked him, but more so, why I liked him. He didn’t seem to recall that brief connection we had. He didn’t seem to know that we hung out… a lot by the time we got to the university. Of course, he wouldn’t remember me, I was just the one-night stand that night in Vegas, not the shy emo wannabe kid from high school.

      Don’t get me wrong, he’s a nice guy, not so bad for a roommate. It’s mostly because he was a manwhore. Every night I came home from work and there was a different whore in the common area. We barely talked—mostly because of my working hours—but there were times I came home and he and the whore of the night were in the living room practically dry humping each other.

      With Ash being occupied every damn night, it made me decide to finally begin a casual fling with Felix. He was good-looking, a huge flirt, seemed to care about his family, was a complete dumbfuck, and he liked bees, which was odd since he was allergic to honey.

      Three more months, I kept telling myself. If there was anything I was looking forward to, it was the upcoming garden show. I waited all year for this, and sure it was mostly middle-aged people, but I didn’t care. Gardening was how I found my comfort zone and helped me ease stress.

      I got home extra early from work and got changed. I got out my best pair of gardening gloves and tools then went to prune the garden again. Ash was already out there smoking and his eyes widened when he saw me before looking down at the direction I was going. I too looked down at my little garden and practically stopped breathing.

      They were ruined. All of the flowers were ruined. I started to think about what could’ve happened. What could have destroyed them? Did something in the air destroy them? Did I accidentally use bleach instead of water? Even I knew that was impossible.

      “Yeah... about that...” Ash came up to me, looking sheepish. The expression on his face said it all.

      “I asked for one fucking thing, and you couldn’t even do that!” I bent down assessing the damage of my now ruined garden. I looked up into the unconcerned eyes of Ash, who was a complete piece of shit, and hugely uncaring about what he did... again. He lit up another cigarette and took a moment to blow smoke before finally acknowledging me. He shrugged. That was it. A shrug.

      I stood up, hands balled ready to rub that disgusting cigarette into his probably bleached asshole. I took a few deep breaths, before trying to act rationally. There weren’t many things I enjoyed or cared about in life, but gardening and my almost-ready van were the top of the list. “You know how much this meant to me.” I found myself whispering because if I said it out loud then the tears would come and he would probably enjoy that. He took a step toward me and I immediately stepped back. “Just don’t, you’ve done enough.”

      I finished picking up the rest of the now shit garden and threw them in the trash before going inside and slamming the door. I went straight to my room, making sure to slam that door even harder. I stood against the door for a few moments before sliding down and before I knew it, I started crying. I know what you’re thinking, who cries over a garden?
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      Who cries over a garden? I asked myself as she went inside and slammed the door. I too went inside and slammed the door as well, because fuck her, that’s why. After a moment, the guilt set in. I backed my bike over them by accident. I didn’t mean to destroy her garden—at least that type of garden. What can I say, I’m a guy with a dick? I went up to my room and was just about to turn on the light when the glow from her room caught my attention. Our apartment layout was U-shaped, which meant our bedrooms faced each other as did our balconies. I left the light off as I stepped closer to the window and watched her. Crying.

      She was crying. Fuuuuuck.

      I grabbed my keys off the nightstand and headed out. It was almost midnight so I doubt any place would be open but I had to at least try.
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      An hour later I was standing outside her bedroom door, holding... something as I knocked on her door and waited. It was damn near one in the morning so I didn’t even expect her to be up. I was about to leave the item at her door when it suddenly opened and she looked at me wide-eyed. She was in a silk robe, skin flushed like I just disturbed her. Wait, was someone else here? That would be shocking. I never saw her with anyone and only occasionally saw the so-called boyfriend. I stared at her, not saying anything.

      “What?”

      I blinked a few times before realizing why I was standing there and held out the potted plant. She stared at it as if it was completely foreign to her. “It’s a…” I paused trying to remember what the card said. “Crouton.”

      She looked like she wanted to smile. Who knew she actually had a smile. “Croton,” she corrected me. She took the pot gently from me, and I stood awkwardly at her door as she placed it on a small table in her room.

      “I figured you could plant it. I mean, I know it won’t replace the ones ruined but…”

      She smiled again. “It’s more of an indoor plant but thank you. I appreciate the gesture.” I was going to say more but an impatient knock on the door stole my attention. Who the fuck is here this time of night? She looked at me nervously before she rushed over to the door and opened it. “I didn’t think you were coming,” she loudly whispered.

      “I had time,” someone drunkenly said. I watched the guy walk in and stroll past her, already taking off his shirt. The smell of cheap vodka wafted in with him. He didn’t so much as notice I was there before heading straight to her room. I’ve seen him here before, but he was never here for more than fifteen minutes, and I’m sure ten of those fifteen was him trying to find his own dick.

      “Thank you for the plant, it was really nice,” she muttered, looking almost embarrassed.

      “Not a problem.” I walked to the front door and gave her one final look before shutting the door behind me. I didn’t go inside my room, not yet. I went back outside and leaned against the side of the house and lit up a cigarette and breathed in the night air. I wasn’t even done with my smoke before the door that led outside opened, and out stumbled the same guy that was just up in her room, acting like he just gave her the best fuck of her life. A car pulled up, he got in and took off. I smirked. That was it?

      I finished my smoke before finally heading into my room. The light flowing from her bedroom easily distinguishable. I was about to climb into bed when I saw her and froze.

      She always kept the shades drawn, but this time they weren’t. She was in bed on her back, robe still on. I watched as she gently parted her lips as one hand moved inside her robe. I was transfixed as I watched her tease her nipples, her other hand making its way down her body as her legs parted. I stared.

      I know I shouldn’t have but I stared as I watched her get herself off, my own dick hardening, but I didn’t dare touch it. This was about her need, the need she clearly didn’t get from splint-dick earlier. I watched as her breathing picked up, her hand between her legs making her moan. Then I watched as she arched her back, her skin practically glowing as her orgasm tore through her and the small whimpers—I’m sure she was making—escaped her lips. Her hand slowed and a small smile spread across her lips. She softly sighed before opening her eyes, where they met mine. Her eyes widened at the realization that I just watched her make herself come. Her emotions quickly went from shocked to mortified, to freak-out mode all within three seconds. She gasped as she jumped up, heading for the window to shut the blinds, but it was too late. I had already seen her, and now I wanted her.
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      I let the entire weekend go by before I got up the courage to leave my room and yet I was still absolutely mortified. Maybe it was all in my head. Maybe I imagined him being there, staring at me through the window. And yet, the thought of him watching me only turned me on over the weekend to the point where my batteries finally gave up on me.

      Stupid.

      Stupid.

      Stupid.

      I gave myself a mental high five for keeping snacks in my room, and for some damn reason, Ash decided to stay inside all weekend, which prevented me from leaving.

      I finished making my coffee before peeking out the doorway from the kitchen as I listened for any sign of him. I went to the window and noted his bike wasn’t in its usual place. Thank God, maybe I was in the clear after all. Grabbing my things, I rushed to the door with the intention of making a quick getaway when I was stopped short by the presence in front of me and screamed. The coffee I was very much looking forward to hit the ground and splattered everywhere.

      “Are you kidding me?” I shouted before I looked down at my now ruined blouse.

      “Sorry.” He bent down to pick up my now empty cup. I snatched it out of his hand as I stormed back into my room for a new shirt. When I came back out, I expected him to be in his room, but he wasn’t. He was wiping up the last of the coffee that was spilled on the floor.

      “I was going to do that.”

      He shrugged. “It’s not a problem. Besides, you dropped it because of me.” He threw the soiled napkins away and I again expected him to go to his room but he didn’t. In fact, he was helping himself to his own breakfast as he placed some bread in the toaster and poured himself some juice.

      “Excuse me?”

      He glanced at me as he took a sip of his juice. “Did you want some toast?”

      “No, I don’t want some toast! Did you need something, or were you just standing in front of the door?”

      The toaster popped, and I watched as he grabbed it and took a bite before answering me. “I wanted to see how Crouton was.”

      I stared at him a moment before I realized he was talking about the plant. “It’s fine,” I said through gritted teeth. He nodded as he drained the rest of his juice, that was really my juice. He placed the empty glass in the sink.

      “Great, well let me know if it needs anything.” He nodded as he headed out the door. It was the way he said it that bothered me, but in a good way. What the hell just happened? It didn’t matter. This was good. Maybe he’s acting like it didn’t happen because it actually didn’t happen. Maybe I imagined seeing him through the window staring at me. In fact, maybe he didn’t see anything at all and I’m overreacting.
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      What the hell was wrong with me? I had seen plenty of girls get themselves off, but for some reason, Perrie’s pussy was all I thought about all weekend. Not once did she come out of her room. At some point, I thought maybe she put herself out of her misery. I smiled thinking of the memory of the look on her face when she saw me —it was epic.

      She knew I knew. She might pretend I didn’t, but I won’t. But she had a boyfriend, at least I thought she did if that’s what you wanted to call him. I grabbed my laptop and headed to the workspace center for today’s meetings.

      While I don’t have a ‘degree’, I do have requirements for those wanting to work with me. You tend to learn a lot when you’ve decided to basically prostitute yourself to pay for your dying sister’s cancer treatments. Turns out, it was a waste. She died anyway.

      I did maybe fifty percent fucking and fifty percent acting as a therapist to women of all ages and sizes. There were days when I didn’t even know if I was going to need my dick that day or if I was going to need chamomile tea to get them through their bitchfest.

      But, I learned. I learned what they wanted. I learned what they were asking for. I learned what they wanted to hear and before I knew it, I didn’t have to fuck any of them unless I honestly truly wanted to. That’s why I do what I do, and I’m damn good at it.
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      “I just don’t know anymore. What do you think I should do?” I focused my attention back on the redhead in front of me. Unfortunately, I had no idea what she was asking because my attention was on the so-called boyfriend of Perrie, who walked in with his hand practically glued to some woman’s ass. Maybe he and Perrie were just fuck buddies? I mean, who didn’t have a few of those, right?

      I started to stand up and walk his way before I remembered Paloma was still in front of me, waiting patiently for an answer. I turned to her. “Paloma, what did I teach you on day one?” I didn’t wait for her to answer. “If it makes you happy, then go for it. If you have any hesitations, then don’t. If he’s pressuring you, then it sounds like he’s not the right guy for you. He’s not taking your needs into consideration.”

      She stared at her hands that were in her lap, and after a few seconds, she finally nodded. “You’re right.” No shit, I always am. “You’re absolutely right. I don’t need him.” She abruptly stood up and thanked me again before leaving. I turned back to my original mission. He was gone.
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      Over the next few weeks, it was the same thing. Perrie’s boyfriend, or whatever the hell he was, would show up randomly, mostly after midnight, spend five minutes with her in their room then he left. I was beginning to wonder if he was paying her. He never did the job right of course. It was almost like she couldn’t wait for him to leave so she could play with her clit. She thought she was being quiet, but I still heard her. I practically envisioned her biting into her bottom lip to stay quiet as little whimpers escaped her lips. And each thought that consumed me, made me hard as fuck.
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      I took a deep breath before going up to the door to The Allis. The air alone wreaked of snooty rich pretentious people, who didn’t give a damn about anyone except themselves. To say I was nervous was an understatement. When Gerald reached out to me a few days ago, I was shocked. Why I agreed to a meeting, I had no idea, and yet here I was, about to do just that.

      As I was taken to my table, a few of the men smiled at me while their supposed wives faked a smile. Even though I was dressed nicely, it was like they still knew I didn’t belong. They knew I wasn’t one of them.

      “Thank you for coming.” He stood up, as the waiter pulled out my chair. He leaned over kissing me on both cheeks, which was awkward. I gingerly sat down as I looked at the two people in front of me. Gerald and Jacqueline. Two people, I haven’t seen in years. They each looked the same. Jacqueline, I’m sure had work done. Gerald, with his hair now fully grayed, was more or less the same.

      “How have you been? We heard you did well at the university. We’re both so proud of you.” What in the hell is going on here? ‘We’re both so proud of you?’ What kind of passive-aggressive statement is that? Like they were following my achievements since day one.

      “I always knew you would be extraordinary,” Gerald said as the waiter came and placed our Afternoon Tea in front of us along with the finger sandwiches and cakes. I looked this place up before I got here. People actually came here and paid over forty dollars a head for some damn tea and sandwiches that were half the size of a slider.

      I shakily picked up a spoon to stir my tea, scared to death I would drop it. “Thank you,” I whispered before taking a sip. After a few minutes of complete silence, Gerald finally spoke again.

      “I’m sure you have lots of questions about why we asked you here and our arrangement.” My head snapped to his. Those were the exact same words he said to me almost ten years ago once upon a time…

      

      “Pssst.”

      I jumped when a balled-up piece of paper hit me in the head. I just took the ball and set it to the side. Surprisingly enough, I was used to this. It no longer mattered to respond, they only laughed and teased me harder.

      I hated high school. Things were to get better, at least that’s what my ‘parents’ told me. They weren’t.

      Why can’t you be more like Hailey?

      Why can’t you dress as Hailey did?

      Why can’t you just be more?

      Hailey never had problems making friends.

      Hailey.

      Hailey.

      Hailey.

      Every day I was reminded about my sister. She was the golden child; I was the disgraced child. Us standing side by side, you would never know we were sisters. She had the perfect blond hair and blue eyes. She was considered perfection. I, on the other hand, was the exact opposite, taking more of my father’s features, with dark hair, that made it clear humidity was not on my side, dark eyes, and was considered the outcast. Oh, and there’s that small tidbit that no one knew we were actually sisters.

      And when I say no one, that also included Hailey.

      Once it was evident my father couldn’t give my mother the grand lifestyle she wanted after the loss of his job, she went elsewhere and looked for a man who could give her exactly that. It wasn’t long before she traded in dirty diapers for diamonds and bottles for Bentleys.

      She made sure to rope in the most eligible bachelor she could get her hands on, got pregnant, and left me and my dad without a second glance.

      Imagine showing up in Winnetka, Illinois, one of the most affluent neighborhoods in existence, on their doorstep with a backpack and a carryon. It took two hours to convince the butler that Jacqueline Lexington was in fact my mother, a lovely tidbit she seemingly forgot to tell her new husband, Gerald Lexington.

      It took two days for them to come up with a solution that I was the poor orphan child that was in need and they, oh so graciously, took me in. I was to never refer to her as Mom and was essentially treated like their staff. If guests came over for dinner, I had to eat in my room so as not to bother them, since Jacqueline didn’t think I had the proper etiquette. “I’m sure you have lots of questions about our arrangement,” Gerald once said to me but never added in words beyond that. Now I knew firsthand an inkling of some of the experiences that Dido Elizabeth Belle went through in the 1700s.

      How may I be too high in rank to dine with the servants, and too low to dine with my family?

      It earned sympathy points for Jacqueline and popularity points with Gerald. I didn’t want to come here. I dreaded having to come here, but after my father died of cancer, it was either this or be put in a foster home. I regret that I didn’t select a foster home. At least then I would have had a family.

      But ergo, there was the constant comparing to Hailey. In fact, the only time Jacqueline ever really talked to me was to tell me how disappointing I was, and how the reason Hailey was no longer here was because of me.

      She was right, of course, she was. If I hadn’t shown up on their doorstep five years ago then maybe Hailey never would’ve gone to that party. Maybe Hailey wouldn’t have gotten into the driver’s seat completely drunk to drive herself home because I had to stay in to study. Unlike Hailey, I wasn’t given a buy-in to the university, so I had to have a beyond decent score on the ACTs. Or... maybe I just shouldn’t have told her no when she demanded that I come to get her from the party. Maybe Hailey would still be alive, and maybe, just maybe, my egg donor wouldn’t look at me as if I solely killed her daughter.

      The moment I turned eighteen, I came home from school and was prohibited from going past the foyer. When I looked to my left, all my things, which weren’t much, were sitting in a few boxes. I wasn’t exactly expecting a present of any kind, but this was highly surprising. Walt, the butler and basically my only friend, gave me the saddest look as he looked away when a tear escaped his eyes. “I begged her to let you stay, and—”

      I shushed him as I gave him a small smile. “It’s okay.”

      “You can stay with us; we have a small room—”

      “Walt,” I wiped his tears away, “it’s okay.” He looked away from me as guilt started to eat at him. “I promise, it’s okay.”

      “Let me try talking to her again. I think she just needs to be talked to, to understand. She’s not thinking right, you know she never has since…” He stopped, realizing what he was about to say.

      “Walt, I’m fine. I promise.”

      He took his handkerchief from his pocket. “Keep in touch okay? And we’ll be there for graduation, I promise.”

      I nodded as I gave him a hug, before picking up the two small boxes I had, and took them out to my 1996 Chevy Corsica. It was the only car I could afford, basically. I took a deep breath and looked up at the house to the window I often saw Jacqueline looking out of. Today was no different. She glared at me for a few seconds before finally turning and walking away. She was good at that after all.

      “Perrie, this is for you.”

      I turned to Walt who ran up to me with his wife, Martha. He held out a plain white envelope. I looked at him confused before opening the envelope. I stared at the money. “I know it’s not much, but Martha and I wanted to—”

      I shoved the envelope back to him. “I can’t take your money.”

      He shook his head as he handed it back to me, this time closing his fingers around mine. “Start your new life, but don’t forget about us. Make us proud.”

      I shook my head, tears running down my face. “I love you both so much, and I’m sorry if I’ve never said it before, but I do. I love you both.” Walt and Martha never had kids, it just never happened for them. Then I came along—a scrawny, barely in her teens little girl, that yearned for some kind of affection, some semblance of love to show that I mattered or at least one person cared about me. They gave me exactly that and more.

      I didn’t know it then, but that was the last time I would ever see Walt or Martha for a very long time—the only people I had in my life, that I could call family.

      

      “Clarence, great to see you.” Gerald interrupted himself to briefly make pleasantries with someone passing by before he turned his attention back to me as I tried to tune back in to whatever he was saying. He was rambling about who knows what, to ease the tension before it dawned on me what he said. “It’s been ten years,” I whispered, afraid of being any louder than that, out of fear I may cry. “Ten years,” I said again. “You said you heard I did well at university. How? How would you have known that?”

      Both of them looked at me but said nothing as Gerald I’m sure attempted to come up with something. “What did I major in?” I looked to Gerald, waiting for an answer. There was no point to even look at Jacqueline. She just stared at her tea. “You don’t even know do you? You think sending me a graduation present, which I sent back by the way, makes up for everything?”

      Gerald cleared his throat. “I admit, things weren’t thoroughly thought out then. You weren’t treated fairly—”

      I cut him off. “You’re just now realizing that?” I yelled not even being fazed that my voice was rising and I’m sure we were getting looks. Shaking, I reached for my tea to calm myself down, not caring that a few drops of tea from the spoon landed on the stark white tablecloth. I stared at the brown drops as they soaked into the linen. It wasn’t perfect anymore. No matter how much they cleaned the stain out, it would always be deemed perfectly imperfect.

      Like me.

      “You kicked me out the moment I turned eighteen. As in the very day, I turned eighteen. I came home from school to all my shit packed by the front door when I still had two weeks of school left. Most people get a cake for their birthday, I had the lovely task of trying to find a place to sleep. I needed a family. I needed someone to talk to if I was having a bad day at school. I had a sister that didn’t even know I existed when her room was across from mine! She never even knew we were sisters. She died not knowing that.” I felt the tears welling but it didn’t matter, it never did. The years of bitterness and rage that was in me was starting to come to surface. “Why did you call me here?”

      Gerald sighed and stared at his hands a moment before lacing his with Jacqueline’s. “I know that apologizing won’t make up for it. And you’re right, there are things you don’t know—”

      I cut him off. “I asked why did you call me here?”

      He ran a hand through his hair and tensed as if whatever he had to say was truly detrimental. “Your mother…” he paused looking at her. He loved her, that much was true, and maybe Gerald even loved me, but I would never know. They had years to show me any kind of love but they didn’t, so why would I want their love now? Jacqueline placed her hands on top of his before finally looking at me for probably the first time in ten years, and if not that, then the first time since I walked into this snooty place.

      “I’m sick,” she said quietly as she dabbed her eyes with the cloth napkin. I felt myself disconnecting after that. Memories of my own father being sick flooded my mind. We went to so many doctors and it felt like each one gave the same prognosis. Because they did.

      Death.

      

      “Ma’am? Can you hear me?”

      I finally looked up at the two police officers standing in front of me. A third joined them. I’m not even sure when the third guy got here. Or was he here the whole time? Maybe he was here the whole time. He was much younger than both of the others. I looked around the small kitchen. Did I offer them anything to drink? Maybe I should offer them a drink. I didn’t even know what we had. Hell, we barely had anything. We barely spent any time home, and were practically at the hospital twenty-four seven. I moved us into the cheapest place I could find since neither of us would really even be here.

      Tap water would have to do. Ugh, the tap was disgusting. They seemed nice enough to not even care that it was just tap water. Did I have clean cups? All of our glasses were still in boxes. How embarrassing. So, so embarrassing.

      “Ma’am?” The first officer crouched down in front of me. “I think that you’re in shock.”

      “I should make dinner, he has to have food with his medication,” I whispered. At least I think I whispered it. Something was dripping from my face, and I reached up and touched it. They were tears. Was I crying? Why was I crying?

      “Ma’am, is there someone we can call for you? A family member, or your mother perhaps?”

      My head snapped to his. Mother. If only I knew what that even was. I shook my head as I looked back at him. “It’s just me and my dad. He came home yesterday.” My eyes went to my dad, who was faced down on the kitchen table. His Daurismo and cytarabine pill bottles were both spilled. I quickly counted the tablets. Thirteen. There were only thirteen of the Daurismo and only three of the cytarabine. Where were the rest? These were both brand-new refills.

      The second officer knelt beside the other one. “How old are you, sweetie?” I blinked at him as if the question was not only ridiculous, but I debated telling him my real age since I had to lie that I was of age just to get this apartment and the several before that.

      “Ma’am, we need you to step away from the body,” one of the officers said gently. The body? What the hell did he mean by ‘the body’. It’s my dad. When he stepped toward me, I flinched, and he held up his hands to show he meant no harm.

      “Ma’am, I’m so, so sorry. I really am. I know this is a horrible situation for you right now, but…” he briefly hesitated as he turned back to the other officers before looking back at me. “He’s no longer with us. I truly am sorry for your loss.”

      “I was only gone for a few hours. He was fine. He was getting better!” The officer looked to the other officer in the far back. I heard myself getting louder. My hand gripped tighter to the hand that was cold to the touch on the table. I willed it to wake up. I willed it to warm up as I moved it.

      Him.

      “He’s so cold,” I whispered, rubbing my hand up and down his arm trying to warm him up.

      “The body is cold?” the officer in front of me asked.

      I frowned. “No, my dad is cold! You’re supposed to help him! Why are you just standing there?”

      I stared at all the other empty pill bottles that surrounded him, and the empty bottle of whiskey. I didn’t get it. I just didn’t get it. None of this made any sense. “He wouldn’t do this,” I whispered one last time.

      Yeah. He wouldn’t do this. But he did. He fucking did.

      

      “Perrie, I know this must be completely overwhelming for you.” I slowly looked up and that’s when I noticed he was handing me a cloth napkin. Apparently, I had been crying. “We’re going to fight it. We’re going to do everything we can, that’s why we need you.”

      I suddenly flinched when a hand grabbed mine. Jacqueline. I snatched my hand away and she had the nerve to look offended. “You honestly think I’m crying over you?” She started to say something but as usual, since it involved actually speaking to me, she didn’t. “What is it?” I finally asked.

      “Lymphoma. So far, we’ve been doing treatment, but it’s not always successful. Her physicians have stated a bone marrow transplant would be best; however, because of Jacqueline’s rare blood type. Finding a donor is next to impossible.”

      “So, you’re here to ask me for mine?”

      “Precisely. We only—”

      “Do you always speak for her, or does she hate me so much that she can’t speak for herself?” I suddenly snapped. Gerald shrunk back as he looked to Jacqueline. Jacqueline looked to me, eyes welling up with tears and even still, she struggled to say something. In that moment, I willed her to say something, I deserved at least that much. She was my mom, at least she was supposed to be.

      She didn’t.

      I left.
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      I can’t believe my cousin conned me into going with her to see Barbie on Ice. “You’ll love it, Barbie’s in it.” That was the hook presented to me to get me to go with her and my niece. And since I was damn near putty in my niece’s hands, well, here we are.

      I was about to look for a way out of it when I spotted Perrie across the street. At least it looked like Perrie if I squinted hard enough. I watched as she took a long swallow from the wine bottle she had. It was Perrie. I turned to Bria. “Hey, I’ll be right back.” I didn’t wait for her to respond as I ran across the street and slowed my gait as I got closer.

      “Perrie?”

      She looked at me slowly, eyes glazed over as she held up the wine bottle. “It’s empty,” she said almost in a whine.

      I crouched down in front of her. “What’s going on?”

      “Ma’am, you can’t have an open container in the park,” an officer that approached said as he took out his pad as if he was going to write her a ticket, or worse... arrest her.

      “I’ll take her home,” I rushed out.

      He glared at me. “You know this person?”

      I assured him I did, and that I would take full responsibility for her. After a few minutes, he finally nodded for us to go. We walked past Bria, and I whispered, “Something’s wrong.” She nodded in understanding as I helped Perrie walk to my bike. I paused. Could I trust her to hold on to me? I guess we would find out.

      She stared at the ground not saying anything. Finally, she slowly lifted her head, and while she had tears in her eyes, she never let them fall. “Can you take me to get a drink?”

      I nodded. That, I could do.

      Taking Perrie to a bar was out of the question, so to say she was surprised when I took her back to our place was an understatement. If I didn’t know any better, I would even say she was about to throw an epic tantrum. “Calm down, rebel, I have stuff here you can drink.” She seemed to be content with that answer.

      She followed me into the kitchen, and I pulled out a bottle of Jack from the freezer, and two cans of Coke. When I turned back around, Perrie was leaving the kitchen and heading into the living room with the bottle of Jack in her hands, the two cans of Coke be damned. Before she sat down, she had already taken one healthy long drink. I sat next to her, and we both stared at the huge screen in front of us. She handed me the bottle, and I took a shot. “Did you want to watch a movie or something?”

      She shrugged as she reached for the bottle again. I reached over her, grabbing the remote. Fuck, she smelled good, even with the alcohol undertones. I turned on the television, flipping through random channels, before finally turning on Netflix, and choosing a comedy—A Night at the Roxbury. I laughed at the fact that I selected that one since I was dressed like that in the picture I had sent her. I figured something lighthearted might be the way to go here. I watched from the corner of my eye as she took another swig of the Jack, before she moved all her hair to one side, leaving her neck exposed on my side. She was most likely feeling the warmth from the Jack. This could either be good or bad.

      She picked up the deck of cards from the coffee table and started shuffling them. She turned more to face me, and sighed, eyeing the bottle of Jack. “We have a lot of Jack to finish.” I didn’t miss the evil glint in her eyes as she held up the cards. “High or low?”

      My eyes narrowed. I could hold my liquor, but could she? “High or low?” I repeated back to her.

      “Surely, you’ve played.”

      “Oh, yes I’ve played… when I was in high school.”

      She rolled her eyes. “So, here are the rules” she started, clearly ignoring the fact that I told her I had played the game before. “If you guess wrong, then you drink. If you guess right, then I drink.”

      I might as well feign some sort of interest. I tilted my head at her suggestion. “So, either way, we’re both going to get fucked up.” I took the cards from her, shuffling them more. I placed a card down between us face up, and another card face down. The card showing was the Ten of Hearts. She watched as my hand hovered over the card, ready to flip it over. “Higher or lower, Perrie?”

      She stared at the back of the card with her brow furrowed, almost as if she was trying to see through it. She slowly licked the bottom of her lip and fuck, did I want that tongue in my mouth. She finally glanced up at me, and with a small smile, gave me her answer. “Higher.” The way she said it made her sound breathy.

      Her eyes didn’t leave mine as I flipped the card over, and we both looked down at the same time. Four of Clubs. She frowned briefly, before reaching for the Jack and taking a long swig. She reached for the cards. “My turn, higher or lower than the four?”

      I sat back, confident in myself. Besides, I had only three odds that it would be lower than the four. “Higher.”

      She flipped the card over. “Queen of Hearts.” She sighed as she took another swig. This one longer than her previous. She abruptly stood up, lifting her sweater above her head, which left her in a tight-fitting tank top. My eyes immediately went to her hardened nipples, and I did something I didn’t think I would do. I licked my lips. I licked my fucking lips.

      She held the bottle up, which was now more than half gone. “What happens when we finish this?”

      I smirked as I looked toward the kitchen. “I have Jameson.” She frowned, then stared down at the deck of cards. She was getting drunk. This is where I told myself, I should be responsible. I should get her a glass of water and put her to bed. I would even do the kind gentleman shit and stay with her until she fell asleep. Being a gentleman gets you somewhere. It gets you cool points.

      Well, fuck being a gentleman. The only thing I wanted right now was to rip that tight tank top off and suck on her tits. Those jeans that were so tight, they almost looked painted on, needed to go. I wanted to wrap my belt around her neck as I fucked her so hard, she didn’t know what to do with herself.

      “We could fuck instead.”

      I glanced up at her in shock. She had the remote in her hand, and at some point when I was fantasizing about her tits, she had flipped off Netflix and turned on the cable. She was reading what was on the screen, softly giggling. “The names they come up with for porn.” She nodded toward the television. “But, at least this one is straight to the point, instead of something corny like Debbie Rides Hard or some shit like that. Poor Debbie, she’s done all of Dallas, what next?”

      Damn. Alcohol and porn? She really was trying to kill me. I got up and headed for the kitchen to grab the Jameson. I paused and also took a bottle of water. When I came back into the living room, she was gone. Okay, good, she went to bed. I looked down the hall and saw her just before she went into my bedroom.

      I subtly followed as I tried to hide my hardened cock. I peered into the room, and she was looking at my things. “I was curious. I always wanted to know what your room looked like. I always planned to take a peek when you weren’t here, yet never did. I guess I’m afraid of what I would find.”

      I cleared my throat as I stepped into the room. “Like what?”

      She crossed her arms as she leaned one hip against the dresser. “Yeah, I don’t know. A closet full of awards for gigolos or something I guess.” I laughed as I walked closer to her, placing the water next to her. She looked at it for a long moment as if it were foreign. “You remember how we met?”

      I nodded sitting next to her on the dresser. “Yeah, physics class at the university. You were the only one that knew what the hell you were doing.”

      She shook her head. “No, before that.”

      I paused. “We didn’t meet before that.”

      She sighed rolling her eyes as she headed for the door. “Wait right here.”

      Not knowing where she was going with this, I did as she asked. She came back a few minutes later with something in her hand.

      Looking down at it, I finally recognized what it was. “You have my yearbook?” I reached for the book but she slapped my hand away.

      “No. I have my yearbook.” She opened it and flipped to the senior section until she found what she was looking for. As she flipped, the memories of high school came back to me. I pulled the yearbook closer. “Man, I remember that game. We killed them that night.”

      She sighed impatiently as she pointed to a picture. I finally looked over at what she was pointing at though it didn’t hold my attention. I started to turn the page but she stopped me.

      “That’s me.”

      I laughed as I looked closer. “No it’s not.”

      She turned to the index from the back of the book, pointed to a name, then went back to the page number it listed. I looked closer and shook my head, “No, no that’s… I think her name was...” I paused as I looked to the ceiling to think. “It was some kind of fruit they called her. Mango? Star fruit?” I snapped my fingers, it was on the top of my tongue. “Pineapple? They called her pineapple I think.” I looked to her clearly proud of myself but the pissed off look she gave me definitely made it clear I didn’t get a gold star for my answer.

      She gasped as if she was offended by my answer and picked up the yearbook and threw it at me. I barely ducked out of the way as the book flew into the wall before skidding across the floor with a few pages flying out.

      “Not pineapple!” she yelled, and my eyes widened. As odd as it was that she was pissed right now, she surely looked adorable. “Perrie. My name is Perrie!” Realizing she was shouting, she finally lowered her voice. “Sometimes called Pear.” She took a deep breath before continuing, “I was the equipment manager at that high school.” She motioned toward the book on the floor. “I was only there a year. In that one year, I watched you walk around that school like a king. You were nice to me, sometimes, and it was something I needed, especially at that time,” she said in a whisper. I waited for her to elaborate but she didn’t.

      I looked at her and the photo in the yearbook. It all came rushing back. High school had her with glasses and bleach-blond hair that always covered her face as if she were hiding from something or someone. She barely spoke but when she did, you stopped to listen. Her words were always thought out and subjective as if she had firsthand experience with whatever was being talked about. Maybe she did. Maybe that’s why I liked her.

      She shut her eyes briefly before meeting my gaze. “I looked very different then. From the horrible bleached hair, down to the glasses. I only dyed my hair to change my look, to at least try to look like someone,” she said with a faraway look in her eye. “Didn’t work, just left me with overprocessed straw-looking hair.” Yeah, she was right. Looking at her now, gone was the horrible overprocessed bleached hair, and the thick framed glasses she used to hide behind.

      “So why that look then? Who were you trying to look like?”

      She waved her hand as if it was nothing. “Just my sister.” She awkwardly laughed before glancing at me.

      I remember. I remember why we bonded. We both lost someone. My sister, her sister and her dad. We never fully talked about it because there was no need. We both felt the same pain, and we both were tired of people apologizing for their death as if they knew them or if it was their fault.

      “I didn’t mean to bring up old memories but you should know they were good memories for the most part, so thank you for that,” she said as she stood up and stretched. “Ugh, I dampened the mood and killed my buzz.” She looked at me and smiled. “Anyway, goodnight, Ashley,” she said before getting up and strolling out. My attention went to the ringing phone on the dresser and I looked at it. It wasn’t mine that I knew, but the name Felix showing up as the name calling did nothing but piss me off as I hit reject.

      Perrie came stumbling back in. “Did I leave my phone?” I handed it to her and she glanced at it frowning. She heavily sighed. “I should go to my room.”

      “I can walk you,” I quietly whispered.

      “Pretty sure I can get there on my own.”

      I closed the rest of the distance between us. “You and I both know you’re in no condition to walk by yourself.”

      Her eyes bulged. Her expression quickly changed to that of anger, and she jabbed her index finger to my chest. “You don’t tell me what to do!” I smiled. Oh, this was going to be fun.

      Before she could say anything else, I pulled her to me, crashing my lips to her mouth. She started to push me away, but quickly stopped when she realized I wasn’t letting her go. Her sounds of protest quickly turned into moans. I bucked against her, and she gasped. My hands went under her tank, up to the swell of her breasts, and she moaned the minute my thumb rubbed over her nipples. She screamed out as I pinched them harder.

      I didn’t know I wanted Perrie as badly as I did, right then and there. All the years she was within my reach but made sure to maintain her distance was finally building up in me, and right now I had one goal, and one goal only. To claim her.
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      I managed to sneak out of Ash’s room in the morning before he woke up. I can’t believe I slept with him... again. That was the one thing I told myself would not happen, and yet here I am wanting and willingly.

      Stupid.

      Stupid.

      Stupid.

      As soon as I got to work, I stared at my phone before finally sending him a hasty text then throwing the phone in my bag, not even bothering to read his message back to me.

      Me: Sorry about last night. I think last night was a moment of weakness.

      It was three hours later when I finally glanced at my phone.

      Ash: If that’s what you want to call it, then sure.

      Me: It won’t happen again.

      Ash: K

      

      I rolled my eyes as I shoved the phone back in my bag. I guess he’s fine with it.
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      Getting home late, I was almost excited to actually see Ash. Maybe I’d tell him how ridiculous I am, although I think he already knows it. I had barely walked in the door when I heard it—a female giggling. It came from the common area. Deciding to be nosy, I crept over to the door and peeked out seeing Ash and some girl. I sighed as I closed the door and leaned back against it. He can do and fuck anyone he wanted, but did he have to do it the night after he and I hooked up? Granted, I had no say in the matter and definitely had no right to be jealous.

      But I was, and I hated him for it. For the next two weeks, that’s exactly how it went. Him and the girl of the night playing how loud they could get, and Felix… well, Felix was lucky if he could last five minutes. I made the mistake of suggesting a toy or two. He acted offended, saying he was all I would need and that’s it. He stormed out and I haven’t seen him since. Not that it mattered, and I surely didn’t care. Granted, I was this close to bringing up Sextee again, just for fun at least.
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      Not wanting to be home tonight for Ash’s latest conquest, I headed to Tea Lites, my favorite tea place. I was tired. My feet were tired from the ridiculous shoes I made myself wear, and my back was sore. Everything hurt.

      I smiled going to the register when I saw Gwen, the owner of Tea Lites, taking orders. “Hey, Pear, you’re here later than usual.”

      I sighed. “Tell me about it.”

      “The usual?” I nodded as I stood to the side and waited for my order to be made. “How are the twins?”

      Her eyes lit up as she prepared my sandwich, “Ornery. Of course, their father lets them get away with everything. We’ll see how they act when this other one comes along.” She patted her belly and my eyes widened.

      “Congratulations.” Of course, if I had a husband as hot as Gwen’s, I would be pregnant year-round too.

      Finally sitting at my favorite table, I rubbed my neck as I allowed my food to cool a bit and thought about the meeting I recently had with Jacqueline and Gerald.

      Gerald was being nominated for County Commissioner. Of course, to get those votes, he had to open his closet to see what skeletons he was willing to let the public know. I was that skeleton. And what a wonderful story for everyone if the daughter they pretended they didn’t have came swooping in to save her mom’s life with her bone marrow, and then they all lived happily ever after.

      I think the fuck not. Basically, nothing has changed with them. They were all about themselves. And yet, why did the guilt slowly sink in?

      I sighed as I focused on my food as well as the podcast for later. Things at work weren’t going so great, and not just me having to be ‘more’.

      

      “We have one more caller for tonight’s session.” I nodded to Claire as I checked my watch, beyond grateful we would be done soon. I looked at the sheet Claire held up giving the caller’s name.

      “Hey, Macy, thanks for joining us tonight for Perrie’s Point. What was your take regarding tonight’s podcast?”

      “Hi, Perrie, thanks for taking my call. I just had a question when it comes to dating but not really dating.”

      I banged my head against the table and hoped they didn’t hear me. Before Macy even started her questions, I interrupted her. “Unfortunately, Macy, tonight’s podcast was on the Butterbox Babies. You know the hundreds of babies murdered or illegally adopted from the late twenties to late forties. By any chance did you have a question and/or thought on that?”

      It was silent. Claire looked at me and shrugged. I looked at her and shrugged. Macy finally answered, “Well kind of.”

      She was lying. Most of them did. I sighed before telling her to go ahead with her question that had absolutely nothing to do with tonight’s topic.

      I ended the night having to thank our sponsor yet once again, even though I loathed them.

      “Great show again tonight, girls.” I quickly covered myself the moment Frank came in.

      “Why do we have to wear the sponsor’s clothes, especially since no one actually sees us?”

      Frank sighed as if my asking the same question for the thousandth time was frustrating to him. It’s not my fault he’s not used to me asking the same question every night. “We’ve gone over this, Perrie. They supply the outfits, you wear them. You tell your listeners how amazing it feels to wear them, and they give us money. They’re the reason you get that extra few hundred dollars. Do you want to be grateful or find another job?” I slumped back down in my chair. I was this close to telling him I would find another job where I didn’t have to wear a negligee or lingerie while doing a podcast. “Besides, when you wear them, your answers are more confident, making you sound sexy.” He winked at me, which was disgusting in itself as he left. I looked to Claire who only shrugged.

      

      “I listened to tonight’s podcast.”

      I looked up at Gwen, just as she placed my order in front of me, jarring me from my thoughts.

      I cringed inside, something I always did before someone gave me feedback, whether it was good or bad. “How was it?”

      “I loved it! Definitely do more murder mysteries.”

      “Thanks, Gwen. Working there can get a bit odd, I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be there.”

      She frowned as she thought for a moment. “Well if you need anything or another job, you’re always welcome here, and if you need someone taken care of, Hawkins, my husband, can help you with that.” She laughed as she walked away. The weird thing was, I honestly don’t think she was actually kidding in regard to her husband.

      I finally leaned back to relax. I looked up and scowled at the couple practically eating each other’s faces. I rolled my eyes as I focused on my work. Sometime later, my thoughts were interrupted. “I know you.” I slowly raised my head as the girl that was just making out stood above me smiling. I looked behind me in case she was talking to someone else, knowing damn well there was a brick wall behind me.

      “Sorry, I don’t think you do.” I went back to my notes and she pulled out the empty chair that was in front of me and sat. The hell? Did this woman really think we were long-lost friends or something?

      “At your apartment,” she continued. “You walked in and my boyfriend and I were—”

      “Oh!” I cut her off, looking around me to make sure no one heard. “Oh, okay, yeah. Um, I’m sorry, I guess I didn’t get a good look at your... face.”

      She laughed as she shrugged. “It’s okay, it’s a natural thing.”

      “To have sex at a random person’s house while someone watches?”

      “Okay, I guess not totally natural, but sex is natural. Besides, we’ve been seeing Ash for almost a year now. He’s one of the best if not the best.”

      Now she had me curious as my eyes widened. “He’s been watching you have sex for almost a year?”

      She silently laughed. “No. Ash is more of a... life coach, really. He really helped my relationship. My boyfriend had intimacy issues from being sexually abused. He wanted to enjoy sex, not fear it. So, with Ash’s help and guidance, we’re now better than ever.”

      I slowly nodded in realization. So, he wasn’t a perverted playboy after all. He helps people. Maybe he can help me. I leaned forward with the sudden urge needing to know anything and everything. “Tell me more. What else does he do?”
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      “Stood up again?”

      Perrie glared at me before flipping me off and I laughed. “You’re one to talk. Aren’t you usually out screwing the first poor girl that looks at you?”

      “Slow night,” I said before taking a long drink of my beer and plopping down next to her on the couch, closer than normal but doing it because it annoyed her.

      “Pity,” she said while mindlessly flipping through the channels on the television.

      After a few moments of silence, I was bored and felt the need to mess with her a bit more. I turned to her. She was stiff, her button nose scrunched up like she was extremely pissed the couple on television would choose house three with those ‘shutters that looked like gold shit’—her words.

      “Hey,” I said, placing my hand gently on top of hers as I made sure to give her the look that said I truly did care. “I’m sorry you won’t get your three minutes of sex tonight. I know you were looking forward to satisfying yourself after he left.”

      She snatched her hand away. “You’re a real piece of shit, do you know that?”

      “You tell me every chance you get.” I smiled at her, which quickly went away when she took my beer and drained the rest of it before handing the now empty bottle back to me. I looked at her in shock.

      “That was the last one.”

      She smirked. Alright, fine. I can play this game. I got up, went to the freezer and rummaged around until I found what I was looking for. Grabbing a few more things, I went back into the living room, as she tried to see what all I was carrying.

      “Shots it is then.” Her eyes widened but I didn’t care as I placed the two shot glasses down, along with the saltshaker between both glasses and filled them both up to the brim with Jose Cuervo. I handed one to her and she looked down at it and frowned as I started to cut the lime. I gestured to her shot. “Ladies first.” She smelled it and shuddered.

      “Not my favorite,” she said as she started to put the glass down.

      “Not my problem,” I said as I stopped her. She rolled her eyes at me and reached for the salt. She started to put her shot down when I stopped her. “Use me.” She looked at me confused, before I motioned to the salt. “Use me, your hands are full.” She slowly licked her lips as she looked me over as if she was trying to decide where she wanted to lick the salt from.

      She cleared her throat. “Um, arm... I guess.” Lame. She slowly lowered her head to the inside of my wrist and her tongue gave the slightest lick as she looked at me, before jumping back. She shook damn near half of the salt on my wrist with most of it getting on the floor. She finally took a deep breath before licking the salt off, taking her shot and then quickly reaching for the lime. She burped then quickly covered her mouth before looking at me and giggling. This is going to be more fun than I thought. I moved closer to her, and I could practically feel her nervousness the closer I got. I gently tugged her shirt down to where her shoulder was exposed. Moving her hair to one side, I kissed the side of her neck, before sucking. Her breathing picked up, as I lightly bit her. Reaching for my own shot glass, I made sure to linger a little bit longer before kissing her neck again, then taking my own shot. “You forgot the salt,” she said a little too breathlessly.

      “Damn, you’re right, I guess I have to do another one.” Pouring myself another shot, this time I grabbed the back of her head, gripping tight on her hair and she gasped. Moving over her, I lightly traced her lips, being sure to back away when she tried to kiss me. With me having control over her head, there wasn’t much she could do. Her tongue reached mine and I found myself giving in, because apparently, that’s what she did to me. Breaking away from our kiss, I finished my shot. When I leaned back, she was watching me carefully as I reached for the remote. “I never use salt.” Her eyes widened at my admission as I smirked, flipping through the channels. She cleared her throat as she tried to act unaffected. It didn’t work.

      “So, you hate me?”

      “I don’t hate you.”

      “You hate me,” I said again, pouring both her and I another shot. She swiped it from me, not even bothering with the salt this time.

      “What can I do to make it up to you?” She slowly shook her head as if she was really thinking about it before taking the shot. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.” She looked at me, and for a moment it really did look like she was going to accept that I was truly genuine in my apology. Because I was.

      “Ash, just don’t, okay?” She set the glass down before standing up. “Night.”

      I didn’t say anything as I watched her go into her room and shut the door. I fucked up, and I hurt her and that I can never undo, but I can try to at least gain her trust again.
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      The past few weeks with Ash had been strained. We did our good mornings and goodbyes but a full-on actual conversation, no not really. The girls weren’t coming around as much as before, and he was home more. It even got to where he was making breakfast for me every morning, and dinner was waiting for me when I came home late. I actually started to like it, even though it annoyed me at first.

      I had just sat down to breakfast when Ash’s bedroom door opened. I watched some girl I didn’t even know was here walk out our apartment as I sat at the table with my bowl of cereal. “There’s coffee,” I said to him not looking up from the book I was reading. He moved around the kitchen before taking the seat next to me, as usual sitting closer than he needed to be. The jealousy I tried to keep down finally simmered its way to the top.

      “Another long night for you, huh?”

      He was silent a moment before he answered, “She’s a client. She and her boyfriend are having issues and she needed to talk.”

      “Talk?”

      “She’s a client. I didn’t sleep with her if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      “I was a client.” He froze, nostrils flaring. Looks like I hit a nerve. Good. “Tell me something, Ashley. Did you have a girlfriend when you and I—”

      “Fucked?” he finished for me and I rolled my eyes and he laughed. “No. Still don’t. They’re just something to pass the time.”

      “But you had no problem having a wife when you and I first hooked up back at university right?”

      He went stiff. “Now you feel like talking about it? You didn’t want to talk about it any other time, but now you decide to?” I looked away from him but he stalked toward me and decided to be overly dramatic with the chair that was next to me. Great, now he’s abusing furniture. “Yes, I was married when I met you. Yes, I was married when I fucked you. She and I never had sex. She couldn’t get a student visa if she was here on a visitors’ visa. If she had gone back home, she wouldn’t have the funds to come back over. She asked me for help and I did. It was just a paper marriage, that’s it. I didn’t mean for you to find out the way you did.”

      If he wasn’t so tall, I would have slapped him. “Her family caught us in bed together. Her sister put up bulletins all over town announcing I was a homewrecker, when I didn’t even know of your wife’s existence!”

      Ash shut his eyes briefly before kneeling to my level. “I know,” he said quietly. “And I’m sorry. I didn’t know that by being with you meant that I was going to…” he paused and took several deep breaths before continuing, “I didn’t know I was going to enjoy us spending time together. Or care.”

      I couldn’t believe he just said that. He was lying. “Yeah, you do a great job of caring, don’t you? Do you care about the girls you bring over? Tell me, do you prefer having a different girl here almost every night?”

      “Do you prefer it if I didn’t?”

      “Why do you always answer a question with a question?”

      “Do I?”

      That son of a bitch.

      “It bothers you, doesn’t it? I’m curious, why do you think that is? The comical part is, you actually think I’m having sex with each woman that comes over here. You couldn’t be more wrong.”

      I didn’t answer as I focused on my book. Four more months, I kept repeating in my head. Out the corner of my eye, I saw him move closer to me. Meanwhile, I acted like my bowl of cereal was the most interesting thing in the world right now. He dipped a spoon in my bowl of cereal and took a bite. How dare he!

      His voice dropped. “You don’t think it bothers me when three-minute man comes over? You don’t think it bothers me knowing that he’s where I want and need to be? The only satisfaction I get is knowing he can’t and won’t make you come like I will.”

      He dipped his spoon in my bowl again and I turned and scowled at him. “You’re absolutely ridiculous!” I shouted, moving my bowl away.

      “And you are absolutely correct, so let’s just fuck.” The next thing I knew, milk and cereal spewed from my mouth and flew all over my book. I reached for a napkin, trying to clean up my mess. I froze at those words. Clearly, I didn’t hear him right. I chanced a glance around my book, and his eyes were dead set on me. He arched a brow and that’s when I knew he wasn’t kidding. I awkwardly laughed since that was the only thing I could do.

      “You’ve gone mad,” I stated as I went back to my now ruined book, no clue where I left off at, and at this point, it didn’t matter. I was no longer reading; I was listening to him.

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s absurd!” I deadpanned as if that was the only answer needed.

      “Which ironically is exactly what makes this entire arrangement perfect. We’re fucking, not getting married. What did you say before? Ahh yes, something about familiarity. I admit I was a bit surprised when you showed up to my room in Vegas.”

      She scowled, “Um, you invited me remember?”

      I furrowed my brows. “No I didn’t. You hit reject when we were down on the casino floor, remember?”

      She slowly shook her head. “But later, we matched, you said come to room 405. I went to 405 and guess what? You were there.”

      I stared at her for a minute as I tried not to laugh. “You really don’t know, do you? I wasn’t in room 405, I was in PH 405.” I watched as realization slowly took over her face as she gasped. “Don’t be so prissy, it worked out, which means there’s no problem with us continuing what we were doing in Vegas or five years ago.”

      I studied him, as he studied me. My brain was shouting no but my mouth wasn’t, apparently. “So what you’re saying is you want it to be just us... using each other, then?” Wait, hold the hell up, was I seriously placing this under consideration? What the hell is wrong with me?

      “Precisely, unless of course you fall in love with me.”

      I blanched at his words and stood up. He did the same which only annoyed me because I barely reached his chest. “Rules, we need rules,” I said more so to myself but he agreed anyway. “Let’s get something straight. If we do this, I’m just using you for your dick.” When the hell did I decide that? “Nothing more.” The cocky smirk he was known for came on full force and I hated it, just like I hated him. But since apparently he was attached to this so-called magical cock, I guess I had to deal with him too.

      “If you say so,” he said, shrugging indifferently as he stepped closer, the cockiness just radiating off of him.

      “Client.”

      “What?”

      “Client, I want to be your client.” That threw him off. He went from full-on cocky smirk to almost frightened.

      He blinked a few times. “What do you mean, you want to hire me?”

      “A free client,” I stressed as I tried not to cringe. He continued to stare at me waiting for me to elaborate. Screw it. “You owe me, and you know you owe me after everything that happened.” I straightened my posture as I cleared my throat. “Are you available to take me on as a client or not?”

      He slowly looked me up and down, and even though I was wearing a long-sleeved shirt and sweats, I felt like he could see right through me and I had already disappointed him in my plain white cotton granny panties and nude bra.

      “That’s what you want?” I nodded. “That’s what you really want?” I sighed before nodding again. He thickly swallowed before clearing his throat. “Yes, I can.” I started to breathe a sigh of relief when he added, “I have a few stipulations.”

      “You don’t get stipulations,” I stated matter-of-factly as I rolled my eyes, because of course, he had stipulations, the ruthless bastard. I waited for him to continue, and it wouldn’t be Ash if he didn’t make me wait as he pretended to think it over. “And for the record, I’m not paying you. I know you’re used to it from your countless... charges, but I’m not one of them!”

      “You know the douche that comes over a few times a week, stays for about three minutes then leaves? I’m assuming he’s giving you that good dick, but not good enough if you have to make yourself come after he’s gone. I know how much you look forward to that.” My mouth dropped to the floor. I was mortified that not only did he know about that but felt the need to use it against me. At first, he was subtle so I thought I was imagining it, but now I know he definitely knew. I knew I wasn’t imagining him watching me that night. “I don’t like him, he’s sketchy as hell.”

      Felix wasn’t that bad. I mean sure he had his moments but overall, he’s... yeah who am I kidding. His father missed that opportunity to point to the wall.

      “He’s gone, you hear me? Completely gone.”

      “Fine,” I said through gritted teeth. Felix and I weren’t having sex anymore anyway, but he didn’t need to know that.

      “Let me be clear,” he practically sneered, causing me to take a step back, which was pointless since he stepped forward, closing the distance between us. “You’re mine. Mind, body, soul, and pussy, are we clear?”

      “Two weeks.”

      He paused. “What?”

      “Two weeks. Beth told me about the two-week package.” His eyes widened a bit before he controlled himself. He seemed more surprised than me right now.

      I took a refill on my tea. “What made you keep going back to Ash?”

      She shrugged as if the answer was obvious. “He’s great to work with. I had to commit to his two-week services which was a bit unnerving but ended up being the best thing for me.”

      “What’s the two-week service?” I leaned in wanting to know more as if everything she said was a secret.

      “Well, I needed to be more comfortable with myself. I needed the confidence, so for two weeks we were essentially ‘dating’. If that makes sense.”

      It didn’t. I waited for her to continue.

      “We spent time together practically twenty-four hours a day. Went on dates, we learned what I liked sexually and not sexually. Basically, he opened up my mind. I had been locked down for so long, I almost didn’t know I was that much of a mess.”

      I sat back in my chair thinking over what she said. “And again, I know it’s odd, and not talked about, and that’s okay, but I think more relationships would last if they followed the lessons he gives.”

      

      I crossed my arms to be petulant. “Sure. A little possessive, Ash, but sure whatever.” He definitely didn’t like that. “Anything else dickhead?”

      He arched his brow but chose to ignore me. “I’ll have our agreement sent over to you this evening. Once you sign it and send it back, we can start.” He didn’t say anymore as he walked out the kitchen.

      An agreement, what agreement? Start what, I thought we were just fucking? I shaved and everything!
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      This contract is in effect from March 21 to April 7 unless one of the undersigned retracts this contract in writing.

      (Ash Toro) and (Perrie Marin) affirm that we are over the age of eighteen (18) and legally capable of signing this contract on our own behalf. To dumb it down, neither of us are fucking stupid and both of us are willing and capable.

      Consent of Physical Contact

      I consent to the sexual activities initialed below; non-initialed activities are non-consensual and indicate a violation of this contract if initiated.

      

      Full Body Touching

      

      No panties

      Daily Breakfast

      Sans clothing

      Vaginal Sex

      Open Communication

      No Jarred Pasta Sauce

      Nightly Dinners

      Voyeurism Sex

      Skirts or Dresses

      No Fuckboy

      Green Grapes

      Green apples

      Seeded Watermelon

      Exhibitionism

      Leather Cuffs

      Nightly Dinners

      Cuddling

      Oral Sex

      Random Rooms

      Open Masturbation

      Pacman

      

      I made sure to supply Perrie with the most ridiculous agreement I could come up with and made sure it was pinpointed down to the most trivial shit.

      What to wear, what to eat, when to sleep, when to awaken, all of it. Do I do this for my other clients? Fuck no, but for some reason she feels the need to impress Mr. Impressive who’s made it clear that he’s an unworthy egotistical shithole. I fired off her contract in an email and got in bed. She had no idea but her world was about to change.
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      It was almost two in the morning and I was still staring at the contract Ash sent over a few hours ago. I had half a mind to bang on his door and ask if he was delirious, but I didn’t. Instead, I read over each line at least ten times. I couldn’t figure out why I was making such a big deal about this, after all, I requested it. Granted, half the shit he wrote on this ridiculous contract made absolutely no sense. What the hell was open masturbation?

      Figuring Ash wouldn’t actually put me into any kind of danger, or do anything I wasn’t comfortable with, I supposed I should and can trust him. I finally put in my digital signature, hit send and shut the laptop, yawning as I laid my head on top of it. What in the world am I getting myself into? Is this even a smart idea? I sighed as I shut my eyes.

      I jumped at the sound of a door slamming. I looked at my surroundings. I fell asleep at the kitchen table, the pain in my neck reminding me. I groaned as I stretched and looked toward Ash’s door as he walked out fully nude. I quickly faced forward and yelped as the pain in my neck intensified.

      “What are you doing?” I asked as I made a point not to turn my entire body to face him.

      “Did you sleep out here all night?” he asked instead of answering me.

      “I fell asleep reading your ridiculous contract.” I stilled as I felt his warmth come up beside me followed by his hands gently massaging my neck. Slowly, I felt myself relaxing as he concentrated on the knot in my neck. For a moment, I forgot he was nude until I relaxed a little too much and dropped my arm to my side and brushed against his cock.

      I gasped and practically tried to jump out of my seat, but he took his other hand and held me down as he finished his massage. “If we’re going to pretend to be in a relationship for this duration, we need to be comfortable around each other. Not to mention, you agreed to it, remember?”

      Of course, I remembered. I signed the damn agreement a mere five hours ago. Wait, how did he read it so damn fast if he was asleep? It’s like he knew I would agree to everything and question nothing. It was stupidity on my part, no doubt.

      “Eggs and toast okay?”

      I turned around and looked behind me just as Ash was pulling the egg carton out. I jumped up. “None for me, thanks. I have an early work meeting, so I’m just going to jump in the shower really quick and head out.”

      I took maybe two steps toward my room before his voice cut me off like a whip. “You can take your shower, but you will have breakfast with me. Unless you’re terminating your agreement before we even start?” I paused. Crap, I forgot about breakfast. “Better hurry,” he taunted behind me as he cracked eggs into a bowl.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Twenty minutes later I was at the kitchen table, ready to bash the pan of eggs over his head. I drummed my fingers against the table, hoping he would hear it and go faster.

      “The secret is,” he glanced back at me, clearly ignoring the look of hatred I was giving him, as he went back to stirring the eggs, “to never rush your eggs. They’re quick to turn on you if you do.” He spoke as if it was a hidden secret that only he knew. I was confused. Did people care this much about eggs? Before I had time to ponder that thought, he placed a plate in front of me, but not before lightly sprinkling parsley on top. He sat across from me and smiled as if he just made a full five-course meal.

      “Thanks,” I muttered as I slowly picked up my fork. I pointed to him. “You’re not having any?”

      He looked up from his phone. “Oh, no, I hate eggs.”

      I paused. “Then why did you make me eggs?”

      “Because you like eggs,” he said as if it was completely obvious and I just totally missed the point.

      I put my fork back down, “Wasn’t that part of the agreement? Breakfast?”

      “Yes, it all applied to you, not me.” He went back to his phone, only occasionally looking up at me. I had just taken the last bite as he grabbed my plate away and placed another bag in front of me. “Your lunch. Have a good day.”

      I stared at him as he walked away.

      What the hell was that?
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      Today was day one of the two-week session with Ash, and let me be the first to say that it was weird as hell. It all started five minutes after I got to work. He had already texted me wanting to know if I made it okay. Then he started asking trivial shit, which stealthily turned sexual.

      Ash: Is your bathroom shared or private?

      Me: Man, you’re nosy.

      Ash: Answer the question.

      Me: Shared. Why?

      Ash: Go. I’ll call you when you get in there, bring your headphones.

      Was he going to sing me a song? Taking a deep breath, I did as I was told. I thought I was in the clear until I saw a few other coworkers in the bathroom as well. My phone rang and I quickly answered it but stopped when I saw he was calling on video. I put my headphones in.

      “Get in a stall.”

      “Well, hi to you, too.” Not looking at any of the other girls, I quickly got in a stall.

      “Sounds busy there.”

      “Yeah, there’s a few people in here,” I whispered. “What do you want?”

      “I want to watch you play with your pussy.” My eyes practically bugged out of my head.

      “What?”

      “You and I both know you heard me. Did you wear panties today?”

      “Of course, I did, I…” I stopped remembering the contract. “I thought that was only for home,” I whispered and he slowly smiled.

      “I’ll let that slide because, actually, they’re going to be mighty useful.” He stared at me a moment. “Well? I’m waiting.”

      I looked through the crack of the stall door as more people entered the bathroom. “Here? Now?” He didn’t say anything as I put my sweater on the lid of the toilet before sitting. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Yet that didn’t stop me.

      “Position your phone… there ya go.”

      I had both legs up, feet resting on the toilet seat. “You’re already wet for me.” I felt myself blush because yeah, that’s what he did to me. “Move the panty piece to the side.” Not even thinking about it, I went for it. He sharply exhaled. “Damn.” Feeling bold, I trailed my fingers down. “Show me what you do to make yourself come.”

      I do exactly what he says, letting my fingers graze my folds before going to my clit which is exactly where I wanted it. I bit my lip to try to stay quiet as I’m fully aware there are more girls outside my door. I hear laughing in the distance but I ignore it. As far as I’m concerned, it’s just me, Ash and my desire to come.

      “I can hear how wet you are,” he groaned. Normally that would have made me self-conscious that if he could hear it, then others could too. But you know what? Who cares? Who fucking cares? “Make that pretty pussy drench for me, Perrie.” I bit my lip harder, the taste of copper on my tongue. “Tell me when.”

      I nodded and managed to whisper out now as I shook and jerked, my orgasm tearing through me. I gasped almost in disbelief of what I just did.

      “Good girl,” Ash taunted. I didn’t say anything as I focused on calming my breathing. “Take your panties off.”

      I froze. “What?”

      “Take. Your. Panties. Off.”

      I briefly hesitated as I slipped the now wet panties off. “You have a courier?”

      “Yeah... why?”

      “Send them to me.” He said it so casually as if he were telling me what he wanted for dinner.

      “What?”

      “Send them to me. I’ll text you an address.”

      Before I could say more, he hung up. A few seconds later an address appeared on the screen. He had to be joking, but since it was Ash, you never could tell. Taking a moment and then flushing the toilet to make it at least seem like I did something other than get myself off, I slowly opened the door and peeked out. There was only one other person at the far end. Heading to the sink, I quickly washed my hands then went back to my desk. When I made sure no one else was around me, I took the panties from my pocket and stuffed them in a manilla envelope and ordered a courier to deliver them to the address he sent me.

      I tried focusing on work, but that was nearly impossible after the day I had. An hour later, I received a picture message from Ash. Not taking any chances, I once again made sure no one was around before viewing the pic.

      A picture of his fully erect dick with my wet panties wrapped tightly around his cock, with his cum now coating the fabric.

      By lunch, I practically rushed out of work, faking an illness I clearly didn’t have just to get home.

      He knew it too because there he was leaning against the kitchen counter, sans shirt and those damn gray sweatpants. The only sound was him biting an apple.

      “How was work?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, stepping closer. “I didn’t get anything done if that’s what you’re asking. I was busy fielding your sexual-innuendo-filled texts.”

      “So,” he slowly walked toward me, and I already knew this was about to be dangerous, “we agree then? You can use my cock all you want, and I’ll use your cunt all I want because we ‘hate’ each other?”

      I frowned. “Do you have to be so crude?”

      “Yes.” Before I could respond, my blouse was ripped open, buttons flying everywhere, and his eyes landed immediately on my chest. My hands flew to cover myself, but he was too quick for me. “Let me see what I hate, Perrie.”
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      My eyes peeled open at the sunlight filtering in the room. Shit, I forgot to close the blackout curtains. I stared at the picture next to the window. That’s not mine. I froze. I wasn’t in my bed. Hell, I wasn’t in my room. Ever so slowly, I looked behind me. Ash. Not just Ash, but naked Ash. Before I could decide if I wanted to freak out or not, I took a moment to just look at him. We were doing this. I could not believe we were really doing this, even if it was for just a short amount of time.

      “Stop staring, it’s weird,” he said with his eyes still closed before finally smiling and opening his eyes. “There’s water on the nightstand beside you.” I turned around and grabbed both bottles, handing one to him before draining almost all of mine.

      I started to speak but a knock at the front door halted us both. He looked at me, one eyebrow raised. “If we’re quiet, they’ll go away.” The knock happened again before he groaned. I quickly got out of bed, putting on yesterday’s clothes as I hurried to the door. Upon opening it, I froze.

      “Morning, did I wake you?”

      I stared and blinked a few times before remembering I had a voice. “No. No, you didn’t…” I paused. “I wasn’t expecting you. Or even know you knew where I lived.”

      “I didn’t, I had to ask around.” I nodded at his answer, both of us just standing there. “May I come in?”

      “Yes, of course.” I stepped back and that’s when Ash came out, practically wearing a suit, including a tie. How the hell did he get dressed so fast? He grabbed his phone and walked toward us. I motioned to Ash. “This is my roommate, Ash. Ash, this is my... well this is my moth…” I paused since I never could call her that. “I mean this is—”

      Before I could think of something, Gerald did. “Gerald Lexington, Perrie’s stepfather.” My eyes widened at his introduction. He’s never referred to himself as that before. He held his hand out, which Ash shook. The three of us stood there not really saying anything.

      “I have a few meetings to attend to, so I’ll see you later. It was great meeting you, Mr. Lexington.”

      “Pleasure,” Gerald responded back.

      I didn’t want Ash to leave. I needed an anchor and he would have been it. I motioned to the couch and he sat promptly, the awkwardness just brewing around us. Truth is, I have never been alone in a room with Gerald before. I made us both a cup of coffee, doing my best not to show my nervousness.

      “I won’t take up much of your time. I know you’re very busy, and I know you don’t owe us a damn thing. But you are owed an explanation, if you’ll allow me to give that to you.” I wanted to lash out, tell him how I was owed an explanation over ten years ago when I showed up on their doorstep practically an orphan. I was owed an explanation when I was kicked out, and more importantly, I was owed an explanation on why a mother abandoned her five-year-old daughter. A five-year-old that did nothing but look up to her and wanted to be like her. But I didn’t say any of that, instead, I simply nodded my head and waited for him to continue.

      “Jacqueline is a wonderful woman that I love very much. I know you don’t believe nor understand but she does indeed love you, too.” I snickered at that statement but he ignored it. “Jacqueline and I met when she was ten years old. I was twenty.” I knew there was an age gap between the two of them but I had no idea it was that great. “It was decided by our families that her and I would marry.”

      I sputtered out my coffee. “She was a child!”

      He held his hand up to stop me. “I know, which is why the idea was absolutely preposterous not to mention absurd that the request was even made.” He paused as he narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. “Do not look at me like that, I’m not a fucking child molester.” I wiped the shocked look off of my face before he continued. “I met her once when I was twenty, then again when I was thirty-five. That’s when we married.”

      “You mean that’s when she left me,” I corrected him.

      “Have you ever met your grandparents, Perrie? Your mother’s family, anyone on that side?”

      Of course, I have... haven’t I? I searched my memory, and even though it had been so long, I couldn’t ever remember meeting my mother’s parents. I think maybe I thought they had passed.

      “You haven’t, have you?” I looked up as Gerald interrupted my thoughts. “Would you like me to be blunt or do you want me to sugarcoat the answer as to why?” I remained quiet but lifted my chin slightly to let him know what I expected. He leaned forward and poured some cream into his coffee. I watched as he stirred it but didn’t take a sip. He leaned back as if he had to search his memory. “How did they put it exactly? Ahh yes, They didn’t want their lineage tarnished with the blood from a line of wetbacks. Their exact words they said often to Jacqueline. They were racist assholes that tried subjecting Jacqueline to their behavior.” I gasped as I looked up at him, my eyes already welling with tears but I didn’t dare say anything. I wanted him to continue. I needed him too. “She defied her family long before you were born, and the fact that she was in love with someone that didn’t ‘look’ like them didn’t make hers and your father’s relationship spectacular with them being racist and all. Their love made it dangerous, not only for Jacqueline but for your father as well. They hated your father, which means they hated you.

      “For five years, which was five years too long, Jacqueline’s family threatened to report your father’s family to immigration. When she came to me seeking help, I was engaged to be married. I told Jacqueline that I wouldn’t be caught up in whatever family shit she had going on. She stood in front of me, practically pleading on her knees, to help her, to help you. Again, I told her no, but we both knew I would. Otherwise, I would have to live with myself knowing I could have prevented your fate and didn’t. She left you because she had to. She left you to protect you. Our marriage was based on politics not love, but it grew. The political justification grew to like, and that like grew to respect, and that respect grew to love, which brought us, Hailey.” He smiled to himself briefly, no doubt remembering the daughter they have. The daughter they had.

      “She became more detached after Hailey passed. But I assure you, she does love you. She was just prevented from showing you in order to keep you alive. Her family is very powerful, and she couldn’t stand up to them on her own. Now she can try.”

      He stood up, buttoning up his suit jacket. “Regardless of what you decide, you’re welcomed in our family. You are family, and I’ll make sure everyone knows it. Your choice will never be used against you.” He started for the door but then stopped, pulling a folded piece of paper from his inner jacket pocket. “Walt found this in your room, it was left behind.” He placed it on the counter before giving me a nod and then leaving.
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      I didn’t move. I didn’t speak. I just sat there existing. Hours went by and the next thing I knew when I finally turned my head to look at the stove clock, it was almost ten p.m. I finally dared a glance at my phone, seeing the multiple calls and texts from Ash, and also Claire. I didn’t bother with any of that. All I thought about was what Gerald said and also what Gerald left.

      Finally getting up, I walked to the counter where Gerald left the folded piece of paper. I knew exactly what it was without even opening it. I traced the edges of the folded lined yellow paper, before gently unfolding it and looking at the words I wrote so long ago to someone that no longer existed.

      

      You left the world today.

      I’m trying so hard to understand why. You always said you could do whatever you wanted and laughed and joked. I laughed it off when you said ‘you could leave anytime because you ran your own life.’

      You left the world today

      You took your own words to heart. You left because you wanted to. Did you think of me? Did you think of what this would do to me? Did you think of me at all?

      You left the world today

      You were all I had. You were all I fought for. Everything I did was for you.

      To make you proud. And why? Because I looked up to you.

      You left the world today

      And I’m still here.
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      “You look thoroughly satisfied.” I raised my head at the smirk Ash was giving me.

      I sighed, reaching for my phone to check the time. “Well, you lasted way longer than three minutes, so yes, I would definitely agree on the satisfaction part.” The boyish grin he gave me said it all. The smile slowly faded as he looked me over.

      “What do you think about when you look at me like that?” I whispered. He slowly made eye contact with me. After a minute he slowly shook his head. “Anyway, shouldn’t you be asking me some questions or something? You know because of the whole client thing.”

      He sat up, sighing. “Do you want me to ask you questions?”

      “Don’t you with your other clients?”

      “That’s different.” He looked at me thoughtfully for a moment. “Okay, get up, wear something... small. You have one hour.”

      I scrambled to my room to get ready. I was oddly excited. I didn’t know if it was a date or what but it didn’t matter. I trusted him, and yet I was a little off guard when he took me to a club. That was when I realized I was overdressed in the simple sundress I was wearing. That is if you compare me to the woman at the next table completely nude if you don’t count the pasties on her breasts, and that’s all.

      I leaned toward Ash, as he waved to someone he knew. “Where the hell are we?”

      He pulled me closer. “Chicago’s biggest secret. One of them at least.”

      A woman came over and placed two glasses down—a small glass bowl of sugar cubes, and a bottle filled with green liquid. Ash went to work placing a cube in each glass before pouring the liquid over it and then handing it to me.

      “So, what’s this lesson all about?”

      “Confidence.” I looked at the girl dancing across the room. The guy she was with had his hands up her skirt. She surely had a lot of confidence. As the club filled, more people came over to Ash and I just watched. They knew him. They liked him. They respected him. He was king everywhere he went.

      We danced, we drank, we laughed. This was a new side of Ash I hadn’t quite seen before. We had just sat back down, and someone came over to whisper something in his ear. He slightly tensed. “I’ll be back,” he said, not even bothering to wait for my response. It was fine with me, I was tired.

      Suddenly, the stage I didn’t even know was there lit up. It took a moment before I realized they were about to do some sort of a skit. Kind of weird for a club but whatever. I watched as one of the characters danced with a woman in a historical garment and of course, they spoke French. I was following along, then jumped when Ash appeared beside me and pulled me into his lap.

      “Relax,” he whispered in my ear, and I took several deep breaths before finally leaning against him. The scene playing out in front of us was erotic. I closed my eyes as his hands went from kneading my shoulders to traveling down my arms until he reached my hands, placing his over mine. Together our hands moved up and down my sides before finally cupping my breasts. I swear, if being a sex therapist doesn’t pan out for him, he definitely should be a masseuse. The moment his thumbs brushed against my nipples, I gasped, which quickly turned into a moan.

      “Spread your legs,” I heard him whisper, at least I thought I did, but surely, he wouldn’t say something like that—and definitely not here, in public. I also had to remind myself this was Ash who made me get myself off in a public bathroom. “Spread your legs,” he said again. My eyes snapped open, ready to end this little game but one of his arms went around my waist holding me still. I looked out at the crowd. No one was paying attention to us, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t see what we were doing. I heard him sigh, as both of his legs hooked both of my ankles, jerking my legs apart.

      “No one’s watching,” he whispered to me. His hands, now back on mine, went to the hem of my skirt but he didn’t go up further. Instead, he took my hand and guided it up and down my own thigh until he directed my hand up past the seam of my skirt. I felt him move my panties to the side. “Tell me how wet you are.” At first I hesitated as I looked out to the crowd but shut my eyes as I touched myself. “Show me,” he whispered as he kissed the side of my neck. I brought my hand out from under my skirt and held it up, the light making my fingers glisten. I heard him moan behind me as he shifted. The feeling of his hard cock against my back didn’t go unnoticed. “Continue,” he whispered in my ear, and I didn’t need any more prompting after that. He still had that one hand under my skirt, keeping my panties to the side but he never touched me. I wanted him to touch me.

      I thought about him touching me and pretended it was him doing it. I squeezed my eyes tighter as I increased the rubbing of my clit. “Make me proud,” he whispered in my ear, and that voice alone set me off as I trembled in his arms. I covered my own mouth, afraid someone would hear me, even though I knew it wasn’t possible with the music blaring and the skit still playing out in front of us. I finally slumped against him, legs still spread, not giving a damn who could see me now.

      His tongue slowly trailed my neck before reaching my ear and lightly biting. “Good girl,” he whispered in my ear. He moaned as I rocked against him, his hardened cock between us making itself known.

      His arm wrapped around my waist keeping me still. “This isn’t about me.”

      I looked over my shoulder at him and whispered against his lips, “But it can be.” Even though the music was loud, he heard me. He hissed as my hand moved to cup him over his jeans.

      “Perrie,” he growled but made no move to stop me as I unbuckled his jeans and wrapped my hand around his cock. His head fell back against the seat as he started to move his hips against me. He leaned over me, turning off the lamp on the side of our booth as he moved us closer to the middle section. It didn’t offer much privacy, but it was enough to where we were slightly hidden. His mouth claimed mine hard, to the point we were practically breathing each other in.

      He leaned back, his lips swollen, mine most likely too. “Put your mouth on me,” he whispered against my lips. I quickly looked behind me before lowering myself to the floor. I was partly covered under the table but he could still see me. I circled the tip of his cock slowly with my tongue, his breathing hitched as I swallowed his precum. Taking my right hand, I licked my palm before putting my hand between my legs. I watched him watch me rub myself before I removed my hand and rubbed his cock up and down with my wetness.

      He practically jumped out his seat as I swallowed him down. His hands went to my head to push me down, but he didn’t need to. I happily took him in. I stiffened when I heard him talking and started to pull back but his hands on my head stopped me and pushed me further down his cock.

      “Keep the change,” I hear him struggle to say as his hips buck up, forcing me deeper. He gripped both sides of my head to hold me still as he fucks my mouth. I’m struggling to breathe as I choke and gag. I want to push him off me but I don’t. After a few more thrusts, he stilled while pushing all the way in my mouth. His cum fills my mouth and I struggle to swallow, but I do.

      Finally, I feel his grip around my head loosen, and he pulls me up.

      “Fuck, Perrie,” he whispers before kissing me hard. He smiles against my lips. “Good fucking girl.”
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      Walking in the kitchen, Perrie was already there with a faint smile on her lips, which was the exact opposite of where I needed her to be. Mostly because I liked her like this, and that was the very last thing I needed from her—feelings. She glanced up at me as I entered the kitchen. “Morning,” she said a little too damn eagerly. I nodded at her as I poured myself a coffee. “Last night was... adventurous,” she said as she hid behind her mug.

      “How did you feel?”

      “Fine.” Even though she was trying to hide behind her mug, it didn’t stop the blush that crept over her body. She shrugged, trying to not make it into a big deal when she knew damn well getting herself off in a room filled with people was way more than just fine.

      “Good,” I said as I placed my cup in the sink. “Then you’ll have no problem for what’s next.” She paled as her eyes widened. I brushed against her as I left the kitchen. She wasn’t hard to read at all. Her words said she was unaffected but her body said otherwise. Fortunately, that wasn’t a problem at all. I had time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “So, this is where you work?” Perrie looked up at me surprised as I walked toward her desk.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I was in the area.” She narrowed her eyes at me as if she didn’t believe me. She would be correct.

      “I’m the receptionist today since Barb is out sick, so today’s job is to sit in this lovely chair here and be cute,” she said as she twirled a piece of her hair while batting her eyes.

      I nodded looking around the office space. It was pretty scarce but sufferable, I suppose. “Show me around.”

      She hesitated briefly before agreeing. “I actually have a video meeting in a few minutes. So this will be a bit quick.”

      I gestured toward her. “Lead the way.”

      Perrie took me into the studio where she explained what everything was as well as the extensive editing process she did during the day. “So, that’s basically it. I wear these ridiculous outfits so we can give a review while we do our podcast.”

      I looked at the closet she had open and grabbed one of the garments. “You actually wear the lingerie?” She rolled her eyes, nodding.

      “I hate it. I don’t really see the point of it, but Frank said they’re the sponsor, and they want genuine feedback.”

      “Sounds sketchy as hell, does everyone do this?”

      “Unfortunately, no, since I’m the main presenter.” She closed the closet door. Absolutely nothing of what she said made any kind of sense. I mean I guess it was legit… almost. Sketchy, nonetheless. She checked her watch. “The meeting is starting. It shouldn’t be no more than ten minutes.” I followed her back to the receptionist area as she logged into her laptop and prepared to do whatever people do.

      Although I had not a single care of what they were talking about, it was clear she was getting frustrated. I decided to rectify that. Dropping to my knees, I crawled under her desk. She looked at me questioningly until I grabbed her hips and scooted her to the edge of the chair.

      No panties, just like I told her. Such a good girl. She hit mute. “What are you—” she didn’t finish as her head fell back the moment my tongue circled her clit. She tried pushing and pulling me from her at the same time.

      “Answer them, Perrie.” Her eyes popped open before she looked at the screen.

      “I’m sorry, Frank, can you repeat that?” she asked, her voice a little high pitched.

      I continued to trace every crease of her as she practically creamed in my mouth. Holding her clit in place with my teeth, I slid two fingers as deep as I could go and watched her reaction as she almost jumped out of her chair. Reaching up, I tilted her laptop screen further back to where it’s focused on just her face before grabbing onto her tit and pinching her nipple hard. She yelped.

      They noticed.

      I chuckled, and most definitely didn’t stop what I was doing.

      “Yeah, everything is fine, there’s just some noise outside,” she said almost too breathily. I smiled at how she struggled to say just those words. I moaned at how wet she was, the vibrations doing nothing but setting her off more. I sucked her gently before sucking hard. She was still talking, or at least trying to. I buried my tongue as far as I could go, while pinching her clit at the same time. She leaned forward, clutching my head to her, pulling me as deep as possible.

      I heard the laptop slam shut followed by a long moan as she came in my mouth. I feathered light licks until she came down completely before standing up and straightening my pants, my own erection ready to burst through. She stared up at me, breathing heavily, legs still spread. I leaned down and kissed her on the lips, making sure she tasted herself.

      “Thanks for the tour.”

      Her eyes widened as I turned and left.
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      Our two weeks were coming to an end. I didn’t want it to. I was hoping this experience would make me get him out of my system but it did the exact opposite. I developed feelings. Feelings I certainly didn’t need to have. Ignoring them, I went to the front desk of where I needed to be, and signed in.

      “You’re a bit early. She’s not scheduled for another half hour but I can take you to where she’s assigned.” I nodded, following behind the nurse who led me to a small yet cozy room. I looked at all the machines and wiring around me. It was enough to intimidate anyone and yet it was all familiar.

      Twenty minutes later, the door opened followed by voices, which suddenly stopped when she saw me. Jacqueline blinked several times, clearly stunned to see me.

      “Hi,” she whispered. I nodded in return as the nurse led her over to the reclining chair and hooked Jacqueline up to a bunch of wires. Ten minutes later, the nurse left, closing the door softly behind her. It was just me and Jacqueline. Probably the only time we had ever been alone together.

      I stared at my hands, wondering if I was making the right decision, hell, even wondering if I should even be here. I finally cleared my throat to say something, but she cut me off before I could start.

      “No. Let me go first. Please?”

      I slowly nodded letting her have her chance. “I never should have given my family that power. But I was young and scared. They convinced me they would harm you and I couldn’t let that happen. I could have tried. I could have tried harder to fight for you, but with my family, it’s doing what you’re told or…” she didn’t finish that sentence but I suppose she didn’t need to.

      Even though Gerald explained things to me and Jacqueline basically echoed what he said, it was moot. “My father died. I had no one, and I went to you, and you treated me like I was exactly that. Like I was no one. Like I didn’t mean shit to you. I didn’t ask for much, I just asked for a family. I don’t understand how you can sit here and say how bad your family is when you are literally exactly like them. You gave me up for a status.” I didn’t realize I was crying until a tear fell on my hand. “And yet I can’t wrap my head around the fact that you never once apologized. You didn’t care. You didn’t ever care about me.”

      “I did care about you—”

      “Did. You did care about me, not do.” I stood up because this conversation wasn’t going to go anywhere. It would take years of talking and therapy. “I’ll consider donating what you need, but not because you asked, or because Gerald asked. But because I would rather show you that I am nothing like you.”

      I didn’t wait for her to respond as I turned and left.

      

      I didn’t even bother taking a car service back to work. I needed the walk to let off steam. But that wasn’t enough. Getting my phone out of my purse, I texted Ash.

      Me: Are you busy?

      Ash: Not really. About to start a lunch meeting.

      Me: Where?

      Ash: Flames. I hate the food here.

      Good enough for me. It was five minutes away.
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      “That’s definitely something I could take into consideration.” The couple in front of me looked to each other and both smiled as they wrote notes down. I just happened to look up and saw Perrie at the door looking around the room. She was flushed but had a look of determination about her. She finally made eye contact with me and headed right over. Oh shit. This was going to be either good or bad.

      “Ash, I am so sorry to bother you and your guests, but it’s urgent. If I could get just a few minutes of your time.”

      I looked to the couple in front of me before standing up. “Excuse me. Please go ahead and order.”

      I followed Perrie out of the restaurant, the blast of cold hitting me in the face. I had to run to keep up with her. “Where are we going?” She didn’t answer me, but finally turned down an alley. She stopped abruptly behind a dumpster and grabbed my shirt, untucking it from my pants.

      “Fuck me.” I grabbed her hands to stop her. “Ash, fuck me.”

      “What’s going on, Perrie?”

      “Are you going to fuck me or do I have to find someone else?”

      I shoved her against the brick wall, my arms caging her on both sides. “Are you threatening me that someone else will fuck this pussy? I don’t know where you got the audacity but you better take that shit back. On your knees. Now.”

      I didn’t even wait. I was already shoving her down to her knees as I took my dick out my pants. She barely had time to breathe before I gripped her head and shoved my cock as deep as I could go. I grabbed both sides of her hair and fucked her mouth as if it were her pussy. The gagging was music to my ears as I went harder, not even giving her a chance to breathe.

      “You want to say that shit to me again?” I held myself all the way in, her eyes tearing up as she struggled to breathe. “I asked you a fucking question!” She quickly shook her head before I pulled all the way out. “That’s what I fucking thought.” I raised her to her feet and turned her to face the wall. I lifted her skirt, not even caring I partly ripped it. “Is this what you want? For me to fuck you like a whore?”

      I didn’t wait for a response and didn’t even bother to check to see if she was wet. Spitting on my fingers, I rubbed my cock before I pulled her hips back and thrusted hard. She yelped before moaning. Covering her mouth with one hand, I started fucking as if I was punishing her. And maybe I was. Punishing her for making me do this two weeks fuckery shit. Punishing her for making me fall in love with her and punishing her for even remotely thinking of fucking someone else. My other hand went to her clit. She tried screaming against my hand. Yes, I was aware we were in public. Yes, I was aware that anyone could see what we were doing, and maybe they were, but right now I wasn’t exactly interested in giving a shit what anyone else thought. I gave one last hard thrust before I stilled and slumped against her.

      She looked over her shoulder at me, eyes completely glazed over in that post-orgasmic bliss. I muttered a curse as I ran my hand through my hair before tucking myself in. I made sure to put her skirt down, cursing when I realized where the rip was. Taking off my suit jacket, I wrapped it around her. “It’ll have to do.”

      She smiled looking down at it. “I like it. Thanks.”

      She started to move away from the wall but I stopped her and pressed my head against her, just breathing her in. She softly sighed against me and the rage I had before started to consume me again. I pushed away from her. “Fuck, Perrie.”

      She gave me a questioning look. “What? What did I do?”

      I shook my head. She had no idea what she did. She fucked me up, that’s what she did. I loved her. Not just now but all those times we were together years ago. “I have to go back to my clients. I’ll see you later.” I turned my back and walked back down the alley before she had a chance to respond.
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      Since that time in the alley, Ash has been different. We had two days left in our arrangement at that time and the only thing he’s done so far was spend no more than ten minutes with me, going over what he thought I achieved from our little session.

      When the final day arrived, he came to me and said, “Congrats, it was great working with you. You’ll do well.” That was it, as if it was a business transaction. The true end was confirmed when I came home from lunch and another girl was sitting on the couch.

      I couldn’t even decide how I was supposed to feel. Hurt? Used? Angry? None of it mattered because I didn’t have the right. I headed to my favorite lunch spot to meet Beth since she wanted a play-by-play of how it went.

      “Well, don’t keep me waiting.”

      I sipped my tea. “It was good, lots of insight.”

      She stared at me and crossed her arms. “Lots of insight?”

      “Yeah, I mean pretty much what you told me. It was good, he was good, the sex,” I paused thinking of all the sex, “was very surprising and the best part of course.” I sipped my tea again. When I looked back at Beth, she was legit looking at me as if I had grown two heads.

      “Sex?”

      I laughed. “Yes, Beth, the sex. You know, it’s natural.” I said her words back to her.

      “You and Ash had sex?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, Beth, we had sex!” I said a little too loudly. I looked around the cafe and a lady with her two young sons scowled at me as if I just ruined their entire childhood.

      “Perrie,” Beth said calmly, a little too calmly. “Ash and I never had sex.”

      I paused, my teacup in midair. “Sure you did, you said you did.”

      “No, what I said was we talked about what I liked and didn’t like sexually. I never once said we had sex. That’s not part of the package.”

      I stared at her almost in disbelief. “No, you said…” I didn’t even finish the sentence as I searched my memory. “You two had a contract, right?”

      “Of course, but nothing on it was about us having sex.” She laughed. “Ash doesn’t have sex with his clients, that would be ridiculous. But maybe it’s an add-on service,” she quickly rushed out.

      Yeah... an add-on service.
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      I was staring at the map, trying to decide my next conquest, when the door opened and slammed, practically shaking the apartment. I looked up as Perrie walked in, hands on her hips like she was on a mission to kill something or someone.

      “Ashley, can I talk to you?”

      She used my actual name. Nope, I definitely didn’t want to talk. I slowly stood up, mostly because I had height on her, and with her being mad, it would make her even more feisty. “I’m going to say no, mostly based off your demeanor right now. You look a little pissed.”

      “Cut the shit, Ashley. We had sex.”

      I stared at her, she stared back. “Was that a question or—”

      “We had sex!”

      “Very good, Perrie, we had sex... multiple times.”

      “But you don’t do you? Have sex with your clients.”

      I laughed. “No, of course not.” I mirrored her and crossed my arms as well. “Why are you telling me something you already knew?”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Ash!” She threw her hands up. While I understood she was frustrated and most likely wanted to castrate me for reasons I’m not sure of yet, it was still cute to fuck with her. And why not? I had time.

      I stopped her from going any further. “Look, Perrie, you said I didn’t tell you, but I did tell you what I didn’t do with my clients. Maybe you only heard what you wanted to hear.” I stepped so close to her we were flushed together. “And let’s not forget, I wanted to fuck you, just like you wanted to fuck me. So, we both got what we wanted, didn’t we? Or did your pussy already forget?”

      I headed toward my room before she could even think of a response. “I’m going out tonight. Maybe it’ll do you some good to do it too. You look like you need a drink.”
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      That son of a bitch. He was right, but he was still a son of a bitch. He was definitely right about needing a drink. I took out my phone. I would call up Claire. I would call up Beth, hell I would even call up Barb!

      Whoa.

      Whoa.

      Whoa.

      Let’s not get crazy.

      I opened my closet to the dress in the very back I never wore. Well, since Ash supposedly gave me confidence, let’s see if his teachings worked.
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      “Another round!” I motioned to the server.

      “Yo, Ash, isn’t that your roommate?”

      I licked the salt in between the tits of the bleach-blonde girl before shooting back my tequila. Which let’s be honest, I was only doing to not have to taste her skin. I took the lime she had in between her teeth as I welcomed the heat coursing through me. I finally turned to Isaiah. “Where?” He pointed and I scanned the crowd. No Perrie anywhere, not that her ass would even come out.

      “Nah, I don’t see her man.” I started to focus my attention back to the blond when Eric nudged me.

      “It sure as hell is.”

      I sighed getting ready to tell them both they were wrong and to fuck off when I froze. She was here, she was actually here. But the most important question is what the hell was she wearing... or not wearing?

      Some guy was standing in front of her, talking to her, and I couldn’t help but notice how he kept touching her. I started to get up but quickly remembered I was blocked in. I saw him whispering in her ear, and another guy walked up to her and pointed toward our table. The next thing I knew, they were both headed our way.

      “Hey, Pear bear.” She rolled her eyes when I called her that. “Who’s your friend?” I nodded toward the fuckface standing next to her. He had the nerve to pull her tighter to him.

      She turned to him. “This is Kel. We just met, actually.”

      I stared at them. I stared at them hard. “Oh! This is my song!” The blonde I forgot that was even sitting next to me started to move out of the booth and grabbed my arm. “Come on, dance with me.” I made no move to acknowledge her. “Dance with me,” she said again, this time making a show of pushing her tits out while whining. I waved her off, and she sulked to the dance floor. I pointed to the empty seat now next to me and Perrie and her new friend sat down.

      “I’ve never been here,” Perrie said before sipping her drink.

      I ignored her and looked over her instead. “Kel? As in like the green leafy vegetable that tastes like ass?”

      Perrie sputtered on her drink before nudging me in the side. “What is wrong with you? Be nice.” Oh, I’ll be nice. I’ll be really fucking nice.

      “It’s okay. I’ll get you another drink, okay?” Kel didn’t wait for her to answer as he kissed her cheek and got up to flock through the crowd.

      She turned to me. “What is your problem?”

      I ignored her again, looking her up and down. “What are you wearing?”

      “What do you think? I’ve had it and figured why not; it’s just collecting dust in the closet.” It had a V-neck that went down to her navel, not to mention it was so short, I’m sure if anyone tried, they could see her pussy. She rolled her eyes as she looked out to the people on the dance floor. “It’s not even that short.”

      The hell it wasn’t. “It was short enough for assface to come on to you.”

      “Isn’t that the whole point of what we’re doing? To get me more confident and out there. Isn’t that what you said? Wasn’t that the purpose of our sessions?”

      How the fuck dare she? Who the fuck did she think she was to use my words against me? I got closer to her face. “Not when you decide to dress like a whore!”

      I froze

      She froze.

      It felt like the whole damn club froze since that was the exact moment the music stopped playing. That was also the moment fuckface decided to bring his ugly ass face around and set two drinks on the table. Neither Perrie nor I said anything as we just stared at each other, breathing hard.

      I fucked up.

      She stood up, took her drink and threw it in my face. I should’ve expected that. What I didn’t expect was the slap that followed, which made the sting worse because of the ice she just threw in my face. She turned to Kel and took his drink from him and downed it. She wiped her mouth before glaring at me. “Come on, Kel, let’s go back to my place.”

      My eyes widened at what she just said.

      I fucked up.

      I royally fucked up.
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      Despite what she said, Perrie didn’t come home that night, nor the next night either. By then, I was getting anxious. Each call went directly to voicemail, each text went unanswered, then before I knew it, any texts I did send, immediately came back as Not Delivered. She blocked me, she fucking blocked me.

      I was just about to call around again for the third time when the front door opened and shut. Perrie walked right in, heels in hand, still in the same dress from the other night. She glanced at me barely, as I held out my cup of juice to her as some sort of a peace offering. I wondered if she was still mad at me. Her eye roll was beyond distinctive as she went to her room and slammed the door behind her.

      I guess no juice then.

      I went over to her door and knocked, when she didn’t answer I knocked louder. “Perrie, come on.” I knocked again and even tried the doorknob.

      Locked.

      “Perrie, I’m sorry, okay? I am, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said to you. I was being an ass I know.” I banged and still it went unanswered. “It wasn’t you, it wasn’t the dress, it was… me.” I found myself admitting the truth. It was me. She looked hot as hell in the dress, but me being a jealous prick and seeing how other men reacted, made me well… jealous. I didn’t want her to wear it for them, I wanted her to wear it for me. I slid down the door and banged again.

      Nothing.

      After what felt like hours, she finally opened the door and I fell back. She gave me a look of disgust as she stepped over me. I hadn’t even noticed it was nighttime. I stood up going to her. “Perrie, I—”

      “Stop. Just stop. I’m going to work. I highly encourage you to not be here where I can see you when I get back. Okay? Thanks.”
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      This is exactly why I don’t date. Women are complicated. The moment I develop feelings for one of them, I go and fuck things up somehow.

      “Wing me.”

      I looked over at Eric and handed him the container of wings. I swear to God, he was like a man child—face and fingers just full of sauce. I couldn’t even think of a good reason as to why I was even friends with him. He wanted to come over and get his ass kicked in a few games.

      He was staring at something on his laptop. “Eric, are we playing Fortnite or not?”

      “No can do, it’s almost showtime.”

      I reached for the last slice of pizza. “The hell are you watching, man?” I peered over Eric’s shoulder briefly, already bored with whatever he was doing.

      “Any minute now, she’s going to take off the sweater. They turn the heat up to where it’s almost unbearable.” He laughed as he focused on his screen. I checked my phone, still no messages from Perrie, not even one saying fuck you, which I would have happily accepted. I sent her another one, telling her I was sorry. Again.

      “Ash, you are one lucky son of a bitch.”

      I sighed as I glanced at Eric. He had to be the most annoying prick I’ve ever come across, and I’ve come across a lot of pricks. I’ll humor him, I have the time, apparently. “Why is that?”

      “Are you kidding?” He pointed to his screen as if it were obvious. “You get to see that every damn day. Please tell me you’ve hit that.”

      I stared at him, still not sure what the hell he was talking about. “What are you talking about?”

      “Your roommate. That body doesn’t stop does it?” Not only did I still not know what he was talking about, but I started to hate the way he was talking about Perrie. He started to say more but suddenly he cheered. “Yes, she removed the coat!” Then he looked at me. “How is she? I know you’ve had her; I mean look at her. Please tell me you’ve had her.” He gestured to his screen and I peered over his shoulder again to look at what he was talking about.

      I froze.

      Perrie was on screen, her jacket in her arms, wearing her jeans and a lace bra. What. The. Fuck?

      “What is this?”

      “It’s called Hidden Cast. She does her podcast, and we watch and place bets on if she’ll strip down.”

      “What?”

      He looked at me laughing. “Yeah, man. How did you not know about this?” He clicked on a few things. “There’s an entire directory. See, look, this girl here basically fucks herself and records it for her boyfriend.” He clicked on another screen. “This one here is the dressing room. You won’t believe how many people are fucking in a dressing room. This one here is my favorite—hidden camera in the actual toilet. You can see any pussy you want.”

      I stared in disbelief. “Do they know people are watching?” It was a stupid-ass question but I had to ask anyway.

      He shook his head. “Are you serious? Not at all, that’s why it’s fun. I tell you what though, if you weren’t here, my keyboard would probably be sticky right now.”

      I suddenly felt sick. I remember Perrie saying something about how she hated her job, but they offered more pay the later her podcast went but it had weird stipulations. She only agreed because of the extra money. I strongly doubted this was something Perrie would agree to had she known just how perverted her boss really was.

      “All I know is that I plan on fucking her. My dick has been hard since I came across this site. And hey, since you are roommates, I figured you can help me out, man.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small plastic baggie. “Slip one of these in her drink or something and I’ll take care of the rest.”

      Rage took over me as I grabbed his laptop and slapped the fuck out of him with it. Blood splattered as his own tooth fell from his mouth.

      “Ash, what the fuck?” He stood up and swung, missing me by almost a damn mile. Fucker couldn’t hit me even if he wanted to. He took a step back, still clutching his mouth because we both knew he was no match for me.

      A little too calmly, I replied, “Get the fuck out now.”

      “Fuck you, Ash, I’m calling the cops.”

      I reached for my phone. “Good, please do, so I can let them know how you basically tried to convince me to help you rape a girl.”

      He spat out blood. “It’s your word against mine.”

      “Is it?” I pointed to the picture frame behind him, as well as across from him. “You think I would be stupid enough to not have cameras in my home?” I actually didn’t, but he didn’t need to know that. I held up my phone, the 9 and 1 already pressed. “Oh, hey, did you want me to dial or did you want to do it?”

      “Fuck you, man,” he spat again. “Fuck you.” He grabbed what was left of his laptop which was nothing and left. I tried Perrie’s number again.

      “Dammit, Perrie, answer!” I grabbed my keys to my bike to head to where Perrie was. I was willing to bet my own life, she had no idea she was being recorded.
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      “That’s all we have for tonight. Thank you, guys, I’ll see you later.” I signed off and waited for Claire to give me the thumbs up that we were off the air. Quickly putting my jacket back on, I grabbed my stuff and headed out but stopped abruptly when I saw Ash pacing in front of his bike. He looked pissed, in fact more pissed than I’ve ever seen him. The moment he saw me, he stalked over to me.

      Before he could say anything, I stopped him. “Did you forget I hate you? Nothing’s changed Ash, go home.”

      “Did you know?”

      I rolled my eyes. I was too tired for this mess right now. “Know what?”

      “Did you know your podcasts were being recorded?”

      He was an idiot. “Of course they’re being recorded, it’s a podcast. Sometimes we have to play a repeat.”

      “No, I mean recorded, as in on camera.” He took out his phone to show me in the studio, in just the negligee. I froze. That wasn’t me. That couldn’t be me.

      But it was.

      “Where did you...” I couldn’t even finish that sentence as a panic attack started to bubble up inside me. I grabbed his phone and clicked on a few other screens. It wasn’t just me in the studio. There were small videos of me at my desk with a camera pointed directly at my breasts, another had a camera pointed directly at my ass.

      I dropped the phone as if it had physically burned me since it might as well have. Ash’s look went from anger to worrisome. “You didn’t know did you?” he asked. At least I thought he did. I couldn’t hear him over my blood rushing in my ears and my heart beating so fast. I suddenly couldn’t breathe and scratched at the jacket I was wearing to get it off.

      I remember falling as if I was going down a rabbit hole.

      Down.

      Down.

      Down.

      Then everything went black.
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      I jumped at the sound of sirens and slowly opened my eyes. I recognized my surroundings not as my own, but Ash’s. I was back in his room. I looked up and Ash was staring down at me. He softly smiled before he reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “Was that a really bad dream?” I whispered. He shook his head and dread went through me all over again. I didn’t think so. I wasn’t that lucky. I felt sick. I felt betrayed. I felt violated. I felt dirty. I sat up trying to think. I didn’t have to though; Ash had already done it for me.

      “We need to file a police report. Do you have any of your things there? If so, I’ll get them, you’re not going back there.” I dropped my head in my hands. Everything was happening so fast.

      “Claire,” I whispered.

      “I already talked to her. She was just as shocked as you were. She’s also filing a report.”

      “Did everyone know what was happening?”

      Ash sighed, leaning against the headboard. “I doubt it. The supposed website isn’t actually searchable, so I’m guessing dark web or some shit. Luckily, I know a few hackers. They were able to infiltrate the server as well as the list of names that had access to it. But that wasn’t even the tip of the fucking iceberg.”

      I braced myself for whatever he had to add. “There was a forum—a highly active one. There was also one where your friend Felix admitted to placing cameras in bedrooms of the girls he hooks up with. You weren’t the only one being filmed.”

      My eyes grew wide, as I started to scramble out of his bed to run to my room to check for cameras but Ash held me still. “I already traced yours. There was one, but Crouton was blocking its view,” he said smiling. I sighed in relief. I had never been happier for a plant in my life. Emotions started to get the best of me as I bowed my head. “Hey, look at me.” He placed his hand under my chin so I had to look at him. “It won’t happen again. I promise you.”

      I nodded as he pulled the covers up around us and I laid my head against his chest as if it was the most natural thing in the world. He saved me months ago and didn’t even know it. I guessed I couldn’t hate him anymore. Maybe because I kinda loved him.
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        Three months later

      

      

      “What does that do?”

      I silently laughed as the nurse smiled at Ash. “It’s just alcohol to sterilize the area.” For five days straight, two times a day, I was given a bone marrow stimulant. It’s now D day. I flinched as I moved to change positions. Before I could even ask, Ash placed the heating pad on the area of my back that had the most tenderness.

      “All your vitals look good, are you ready?” I nodded as they prepped my arm with the needle injections as well as anywhere else on my body. Ash was already paling but still decided to be a trouper and held my hand. “Deep breaths, in and out, in and out,” the nurse spoke softly to me. After a few minutes, she stood up. “Alright. Eight hours. You got this, okay?”

      I nodded, relaxing against the recliner. I looked to Ash who still looked pale as he stared at my arms. “Hey,” I said to him. “You better get it together, we’re back here tomorrow.”

      He winked at me. “Wherever you are, I’ll be, babe.”

      I sat back and closed my eyes. The past few months had been absolutely insane. Once word got out about the secret recordings, shit hit the fan. That so-called sponsorship Frank claims we had? Totally false. The company even released a statement expressing their disappointment that not only were their names used in an attempt to advance a place of work, but also volunteered to cover all legal fees for any of the women that wanted to come forward.

      Frank was fucked. Frank also got sixty years, on top of the other sixty years from the Federal Government. It turns out Frank didn’t like paying taxes but loved embezzling. Oh, and there was that weird fact that he associated with terrorists.

      Bad Frank.

      Those with access to the website didn’t fare any better. There were two hundred and sixty members. The secretive spying was nothing compared to everything else they found. I imagined bigger prisons would need to be made.

      As for Ash and me? Well, sometimes things change. Sometimes things are said and done for a reason. Sometimes greater things have to happen for you to get your shit together. But don’t worry, I don’t hate him.
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      “I can’t believe I’m taking you home to meet my parents.” I threw a few more things in my suitcase then mentally looked everything over to make sure I had enough.

      “Well you know, when two people fall in love, it’s only natural they meet each other’s family. It’s like we’re officially serious now.” I rolled my eyes and hit him with a pair of balled-up socks. “But truth be told, I can’t pass up Thanksgiving food. It’s why I packed all my sweatpants,” he said, coming to stand by me while I surveyed the items in my suitcase. Ash grabbed the snorkel from my suitcase and threw it across the room.

      “I mean this with no judgment, but you can’t even swim, when would you need this and why?”

      I shook my head. “You never know, we could suddenly pass an ocean that needed to be snorkeled.”

      “It’s a three-hour drive, Perrie.”

      He was no fun. I zipped my suitcase up and prepared to lift it when he yelled and practically shoved me out the way. “No heavy lifting. Did you just forget you donated stem cells?” Of course, I couldn’t forget. The back pain still reminded me. “I’ll load it into the van, you about ready?”

      I nodded, looking around the room. Most of everything was in boxes, with a huge pile going into storage and a very small pile of what was going in my van. Or I should say, our van. When I was resting in between treatments, Ash was finishing the van for me. I didn’t even have to tell him my vision, he knew where I was going with it and got to it. The best part? The toilet/shower. After the holidays, we planned on putting the rest of our things in storage and hitting the road. I took one last look around before finally locking up and joining Ash. A few hours later we pulled up to my parents’ house. “You nervous?”

      “A little. I mean it’s always nerve racking bringing your lover home to meet the family,” I found myself admitting.

      “Lover. I like that word; it sounds almost forbidden.”

      We both got out of the car and walked up to the door, and I took out my key.

      “Hello!” I shouted out. “We’re here.”

      “Perrie?” I nodded, running over for a hug, but also being mindful that I was still healing.

      “How was your drive?”

      “It was great, the roads weren’t too bad.” I turned toward Ash who was still by the door and I waved him over. “This is Ash.” Ash put out his hand for a handshake but that was just stupid on his part as he was engulfed in a hug, taking him by surprise.

      “Ash, these are my parents, Walt and Martha.” It still made me a bit emotional referring to them as my parents. It was a few weeks after everything occurred that they gave me the chance to change my life…

      “Now, we know you’re an adult, and you’ve grown into a fine young woman and we couldn’t be prouder.” I looked from Walt and Martha, Martha already tearing up. “We want you to know that you don’t have to say yes to this and regardless, we will always love you as our own, just like we always have.”

      Walt took a deep breath and nodded to Martha, who held out the huge envelope she was holding. “If you would allow us to, we would love to adopt you.”

      I stared at the envelope in complete shock. With my father deceased, and Jacqueline giving up her maternal rights when I was five, I was technically still an orphan. Looking to the both of them, tears streaming down my face, I said, “I thought you would never ask.”

      

      Martha practically pushed me out the way, latching onto Ash. Walt stood at a distance eyeing him up and down as if any moment he was going to demand Ash do a thousand pushups. Since Walt is a retired drill sergeant, I had no doubt he would expect Ash to do just that, and Ash better if he knew what was good for him.

      He finally walked closer, arms still crossed. He said nothing as he stared him down but Ash never looked away. “Do you put raisins in your potato salad?”

      Ash was taken aback by the question but quickly straightened. “Sir, raisins in a potato salad is an absolute abomination and anyone that says otherwise should be tarred and feathered.”

      Walt grunted and kept the stern look before his body relaxed and he finally smiled. “Welcome to the family.”
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        Once Upon That Time He Was Stuck in the Friend Zone

        Emma and Colton have been best friends for years, but on vacation unexpected sparks start heating them both up.

      

      

      

      Emma is about to go on a fantastic vacation with most of her best friends. The only problem is that it’s a couples vacation, and suddenly she’s not part of a couple anymore. But, as stubborn as she is, Emma won’t skip the trip to paradise. Though, she doesn’t want to go alone either. 

      

      Luckily she has Colton, her best friend, who agrees to go with her on the trip so she doesn’t have to feel like a fifth wheel. He makes her laugh, keeps her company, and it mostly doesn't bother Emma every time some chick flirts with Colton. 

      

      Because he’s her best friend. And she doesn't date friends. 

      

      Only with the abundance of sunshine, cocktails, and inside jokes...something starts to change. Everyone always joked that Colton secretly had a thing for Emma, but she always brushed it off. Until now. Now she’s wondering if she should break her own rules and chance it with Colton. The only thing that holds her back is the fear of losing him as a friend if their fling ends badly. 

      

      Can Emma figure out what she wants more - to follow her rules that keep her heart and friendships safe, or to chance it all on the man who’s pretty much her everything?
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      Me: Girl I just want what you have

      Me: Okay

      Me: Is that so much to ask?

      Charli Girl: What I have…what?

      Charli Girl: I’m going to need some context here. You came in out of nowhere with a brand new conversation. And I need coffee

      Me: Well, can’t you read my mind?

      Me: You should know what I’m talking about through brain waves by now

      Charli Girl: Okay bye bitch

      Me: You know you love me

      Charli Girl: I don’t know WHY I put up with you though

      Me: My charm

      Me: Okay

      Me: So anyway…

      Me: I want what Claire and Tom have. What you and Ray have! I want a relationship that feels real. Ya know?

      Charli Girl: Nothing is perfect

      Me: Well I know that, dummy

      Charli Girl: Besides you have Dan

      Me: Yeah, I know. But…oh idk

      Charli Girl: You’ll find a happy medium, I know it. 

      Me: Okay, okay Momma Charli

      Charli Girl: Oh shut up

      Charli Girl: Besides, be careful what you wish for. There’s something to be said for too much of a good thing. 

      Me: You’re bananas

      Me: Okay, but Hawaii

      Charli Girl: What about it?

      Me: I want to talk about it!

      Charli Girl: We’re leaving in a few days. What is there left to talk about?

      Me: Omg I can just FEEL your enthusiasm through the phone. You’re Riveted.

      Charli Girl: I’m done with you

      Me: Never!

      Charli Girl: Ray’s calling me. Let’s talk about it at dinner tonight.

      Me: Love you

      Charli Girl: xoxo

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Hi, you’ve reached Emma. If your number isn’t already saved in my phone, you better leave me a message after the obnoxious beep, or I’ll never call you back. And if this is you, Mom, I still won’t call you back… Kidding!” 

      *Beep*

      

      “Oh my god, you need a new outgoing message. I mean seriously, your mom only gets more pissed off every time. Also, would you rather have unlimited margaritas—yes I know, blended—for the rest of your life, or every other kind of drink but never another margarita again? It’s a tough one. Tell me yours, and I’ll tell you mine at dinner.”
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      “Hi, you’ve reached Emma. If your number isn’t already saved in my phone, you better leave me a message after the obnoxious beep, or I’ll never call you back. And if this is you, Mom, I still won’t call you back… Kidding!” 

      *Beep*

      

      “It’s Dan. Can I come over? I need to talk to you about something.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay, I changed my mind; I want your answer now. I need some major cheering up after the hellacious date from last night. The one you didn’t even let me complain about yet,” Colton shouts in no particular direction.

      He doesn’t knock on the door before barging into my apartment, but that’s not abnormal. I don’t think he’s knocked in the last ten years at least. Not that I normally care, considering he’s my best friend, but today…right now…

      “Do you mind?” Dan says after clearing his throat with this phlegmy sound that makes me want to puke all over his stupid sport jacket. I mean, who wears elbow patches—and not ironically under the age of sixty anyway?

      Looking over, I watch as Colton’s head snaps up from his phone, and his hand pulls from my doorknob like it tried electrocuting him.

      “Oh shit,” he says, still in the doorway. “You good?”

      I’m not going to tell him to go away, no matter how hard Dan keeps staring at me. Glaring. If it’s going to come down to my best friend and the guy who’s literally in the middle of dumping me, who the fuck does he think I’ll pick?

      And as he stands over me, Dan really is trying to get me to pick with those beady eyes of his. I’m still on the couch, because—really—if I’m going to sit here for this, then at least I’m going to be comfortable while he paces and looms, spouting off his rationalizations.

      Colton’s green eyes flick around the room, taking in what he’s walked into, and honestly, it’s hard not to laugh at the sour look on his face. It’s like he just ate something his grandma made, but he doesn’t want to tell her that she forgot several important ingredients. 

      Poor guy. 

      Okay, well, poor me too. But it feels better to focus on Colton at the moment. 

      And I take a second for my eyes to leave Colton’s to look around me, at what he’s seeing. So I understand the wide eyes and pulled-back lips and the hands that he suddenly forgot what to do with, like they’re new for him.

      Both Dan and I have our arms crossed over our chests. 

      I can feel the heat filling my torso from that pissed-off flush I can never control. I should look shocked too, but I think that’s passed. Now, in its place is a bit of melancholy. 

      And Dan. Fucking Dan. 

      He’s tapping his stupid loafers on my hardwood and making the most annoying anti-rhythm as he stares Colton down like Dan might actually do something. 

      P.S. he would never. 

      He’d claim it as civility, but he’s just a chickenshit. 

      “Anyway,” Dan says when he gives up on any sort of answer from the doorway. Then he turns to me, and his face fills with this disgusting pity. For a second, I want to tell him where he can shove that look. 

      I swallow the urge, but only barely. 

      “Well, I guess that’s it then if you’re not going to ask for privacy. I’m sorry it had to happen this way. But it’s for the best,” Dan says to me, letting his gaze float up to the ceiling, out the window, anywhere but on me. 

      “Weeeeeeell. I really have great timing, don’t I?” Sweet Colton tries to make a joke, because that’s what he does. 

      “No,” Dan says—like a spoiled brat. 

      “I guess what they say is true then,” Colton replies. And I see the glint in his eye. It’s a little mischievous and matches the tick in the left corner of his mouth. Together they spell trouble. 

      And I am so here for it. 

      “What’s that?” Dan asks has he stomps toward that door, his arms still crossed, showing off those damn elbow patches to no one who cares. At all. 

      “Oh, it’s not something I’d say to your face. But they’re right,” Colton replies. Then he winks at Dan. Colton, I could kiss him, winks while somehow holding back laughter. 

      The burst of giggles comes from me before I even realize it’s going to happen. It’s the kind of laugh that hurts my nonexistent abs right away. The deep-down kind of laughter. 

      The good kind. 

      When I pry my eyes apart again, even if it is a little blurry from the tears, it’s hard not to immediately narrow in on Dan’s incredulous look. He’s lasered in on me, and screaming with his eyes for me to defend him. 

      Him. 

      Defend the dude who just broke up with me without even saying the actual words. 

      Ummm, no thanks. But thanks anyway. 

      “Right. Guess this is over then,” Dan spits out, like the words taste worse than molding leftovers. “And if you want to know why, you can figure it out,” he adds with a wide sarcastic smile. 

      Colton steps aside, letting Dan storm the last two steps over the threshold of my apartment, into the hallway. And Dan starts sucking in a breath, turning as he does, to add something—surely something godawful—but Colton slams my door on my now ex’s face before a single syllable comes out.
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      Colton lets out a jagged breath, half trying not to laugh and the other half of the sound distracted—off in another world. 

      “You can say that again,” I try. 

      He smiles, but there’s something else inside it. Something I don’t have the words to explain, let alone understand. Honestly, it’s probably questions about why I ever dated that douche-canoe. The reasons are starting to fade from my memory as Colton walks over to the couch. His short brown hair catches the light when he crosses under the sparkling chandelier he helped me install last year—though he did not help me attach all two-hundred crystal things. And his green eyes—emerald, not light at all, but rich like gems—stay connected with mine as he plops down. 

      Maybe he’s wondering if I’m pissed at him for his part in all of that.

      Of course, I’m not, though. 

      Sitting, we could almost be the same height. But apparently, he’s a freak of nature with impossibly long legs and arms, because he’s almost a foot taller than me. And I am short, but not that short.

      And Colton’s leaner than lean. Swimmer’s body. The jackass. Even though he sneaks all my hidden cookies. I know he still does it, just like when we were back in college and he’d find every snack I had hidden in my dorm room. So he eats worse than I do, is just as lazy, and “looks like a Greek god”—in the words of half my girlfriends. 

      So rude. 

      “Emma, I’m so sorry,” Colton starts, grabbing my hand and wrapping his free one around my shoulder. 

      “Don’t be,” I say, honestly meaning it. Though, him using my full name make me sit back a little. I couldn’t guess the last time he did that. He must really mean it. The pained sound earlier makes more sense now.

      “Do you want me to go catch up to him? I can get him back here. I’ll get on my hands and knees begging, if it’s for you,” he adds. 

      “Fuck that idiot,” I say, rubbing my temple on his shoulder. 

      “He’s not really my taste. But if it meant you got what you wanted, I’d stoop,” the shithead says. 

      Even though I don’t want to laugh, I can’t stop a few bubbles of giggles from breaking free from my lips. They just won’t stay pursed tight enough to prevent it. 

      He’s a funny shithead at least. 

      “I’ll save you the humiliation. This time,” I reply. Then I shove him over with my own shoulder so I can turn and face him. After situating with my legs are tucked beneath me, I sigh. “Really, there’s nothing to apologize for. All you did was speed up the conversation. You didn’t change what was about to happen. Actually, you probably saved me an hour of painful diversions and self-aggrandizing justifications,” I add after thinking about it from a surprisingly healthy angle. 

      “So what you’re saying is that you should be thanking me,” Colton tries, with a wink. 

      I don’t hesitate; I lean forward and hug him. 

      It’s the tight kind of hug that would be too long with anyone else. But with your best friend who knows more about you than any human should be allowed, it’s never long enough. 

      “You okay, Ev?” he asks me after I finally let go of him. And hearing my nickname finally unwinds the very last knot that was lingering in my stomach. 

      I nod. “I’m already over it.” And even if I shouldn’t be yet, I think I am. Mostly anyway. 

      I should analyze what that means. Something about boundaries and fear of commitment and being honest with myself. But whatever, I’m not breaking anything that isn’t fixed. 

      Wait…

      Whatever.

      “You sure?” Colton tries again, his warm fingers finding the rolled-up cuff of my ripped jeans—the ones Dan despised and the ones I’m exceptionally glad I didn’t change out of when he was on his way over. 

      “He was a lousy lay anyway,” I say. 

      This time it’s Colton’s turn to laugh in surprise. 

      “I thought you said it was good,” he argues through swallowed breaths and near-hiccups. 

      “I believe the word I used was ‘decent,’” I say as Colton cringes at the description. “Which really is not a compliment anyway. You should know that. But, also, I exaggerated even with that.”

      “Good riddance.” Colton waves a hand at my door, like he’s shooing the negativity away.

      I look over there for a second, like maybe I can see through the painted white wood, or see things no human eye can– like negative vibes listening to Colton’s commands. 

      If only. 

      “We need to get ready for dinner.” I change the subject while picking at the fraying strands of denim at my knee. 

      “Do you still want to go, though?” Colton asks it, but he already knows my answer as he shifts his hands to both of his knees and braces to stand.

      “Of course,” I scoff with a roll of my eyes. 

      “I guess you’ll make for good conversation anyway. We can play a drinking game—everyone takes a shot for each dumb comment Dan made while you two were together,” he says as he pulls me up from the couch. 

      “We’d all have alcohol poisoning before I got to the third date,” I say, trying so hard not to laugh. Trying and failing. 

      “Why the fuck did you date him again?” Colton asks as I turn toward the hallway.

      “Help me pick out an outfit,” I say.

      He looks like he’s about to debate, but then thinks better of it, knowing I’ll just take longer for me to get dressed if he argues.
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      “Sorry. Sorry,” I say, completely out of breath, as I rush up to the mostly full table.

      Avoiding looking at the windows—because I just know I look ridiculous after those couple blocks I speed-walked as the stupid wind took out its frustration on my hair—I hug almost everyone already seated around the big high-top.

      Charli gets a hug almost as tight and long as Colton’s, but not quite. Though, Ray gets more of a side to side nudge than anything I’d consider a hug. And I just leave the pretty new face out as I go around. 

      “How the hell did you take so long? You were already dressed when I left your place,” Colton says. My ass lands on my chair harder than I mean it to, and he kisses my cheek. 

      “You don’t want to know,” I say. “Where are Claire and Tom?” I ask, eyeing the three empty chairs left. One was for Dan, and I give it a little shove with my foot while waiting for an answer. 

      “You first,” Colton demands. 

      Looking to him, then past him, I finally get the chance to really look at his date. She’s a basic nightmare, at least five years younger than all of us here. Maybe pushing seven, or more. She looks way too cool to be here too—with her eyeliner and edgy clothes, razored hair and what I think is a very expensive designer purse sitting on the floor next to her. And the look she gives Colton, the one he completely misses while waiting for my answer, is fierce. 

      “Hi, I’m Emily,” she says, reaching her arm across Colton to shake with me. 

      “Emma,” I say to her, even though I’ve already forgotten what she said. Not that it matters. I doubt I’ll see her again after tonight. And that’s not me being a bitch. I swear. I can just tell. I have years of practice. 

      Besides, the odds are in my favor. Colton doesn’t keep many past a date or two. But the ones who do stick around tend to feel a little different. 

       “Still waiting,” Colton says with a smile, pretending to tap the watch he doesn’t wear as he looks at me. 

      “Oh, right. Well, Dan called. I felt like I had to answer, and then he just kept droning on and on. And I worried if I hung up, he’d just call back and badger me to listen until I gave in again. He said since he ‘felt like he didn’t get to speak his piece,’ he needed to get it off his chest before he could feel good about today. And you know how he loves his clean slates, for optimal beauty sleep,” I say. It doesn’t make it out in all one breath, but damn close. 

      That’s how I get when I’m with these people, my people. There’s never enough time to tell them everything, or to be with them. Even if we’re barely talking—not that that happens very often—the nights feel too short. 

      Colton gets damn close to popping his eyes out of his head, he rolls them so hard at my explanation. I know it’s not at me, but at what I said, and I just nod. Because, he’s right. It’s so obnoxious. 

      Though, speaking of…

      “Did anyone order drinks yet?” I ask.

      “I got you,” Colton says. 

      “That’s why I love you,” I answer, making sure not to look at his date’s reaction. Half of them hate me from the get-go. Though, really, that’s probably better than the girlfriends who try to buddy up to me, without even trying to get to know me first. 

      “Wait, though. What did happen with Dan?” Charli asks. “I’m behind.”

      Shit, that’s right. I texted her that men suck after Colton left, but then Dan called before I could say anything other than that I’d tell her here. 

      “We split,” I say to her, knowing that we’ll get into the nitty gritty tomorrow anyway, so there’s no reason to tank my mood before the tequila touches my lips. “So, Hawaii!” I say, my enthusiasm finally returning for the first time since this morning. 

      “Wait, though. Are you okay?” Charli asks with wide, concerned eyes. She has wrinkles in her forehead from the emotion that’s in her question. 

      “Charli, you really should respect your friend’s wishes if she doesn’t want to talk about it,” Ray says, interrupting us both. 

      I should stop myself before narrowing my eyes at her boyfriend, but fuck it. Charli is probably the kindest person I know. 

      “I swear I’m fine, babe,” I say to her, ignoring Ray. Though, I do look at him after I say it with pursed lips. I feel my nostrils flare too before I look away. 

      “Sorry,” Charli mumbles, still looking down. 

      “Don’t be,” I say, adding a smile for her.

      Then Colton pipes up, and I feel the tension leaving my shoulders as soon as he sucks in a breath to speak. 

      “But, for real, this is why she never dates friends. Ever since that disastrous break up with her best friend in high school, when she had to shop at the grocery store two towns over until she moved away. She learned her lesson,” Colton says, looking at Ray, then Charli, and finally at me. 

      Charli finally smiles a little, nodding. 

      I let out an exaggerated groan at his explanation—I’ve heard the story a thousand times before. Plus, you know, I lived it. But he loves to bring it up. And, he’s not wrong. 

      “This way I can erase Dan from my life sooooo much easier. I already deleted his phone number. Done and done.” I rub my hands together, getting rid of him altogether. 

      “To asshole exes,” Colton says with enthusiasm, raising his water glass since we’re still waiting for our drinks. “And the poor idiots who date them next,” he adds. 

      I grab my own water at the same time as everyone else at the table. We all clink glasses together, cheering and laughing. Because it was perfect. Though, if I looked around, I’m sure I’d see some side-eye glances from other tables, but there’s no reason to check. 

      They’re just jealous. 

      “Not everyone is an asshole just because it doesn’t work out,” Colton’s date mumbles right as we all quiet down. 

      Without hesitation my eyes find Colton’s, and I have to press my lips against each other to stop myself from laughing at her. Or him, I’m not sure which. It’s not that she’s wrong. She’s just young, and doesn’t know this group of friends at all. But despite my efforts, the corners of my mouth twitch anyway, ticking up a little, as my eyes widen at him. 

      He just shrugs, but the smile spreads across his face, going all the way up to his eyes. 

      Yeah, she’d better not last long. I want to hate her already. 

      “Hi, hi, hi,” Claire says as she and Tom rush up to our table—finally—just as the server brings our drinks on a full tray. 

      If we didn’t tip so well when we come, this restaurant would probably hate us. With our regular dinners, and loud nights with lots of booze, I wouldn’t blame them. The place is swanky; it’s not meant to be anyone’s regular spot. The tables are glossy, the wallpaper a chic matte, and the lights are way dimmed. It’s fancy fancy. Plus, the prices are ridiculous. But it tastes so damn good. And they make the very best margaritas in a huge mile radius. We don’t go anywhere else. Once we found The Pink Door, it was the end of any other options for the whole group.

      “Sorry, we’re late,” Tom says with his arm still around Claire’s waist. He doesn’t let go until they’re both sitting in their chairs, even when everyone comes over to hug her– not skipping what’s-her-name like I did. She’s a better person, for sure. And then Tom’s hand goes over to her lap once they’re settled in. 

      Too damn cute for words. They always have been. 

      Did you forget where the place was?” Charli asks Claire with a smirk.

      Almost everyone bites back smiles after Charli asks too. 

      “Does it really matter?” Ray asks Charli. He leans over as he says it, but his voice isn’t low enough for my liking. 

      Her shoulders go up in response after being chastised by her boyfriend—in front of everyone—for the second time already tonight. 

      “Yeah, I’d like to know too, ya losers. Maybe we need to get you moved into a memory care home,” I say with my eyes on Claire, but the rest of my head pointed right at Ray. 

      “We were ready, and even going to be here early for once,” Tom says as he looks over to Claire, smiling like she’s the only one around. 

      “But this horn dog seduced me, and we had a quickie,” Claire finishes for him, diffusing any lingering awkwardness. She and Colton both do that well. Because you’d better believe Ray had some sort of argument brewing. 

      “Boooooo. Gross,” I shout at them, throwing my napkin their way.

      “So, let’s talk Hawaii,” Charli says after I settle down, setting her hands up on the table to play with the sweat beading on her margarita glass. 

      “That’s the only reason I kept it to a quick one,” Claire adds. And everyone laughs as Colton raises his glass to toast again. I know he hears me groan too, as his eyes flick over to me, but he ignores it anyway.

      “Well, I’m sure as hell still going,” I say.
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      “You sure you don’t want to come over for some coffee or something?” what’s-her-name says to Colton in the breathy baby voice that half of his dates use.

      Barf.

      Because when does coffee ever just mean coffee? Bur for real. It never does. Don’t even try to argue with me. 

      “It’s late. But I’ll call you,” Colton lies to her face. 

      I mean, it is late—we practically shut the restaurant down. But it’s probably not that late for her, since she’s barely out of her teen years.

      I repeat: Barf. 

      “Okay…” she says, hesitant and whining, but not arguing. And it’s all Colton needs. He closes the door of the cab and slaps the roof. She’s off down Minnehaha Avenue so fast, I wonder how big of a tip he gave the driver. 

      “Shall we?” Colton asks as he turns to me, giving me his elbow so I can link our arms as we walk toward our building. 

      “Why did you give her hope?” I ask him as we head down the cracked sidewalk. “Not that I care,” I add as he starts shaking his head at me. “I’m just curious.”

      “Why lock doors even if they’re closed ones,” he says. And I give him such a flat look, he laughs as he continues. “You never know who might be the last people left on earth after the zombies take over,” Colton finishes in a complete non-answer. He bumps into me on purpose, so I shove him with my hip as we keep going past a couple bars still open and other hipster folks heading home in North East Minneapolis. Even on a Wednesday night, it’s not an empty walk. 

      “You’re impossible,” I tell him. 

      “You’re right,” Colton answers. 

      “I’m not canceling my trip just because of that jackass,” I say without transition. Not that I bother with transitions much when it comes to Colton. “And don’t you look at me like that,” I point my free finger in his direction, shaking it like I’m eighty-years-old and his grandma. “It’s not because I’m stubborn. I mean, we both know I am. And maybe that’s a little bit of the why. But I deserve this vacation,” I say. 

      “You do,” Colton adds during my breath between rants. 

      “I’ve worked really hard lately. And that’s not even mentioning how well I handled today.”

      “You did,” he says. 

      “I’ve earned a break. And I paid for the whole damn thing anyway. So, I’m going,” I finish with a stamp of my right foot to accentuate my point, ready for an argument.

      “Good. You should,” Colton agrees. 

      And I finally take in what he’s been saying. He hasn’t been disagreeing like I’d expected. 

      Now I don’t even know why I anticipated that. 

      “You’re right. You are stubborn. But you also deserve that week on the beach with no worries to weigh you down. There’s only one thing…”

      “What’s that?” I ask as we turn the corner and the moon peeks out from a cloud. 

      “If you even think for one second about moving there, I rescind my previous statement. And I’ll come there and drag your ass home.” Colton’s smile is pulled to one side, the opposite side from where I am. But I see it anyway.

      I think that’s my favorite smile of his. The crooked one. The one that means so much more than a simple smile. 

      “Why wouldn’t you just move there too if I did?” I ask, smacking him on the bicep. I should know better, because even though he’s lean, the muscles there are still hard as rocks.

      “Oh. Well, okay. Good point,” he concedes, as I shake out my hand.

      We walk in silence for a minute. 

      It’s not that weird kind of quiet where you’re trying to think of something, any-freaking-thing, to fill up the space between words. It’s the comfortable kind where you forget that no one’s talking. 

      “But, ugh. At dinner tonight—even though I’m going no matter what—it just showed me how couple-y it’s going to be. And don’t pretend like it won’t, because I know that’s why you didn’t sign up this time. With Charli and Ray, and Claire and Tom, I’m going to feel like a broken fifth wheel,” I whine. 

      No, really, my voice is all high pitches and pure whining. 

      But I can’t help it.

      Just the thought of being forced to do things alone while they’re all paired up, and watching them kiss and touch…Sucksville. Big-time Sucksville, and I’m the damn mayor. 

      “You mean the kind of wheel that spins around and around, squeaking and constantly getting stuck so that your shins ram into the cart. While all the other wheels glide smoothly ahead. That kind of broken fifth wheel?” Colton asks with his eyebrows raised up and his free hand raking through his short hair. 

      “Yes. That kind. Asshole,” I say without an ounce of enthusiasm. “But I’m going to go, even if I’m miserable the entire time. Because I earned it, damn it.” I almost shout the words as we wait for a car to drive past through the stoplight so we can cross the street. 

      Colton just looks at me under the lights. He watches me while I complain. And after a moment, I start to wonder if there’s something on my face. 

      “What are you looking at?” 

      “Would you want me to go with you? Just so you don’t have to be alone?” Colton asks. 

      It’s an offer, not a ploy for a free ride—I know that. First of all, he’s damn generous. Secondly, he makes way more than me. And third, I just know him. 

      The shot of adrenaline that runs through me at his offer is real, and it’s fast and powerful. 

      We’re touching, so I don’t have much space to lead up to it. But I jump up onto him anyway. 

      Colton’s eyes bulge, and he almost misses me, but his hands grab my ass just before I start to worry that I’m going to eat the pavement. Then his arms are around me, and he’s spinning me in a circle while I look down at his perfect face. 

      “Would you really do that for me?” This time I do yell it. 

      “I may be bananas for suggesting it, but I meant it. Still do,” he assures me. 

      “I just know that you’d prefer a skiing or maybe a gambling vacation over a week at the beach. Plus, you don’t really want to be around the other four all sucking face any more than I do.” Honestly, I don’t know why I’m laying out all the reasons he shouldn’t go, because I’ll kill him if he backs out now. 

      But it just seems fair somehow. 

      “That is true,” Colton says as he sets me back down on my feet. Then he raises one hand and starts tapping the pad of his finger to his lips, like’s he reconsidering. “But since it’s basically a free trip, other than my airline ticket, why would I turn that down? Hello, free hotel room,” Colton says with a very straight face. 

      “Actually, I bought his plane ticket too, so I can probably just switch it into your name,” I admit. 

      Colton ignores my comment, even though I can just see the wheels turning and all the snotty comments about why on earth I’d want to pay for that asswipe’s entire getaway churning right on the tip of his tongue. 

      He keeps it to himself, probably knowing I can practically read his mind, and that must be good enough. Instead he blinks, then goes back to his stoic expression while we keep walking. 

      “I should never miss out on a vacation with you anyway. I was already regretting not joining this one,” Colton says. “Remember that time we drove from here to…”

       “To Portland? Oh my god yes…It wasn’t worth the fuss. How the hell could I forget damn car breaking down on the way, that stupid old junker. And it was such a disappointment we didn’t even stay the night,” Colton says. 

      “Are you sure we drove from Minneapolis? I thought that was when we still lived in the dorms,” I counter. 

      Though, I don’t know why I do—his memory has always been better than mine. 

      “Hush up. I’m sure,” he says. “Anyway, what I mean is that—see—vacations together make for good stories if nothing else. Maybe I can even use it on my next first date when we get back.” 

      Then we’re to our building, the lobby lit up against the dark backdrop of the brick façade. Seeing how dark it is, the shadows stretching across the sidewalk and right up to where the doors start—suddenly the time starts to hit me. 

      “It’s been a day,” I say as we get into the elevator. 

      “Get some sleep, Ev,” Colton says as he wraps his arms around my neck and squeezes me in a hug. His cologne envelops me as his shirt practically wraps around my face. It’s a spicy smell, with a hint of something woodsy. Very manly, whatever that means. 

      The elevator gets to our floor, the doors banging open as I detangle myself from his grasp. The hallway doesn’t smell nearly as good as Colton, and for half a second, I’m tempted to go back to him. 

      But then my eyelids droop a bit too long after a blink. 

      He’s right. 

      Not that I’ll say that out loud.

      “Do you know how long the flight will be?” Colton asks, way more apprehensive that I expect. Then it hits.

      “I’ll buy you drinks in the airport bar before we even take off. I’ll get you real drunk.” I can’t believe I forgot how scared of flying he is. I say it as we start walking in different directions. We’re on opposite sides of the building. But at least we’re on the same floor this time. 

      “Deal,” Colton shouts toward me as he unlocks his front door. 

      “Sleep tight,” I say as I hang around my door frame, watching like I always do until he’s gone, just before closing my own front door for the night. 

      Once it’s locked, it takes me all of four minutes to strip, brush my teeth, and wiggle between the covers. But just as I pull my comforter up to my chin, my phone lights up silently on the nightstand. 

      I could ignore it, but I already know I don’t want to. 

      

      ColtColt: Would you rather give the best blow jobs in the history of the universe, so that you could basically be with anyone you want forever. Or would you rather get the best head yourself—except the guy was chosen for you?

      Me: I hate this one.

      ColtColt: Don’t care. Which?

      Me: The second, depending on who gets to do the picking

      ColtColt: My kind of answer.
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      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Okay this story is A MOOD. And a half.

      1/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      And it’s gonna be a long one, so buckle up for the long ass ride. And maybe exercise your thumb for all the scrolling you’re about to do.

      2/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      That is…all four of you who follow me.

      3/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards 

      Speaking of—Hi, Mom! Probably don’t keep reading, it won’t be juicy at all, and I don’t want to hear about how boring you still think I am. But the rest of you feel free. I’ll be testing you on all of this later. 

      4/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Good news: we landed in Hawaii almost three hours ago (YAY!)

      5/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Bad news: Colt and I only JUST got to the hotel. 

      6/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards 

      Why, you ask? That’s a great question. But be careful what you wish for. It makes little sense, and will probably stray from the point.

      7/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Anyway, apparently neon pink (and glittery might I add) luggage with HOLOGRAPHIC trim is the easiest kind to lose.

      8/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Since that’s exactly what happened. The airline lost my luggage. Sort of. For a while anyway. 

      9/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Side note: I thought that was why they put those little scanny things on them now—so this didn’t happen anymore. 

      10/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Am I crazy or aren’t those barcodes for tracking?

      11/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      And seriously, since we’re talking about the airport, what am I going to hide in my open-toed sandals? 

      12/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Why can’t I just leave them on. They’re not boots or anything. And putting my bare feet on that floor…barf.

      13/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Wait, where was I going with this?

      14/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @@AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards 

      Oh. Okay. Yes. My beautiful luggage. With all of my pretty swim suits and my journal. What if someone read that? I’d die. Just die. 

      15/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Because I write a lot of embarrassing stuff in there—if that wasn’t clear already. Like…really embarrassing. 

      16/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Okay, moving on. 

      Again. 

      17/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      So Colt and Char and Claire (and their men) and I were standing at the baggage spinning thing. What are those called?

      18/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Merry-go-rounds?

      19/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Oh! Carousels, yes. Baggage carousels. That’s where we were standing. And waiting. 

      And waiting.

      20/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      All five of them found their bags right away. Of course, I was last. And the thing kept spinning and boring black bags kept coming out.

      21/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Until they stopped. And it stopped. And literally everyone else had left with a bag. But my beauty never showed.  

      22/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      When I started freaking out, guess who tried to cheer me up with his classic ill-timed jokes that no one thinks are funny but him. 

      23/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Sorry, Colt. But it’s true. I’ve kept it from you for years. For far too long. But you’re just not that funny. 

      24/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      He offered to lend me his clothes for the whole trip. 

      25/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      And just the thought of wearing his old boxers to bed started giving me nervous hives.

      26/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Then, the smartass suggested I just go full nudist the whole time. 

      27/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      That’s when I started to hyperventilate. 

      Or maybe I was crying. 

      I can’t remember very clearly. I think I may have blacked out. 

      28/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      But even though he’s a giant pain in the ass, Colton also saved the day. 

      Just don’t go telling him that. His ego is already big enough. 

      29/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Dude sat me down on a bench with a double shot mocha, something to read, and told me to breathe while he did whatever he was going to do. 

      30/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      I just sat there like a lump of uselessness as he bothered employee after employee. 

      31/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      Of course, he made them all laugh, pointing toward a very clearly stressed out me and saying things I never want to know about. 

      32/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      And, the fucker, he found it!

      My bag!

      Colton found my precious pink bag with all of my clothes and my diary!

      33/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      I mean journal. I’m too old for a diary. It’s definitely a journal. I repeat. My journal.

      34/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      I guess my bag ended up on another carousel. Which I might have figured out if I didn’t go into panic mode immediately, like the weirdo I am.

      35/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      To be fair it was ten carousels down from where it was supposed to be, and around the corner. So I’m giving myself a pass.

      36/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      So we finally got to head to the hotel, thanks to my hero.  

      37/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      He made me say that ^

      38/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      And you better believe we’ve got a pitcher of margaritas in front of us right now as a reward for all the hard work already. 

      39/?

      0 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      So I guess all of the hot guys on the beach will have to work harder to see some T and A. My bikinis were safely inside. 

      40/40

      1 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Colton @TheOneAndOnlyColton

      Too late. I’ve seen you naked a hundred times. 

      1 comments 0 shares 0 likes

      

      Emma @AlmostSpelledTheSameWayBackwards

      OMG. Shut up! No you haven’t. 

      0 comments 0 shares 1 likes
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      “If you say one more word, I’m going to leave your ass buried in the sand like this forever. Let the tide come get you,” Claire says with a finger pointed at Tom’s face.

      “Oh, I’ll say it again. I’ll say it all day.” Tom tries to swerve his head with sass, but considering that’s all that’s above the sand, it’s pretty much impossible not to laugh as how ridiculous his attempt looks. I have to hide my face in Charli’s shoulder to keep from shaking and letting out all the giggles and snorts.

      Claire puts the hand that was wagging directions at her boyfriend onto her hip as she juts it out. And in her one-piece cut-out—which shows more skin than my two-piece, I should add—huge sunglasses, low up-do, and oiled skin, she looks the picture of fierce. Movie-star-with-a-bodyguard kind of fierce.

      But when she takes a huge gulp of her Sex on the Beach and then holds it over Tom’s head like she’s going to dump the rest of it on him, that’s when I lose it. 

      “I dare you,” Claire says low and slow.

      “You, my dear,” Tom says with his eyes locked a bit lower than Claire’s pursed lips and dipped chin, “will never, ever,” he accentuates the words just like Claire did, “be better than me at drinking games. It’s impossible. I am a god. And you, my beautiful babe, are a simple peasant when it comes to the same.” When Tom finishes, his smile is so big, I worry it may crack his face in two. 

      Claire smiles back, sweet as sugar, and then pours the sticky liquid all over Tom’s head. Her smile never waivers as she does it either. 

      Girl is savage. 

      He sees it coming, knowing she doesn’t bluff, and opens his mouth to catch as much as he can. 

      “Wasting good booze is a serious offence,” Tom says as he claws his way out of the sand faster than I thought possible. Either Colton didn’t pack him down very well or Tom is some kind of dark wizard. Or maybe it’s a bit of both.

      Who knows. It’s entertaining to watch either way. 

      Then Claire is shrieking and running as Tom chases her. They both laugh, though Claire’s is more like a cackle mixed with screams. Even if Tom were blind, he’d be able to find her, no problem. And he catches up quickly, picking her up to tickle and kiss her. 

      “You know, if someone was listening and didn’t know them—they’d think all Claire and Tom do is fight. That they hate each other,” Charli says watching them laugh a ways down the beach. 

      “Guess that’s why they say not to judge a book by its cover. There’s so much more to them, to anyone, beneath the surface,” I add. 

      After the show is over, I lie back against my lounge chair again, lifting my book up from my stomach to try reading some more. I didn’t get very far before, and I know I probably won’t now either. But hey, I’m not going to give up on the opportunity to read on this freaking gorgeous beach. 

      Charli picks her magazine back up too, and Ray eyes her over his newspaper. 

      What kind of monster reads the newspaper on vacation?

      Claire and Tom are in the ocean now, splashing at each other, making me smile.

      I sigh, sinking deeper into the comfort of my sun-warmed towel. And I mean to read. I swear, I really do, but my melting margarita is calling my name. Every few paragraphs, I take a sip, making my already slow reading pace even worse. 

      Snails can crawl faster. 

      By the end of the second page, my drink is empty, so I lean over to see if Colton wants another one too. But he’s not on his towel anymore. Not that it matters that I’ve lost sight of him, but my eyes scan the beach instead of my book for a long while. Not like he’s going to run away or get into trouble on his own, but…but I don’t know.

      When I do spot him, not all that far from where Claire and Tom are now, my chest loosens a little.

      That is until my eyes narrow, the beating in my chest speeding up. But this time, it’s with an entirely different emotion—one that I don’t want to name or spend any time focusing on. 

      Colton’s got his hands on his hips, hips with swim trunks loosely hanging onto them. And he’s facing the epitome of a bottled blonde. I bet her name is Barbie. She’s basically a human doll, with huge tits and a teeny-tiny waist. I stake money on her teeth being all capped, and that she doesn’t have one split end. 

      Rude. 

      I don’t know why, but I hate her immediately. 

      Maybe it’s the way she batting her—very fake—eyelashes at Colton. Maybe it’s the way she keeps finding reasons to touch my best friend like she owns him—his shoulder, his side, his hand. Ugh. Or maybe it’s the bogus-ass laughter that I can hear all the way over here. She’s stroking his ego like it’s his…

      The fawning is just gross. 

      And her laughter is all high-pitched giggles, like she’s trying to sound way too young. 

      I don’t care how many times I have to say it. 

      Barf.

      It’s not cute to act like a little kid, women of the world. Okay? That’s feeding into a lot of gross patriarchy bullshit. So stop. Be an Amazon. That’s so much hotter. 

      Finally peeling my eyes away from that train wreck, I look to Charli again. She’s set down her glossy reading in exchange for a fishbowl-sized drink. Both of her hands are wrapped around the huge glass, and her sweet lips are puckered on the rim. 

      “Get it girl,” I say to Charli as she sits back. 

      “This is what vacations are for, right?” she asks me with a smirk. 

      There’s a quick sniff that I ignore, as I point to Colton and the plastic mannequin who’s all over him. I swear, it’s amazing that she has her swimsuit on still, considering how tiny it is and how badly she’d like to show him what’s underneath.

      Not that Colton seems to mind at all. 

      “Look,” I say, shaking my finger in the direction of our friend and his new groupie. Charli does, look that is, then turns back to me as I start to mime gagging on the same finger I was just pointing with. Rolling my eyes and sticking my tongue out at the same time, I really get into the gesture.

      That’s when Charli steals the damn show as she splutters and spits out a mouthful of her drink. An ice cube does a little ricochet off the edge of her chair and twirls up in the air, while a fine mist of droplets goes all over her legs and her magazine, splattering onto me in the process. 

      I lose my shit right after, doubling over to hide my face as I snort with incredibly unattractive laughter. In a matter of seconds, I’m sucking in huge breaths and crying as I try to get a hold of my damn self. But I don’t. Instead my face gets hot, and I just keep going. 

      “Oh,” I try to say. “My god. What is wrong with you? Are you trying to kill me?” I demand of Charli as she calms down before I do. 

      “Me?” she counters, her mouth still twitching as she tries to stop herself from starting up again. “You’re the one doing a charades blow job.”

      “What?” I shriek right before going into another fit of laughter. 

      “You’re…a…pervert,” Charli says between gulps of air. 

      “I swear, that’s not what I was doing,” I try to plead my case. But Charli just shakes her head at me continuously. “I swear I was trying to look like I was gagging, not…oh my god.” She doesn’t believe me.

      I give up as Ray makes a disgusted face and rattles his pages, moving farther away from us. 

      “I will never think of throwing up again without seeing that face you made…and then think of sucking a dick,” Charli whispers to me, annoying her boyfriend all over again as we struggle to contain our immature selves. 
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      “Hey, Ev,” Colton says, pulling me from the precipice of falling asleep in the sun.

      “Hmmm?” I ask, rolling over but refusing to open my eyes. “What’s up, buttercup?”

      “Would you mind if I brought someone to dinner tonight?” Colton sits down in the chair Charli was in earlier—before I started drifting off, at least; I don’t know where she is at the moment. Though, I could really use her to back me up, considering I can feel an argument brewing deep in the back of my throat. 

      Blinking my eyes open, I see the unsure smile on Colton’s face as he waits for my answer. 

      A lot of things go through my head at once. Impulses to be way too honest, to say words that I definitely shouldn’t, or to roll onto my stomach and take a good long nap. Or lie. 

      Instead I look up to the sky—where there are no clouds to distract me—and suck in a breath before looking back to Colton’s stupid, hopeful gaze. 

      “Why are you asking me?” I say. “You can do whatever you want. It’s your vacation too,” I add, going for honest if I can’t squeeze out sweet. It’s not quite as nonchalant as I mean for it to sound, but I manage a real smile after finishing at least. 

      “Okay, okay. I just thought that…”

      I stand up while Colton starts his response, pretending that I don’t hear him. 

      “I’m going to go get a drink. Want anything?” I interrupt. “A beer, yeah?” I answer for him, even though his mouth is still closed from stopping his other sentence.

      But before he can counter, or add anything, I’m already walking toward the little straw-covered bar behind us on the precipice of the beach. And I don’t look behind me to see if he’s watching, or following, or if he’s even blinked yet. 

      It’s not that I care. 

      I really don’t. 

      What I said is the truth. It’s his vacation too. We’re both here for relaxation and fun, and whatever else you’re supposed to have on a getaway vacation. 

      The only reason it bothers me so much, even if it shouldn’t, is that he offered to join me here so that I didn’t feel like an extra wheel. And if he brings that groupie to dinner then I’ll go right back to that. An extra wheel that’s busted and squeaking down every damn aisle of the rest of this trip. 

      But it’s okay. It’ll be okay. 

      I’m a grown-up. I think. So I’ll be okay.

      Letting my nails tap on the counter, I wait for the bartender to finish up with the guy next to me. 

      “Tall beer, whatever’s cheapest on tap, and a blended margarita. Make the marg a big one,” I say after making eye contact with the blonde bombshell bartender.

      “On my tab,” the tanned dude next to me says before she can walk away to start blending or pouring. 

      “Thanks,” I say with a flick of my eyes. But I don’t turn to him all the way.

      I’m just not in the mood. I know that it would be polite to chat, or give him a smile at least. But giving him any attention at all, just the thought of it, is kind of exhausting. So I stand there, watching the back of the bartender, chewing on my lip. 

      She has too nice of an ass. It’s not fair for her to live here and have that round and perky of an ass.

      And as soon as she hands me the drinks, I grab them and go, shouting over my shoulder a quick second thanks to the dude. Hopefully his attempts work on someone else.

      Colton’s watching me as I approach with his drink, and it’s making me twitchy. Somehow some of the beer sloshes over our hands when I shove it at him, making me frown. 

      It’s like his eyes are burning holes through me, and I don’t like it. 

      “Thanks, Ev,” he says, after shaking his hand out over the sand. No complaints. Then after swallowing a couple times, he opens his mouth to add something else. 

      My gut tells me I don’t want to hear whatever it is, so being the jerk I am, I grab my book and pull it up to my face. Quick. I only pause for a I good long drink of tequila and lime first, and then switch back to my book again. 

      “Babe, can you scoot over? You’re blocking the sunlight, and I’m really trying to get all bronzed goddess here,” I say, keeping my eyes on the words I’m not taking in at all. 

      Then I wink and blow a kiss toward Colton—convincing him, and almost myself, that I’m not annoyed at all. Burying my nose back in my book right after gives him no room for argument. 

      “Okaaay,” Colton says. It sounds more like a question than a statement, but the fishing doesn’t work. 

      After a second, he stands and heads out toward the water, just as Charli heads back to retake her chair anyway. 

      “What’s got your bikini in a bunch?” she asks me as she sits. 

      “This book,” I say as I toss it over into Charli’s lap. “It’s just not for me. I’ll never read it. You can have it. I know you like those friends-to-lovers stories. I didn’t realize that’s what this was when I picked it out.”

      Charli wiggles her eyebrows at me with a smile and opens her new horny world to dive into the beginning. Digging in my beach bag for a different romance, I huff and sigh.
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      “So I vote we have some kind of competition to decide on what we do tomorrow,” Claire says from across the dinner table. 

      “Seconded,” Colton says, with a tilt to glass of whisky. 

      Honestly, I’ll agree to anything he says tonight since he came to dinner alone. No interloper. Well, okay—almost anything. I have my limits. 

      Usually. 

      “Let’s all throw out an idea, then the top two can be fought over by teams,” Tom adds. 

      “I love it,” Charli says, clapping. 

      Ray doesn’t say anything, but he’s looking a lot happier than normal with a red wine in one hand and a plate full of appetizers in front of him. 

      Finally.

      Can I get a halle-fucking-lujah?  

      “Since it was my brilliant idea,” Claire starts, “I’m going to throw out a snorkeling tour. And don’t anyone dare boo me.” She eyes all five of us around the table. But it’s way less threatening than I think she’s hoping for, with one of her eyes narrowing more than the other. 

      Tom laughs, putting his arm around her, then reaches to squeeze her boob. It startles Claire enough for her to spill her drink on the table, making most of us laugh. 

      “That’s an idea,” Tom tries.

      “Shut it,” Claire interrupts him quickly, smacking his cheek with a deep thwacking sound. 

      “What about the aquarium?” Charli suggests. 

      “Those places are so tragic. As bad as, like, zoos,” Ray finally chimes in. 

      “Oh, okay. Maybe a museum instead?” she changes her suggestion. 

      I want to replace the question mark with an exclamation point for Charli, but I resist. By swallowing down some wonderfully starchy pasta instead. 

      “I vote for something weird like a skateboarding tour of strip clubs,” Tom finally adds. 

      I groan. Not that I wouldn’t do it, actually it sounds kind of fun—minus the chance that I’ll break my ankle—but just to stir the pot. Feeling feisty. 

      “Well, then, what do you suggest?” he shoots at me. 

      I look to Colton who shakes his head, staying out of it, like the coward he is. 

      “Ummm…” I actually hadn’t thought of anything yet. 

      “That’s what I thought. Smart ass,” Tom says with a light tone and a big wink. Then he blows a kiss at me across the table before Claire pulls him in for a real one. 

      “Okay. Okay, let me think,” I try again. Taking a moment to look around the table, I’m grateful for everyone here. And everyone who isn’t. 

      With the ocean air winding around us and our feet actually in the sand, this might be the most perfect dinner ever. I’d be fine if every meal for the rest of the trip was like this. 

      “Hurry it up, Ev.” Colton pokes me in the side as he says it. 

      “You know, I’ve been wondering,” Ray lifts his chin toward Colton as he starts. “Why do you call her Ev, shouldn’t it be Em—short for Emma?”

      I squirm, mirroring the knotting of my intestines, and fold my hands around each other. 

      Not that I’m embarrassed about Colton’s nickname for me. But I really don’t want to hear Ray’s take on it. 

      “She always wants everything. In college it was always her answer. What’s your favorite class? Everything! What app do you want to get at dinner? Everything! It was not annoying at all,” Charli says with a smile. And it sounds even dumber coming from her. 

      “I’ve got it,” I interrupt. “How about a pub crawl across the island. We can get a drink, maybe share an app, at every bar or restaurant we stop at as we walk the beach,” I say. And I’m proud of the idea, if I do say so myself. 

      “That sounds horrendous,” Ray says to Charli, like he thinks I can’t hear him. 

      “Well good thing you don’t have to approve of my idea for it to be included,” I reply. My smile is huge, as my eyelashes flutter, and Colton struggles not to choke on the bite of whatever he’d just put into his mouth.

      “Yeah. Well, I’ll throw out that we all separate for the day,” Ray says. He gets a few glares, but Colton actually shrugs. So I kick him under that table. 

      Moral support, buddy.

      “Any other ideas?” Claire asks with volume. 

      After a pause, Colton clears his throat since he’s the last. “How about I throw out that we wait until tomorrow to figure it out,” he says. 

      Claire wads up her napkin and actually chucks it at Colton’s head. Until it leaves her hand, I really think that she’s just going to fake it. But girl beans him in the face with it.

      Wide eyes face her for a moment. 

      Then, after another second, laughter starts, making it around the whole circle. 

      “That defeats the purpose of this whole conversation,” Claire says to Colton with fake anger in her voice. It would be a lot more convincing if she weren’t turning red from biting back a huge smile. 

      “You’re bad,” Tom says to her. And she shrieks in return as he hoists her over his shoulder after standing. There’s a ruckus as he carries her away from our table, from the restaurant altogether, and down the beach. She giggles and screams for him to grow up. 

      She’ll never mean that.

      “Just to piss her off, you all should vote for my idea when they get back,” Colton says with a wink. 

      I shake my head then down my current drink without giving any sort of answer. 

      “Ev?” he pushes.

      I almost successfully resist, but when he starts batting his long, black lashes at me—seriously, why do guys always have the most gorgeous eye lashes, it’s just not fair—I’m sunk. 

      “Fine,” I sigh. But after a second thought, I add, “But you owe me.”

      “Anything,” Colton says as his arm winds around my shoulders. Then he yanks my chair closer. 

      A thought from earlier, about him, flits through me, and something weird happens in my stomach. The confusion washes through me like I’ve never understood a thing in my life. 

      “More drinks?” I ask, hoping I don’t sound as desperate to as I feel, to give myself a distraction. Desperate for a grasp on something real. Something that makes sense. And booze always makes sense. 

      I jump from my chair when everyone starts nodding and head over to the bar without giving my friends a chance to change their orders from earlier. I just ask the bartender to send another round of everything to our table.

      It only takes a minute, but the whole walk there and back I have too much time to work on clearing my mind. Though, when I sit back down, Colton’s stiff drink looks really good, like the chill pill I need. 

      So I grab it without asking and throw the whole thing back. 

      “You okay?” Colton asks after he finishes his debate with Ray. I don’t even want to know what they were talking about. Colton gives him too much benefit of the doubt. 

      I nod. “Better now,” I say with a little sigh after. 

      Then without really thinking about it first, like I’ve done a million times before, I let my head fall onto his shoulder. Even though I can’t see his face, I feel his smile radiating through his whole body, and it’s easy just to snuggle into the warmth of it. 

      “Oh my fucking god,” I spit out when Claire and Tom finally come back. 

      To be honest, I’d sort of forgotten they ditched us for a while. Or, well, I didn’t forget that they were gone, just for how long. 

      Pointing to Claire’s very obvious messed-up hair, and then to Tom’s misbuttoned shirt, I don’t even have to say anything else. 

      “When the mood strikes,” Claire says while shrugging just one shoulder, “the mood really strikes.” Then she laughs her ass off. And so do most of us around the table. 

      “I think this calls for another round,” Colton says waving his hand in the air as our server comes close by. Even though I just ordered one, so we’ll get two. But that sounds okay too. 

      When his hand comes down it moves to my knee, where he starts rubbing circles with his thumb. 

      That and the drinks make for an entirely new mood. Before I know it, my whole body is relaxed, leaning into him. So different from worrying about Ray or stressing over stupid shit. It feels so nice to just unwind, to let him hold me up. Plus, it’s the only way I can sit up straight after a few more margaritas. Which I do have. A few. 

      Plus, every time I lean away to get into some weird tangent with Charli or Claire, Colton finds a reason to pull me back. 

      “Do you want another, Ev?”

      “Oh my god, look over there at that couple. He’s, like, twice her age.”

      “Remember that time we…”

      Not that I mind. It’s a great night, with great company and conversation. Plus, this tequila is tasting better and better. And so are the French fries I keep stealing off Colton’s plate. 

      “Would anyone share another appetizer if I ordered it?” I ask. 

      “Oh—yes,” he says to me. But I see the spark in his eye at the same time, so I wait for what’s coming next. “Also, speaking of would… Let’s play.” 

      Knew it. 

      “Play what?” Ray asks. 

      “‘Would you rather,’” Colton replies, way more kindly than I would right now, like it isn’t the most obvious answer in the world. 

      “Love it,” I say. Because it’s our thing. And I always love it. 

      “That’s your and Em’s thing,” Claire says with a pout. 

      “You can’t feel left out when he’s in the middle of asking you to play with us,” I say, which earns me a glare before her inevitable shrug. 

      “Would you rather live in a paradise like this but have a job that you hate for the nine-to-five days of the week? Or live in bumfuck, nowhere Alaska but have an amazing job you love doing and that pays more than enough to only work half time or less?” Colton asks. 

      He sits back after finishing with a smug grin settling on his face as he crosses his arms over his chest. 

      He’d let go of my hand a while ago, but in the moment that I watch his hands help form the satisfied crisscross he’s got going on, I miss them with a jolt. But at least I recover quickly, bouncing with excitement when I do. 

      “Me. Me. I want to answer first,” I say. 

      I hate when we play in a big group and I don’t get to go first, because then my answers are influenced by everyone. Not that they won’t be no matter the order I go in. It’s sort of amazing to hear other thought processes and have my opinion shaped and changed—but I want the untainted version first. Unadulterated me. Warts and all. 

      I just like to know before I change for the better. 

      “The floor is yours, Ev,” he says with a nod. 

       “I can make a paradise anywhere. If I have a job I love with tons of free time and more money than I need—I can sure as fuck make Alaska work for me. Besides, I’d have enough time to snag me the perfect person to snuggle up and help keep me warm.” Somehow it all comes out in a rush, hopefully without too many slurred words. 

      “Perfectly said, beautiful,” Colton says. “I couldn’t think of a better answer.” As he looks at me, like he’s trying to read the thought process behind what I said—every step I took to get to it, and maybe even the experiences that shaped it—everyone else starts to answer. 

      “Here. I could quit the job I hate and find something better,” Ray says. 

      “Booooooo,” Tom yells at him. 

      “That’s not how the game works,” Colton says, backing Tom up. Except…except his eyes still haven’t left mine. 

      And I don’t hear the rest of the answers that go around the table. I can’t even get a sense of how many people make up each team, or if there are even teams at all. 

      Because the way Colton’s looking at me, after his compliment, after agreeing with me, is a word I can’t think of that means “beyond distracting.” Maybe I don’t know one that’s good enough, that fits.

      There’s something in his eyes, in the way he’s looking at me. There’s some kind of meaning that I can’t quite piece together. And the curve of his smile is different too.

      All of it together, combined like ingredients in a chemistry experiment, creates a spark. Something I don’t think has ever happened before. And maybe it’s the margaritas, or maybe it’s the pure bliss of being on vacation with friends who I love more than life. 

      But maybe not. 

      Because whatever the feeling is, whatever’s happening behind my belly button makes me go lightheaded, too, for a moment. And before I make a huge fool of myself and fall out of the chair, I have to lean into him to catch my balance. But then the rush hits harder, even though I’m braced up on Colton. The spots where we’re connected start to tingle, which seems like something that only happens in movies or books. Who really feels a damn spark or heat when they touch someone? 

      But, fuck me, if that’s not exactly what I’m feeling. 

      And even though I lean into it for a moment more, soaking in whatever’s happening, in the next second, I move away fast. And the need to shake my head, hard back and forth, overwhelms me. 

      After I do, I feel like it’s just a little easier to think straight. 

      Emotional whiplash will do that. 

      Apparently. 

      But while everyone chats around me and Colton’s eyes continually flick to me for little groups of seconds, the grin won’t leave my damn face. 

      “I’ve got another,” I interrupt, having no idea what was being said before I did. But I don’t care either; I need this. 

      “Would you rather be with the love of your life for fifty years at least, but have to do it long distance half of the time, or have them for only a few years and get to spend every moment together?” I ask the group and Colton’s arm winds around my shoulders again. I resist looking over to him. 

      I’m afraid of whatever will surprise me next.
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      “You’ve gotta give them harder ones,” Colton says as he leans his head toward mine, before anyone answers me. 

      Before I can stop myself, that stupid smile on my lips widens. 

      At the same time, I start to spin a little too, my vision off. All of the tequila catching up with me, even more than before. With that liquid encouragement, I let my temple find his for just a moment. And the heat generated between his skin and mine is…concerning. 

      So I adjust, slowly and subtly, to drop my head back onto his shoulder. 

      Not that he minds either option—I don’t think. Not based on the firm grip he has on my shoulder as he rubs it. 

      “Wait, I’ve got one more,” I shout, just as Ray is about to give some sort of high-and-mighty answer, I’m sure. He wrinkles his nose at me, and I just pretend not to notice as I smile with enthusiasm at my brilliant idea. 

      The one I’ve already forgotten. 

      Oh, shit. 

      So I think, quickly, replacing something romantic with something I can come up with on the spot.

      “Would you rather give the best head ever, or receive the best head ever? Except the opposite of what you choose is basically rubbish,” I ask. 

      Charli almost spits out some of her drink for the second time on this trip as I bite my bottom lip to keep from accidentally copying her. 

      “I already know your answer,” Colton says as he looks to me for just a moment and then around at everyone else. 

      “WAIT,” Claire shouts. “What now?” She’s coughing on whatever she’d had in her mouth before it came tumbling out and back onto her plate. Girl should not eat or drink around any of us apparently. 

      At least she’s not choking. 

      “Oh, get your mind out of the gutter, ya horn dog,” Colton says with a snort. 

      I can feel my chest getting red, like sunburn red. Because…I’m not even totally sure why. But because of a lot of things. 

      “I asked her the same one the other night. She’s just reusing a fantastic question—if I do say so myself,” Colton says as his free hand, the one too far from me, to pat himself on the back. Literally. 

      “You are so full of yourself.” Claire shakes her head as she says it. “But, while that’s the fucking truth, it is also a good one,” she admits.

      “Get,” Charli says before anyone else can answer.

      And the look on Ray’s face is priceless, as he curls his lip and narrows an eye.

      “But I want both,” Claire chimes in. 

      “Good thing you already have it that way,” Tom adds with a nudge to her. 

      “I regret this question very much at the moment,” I say, followed by an exaggerated gagging sound. “No more images of you all giving and receiving please. All I see are awkward ‘o’ faces. So if you don’t stop right now, I’m going to make you regret it when I start vomiting full-length noodles all over the table.”

      “Okay, okay,” Tom says, putting his hands up. “I think we need to discuss when we’re going to do this again. This vacation is too amazing not to repeat. I say we make it a tradition.” His voice gets a little louder toward the end, marking the increase of his enthusiasm. 

      I nod, on board, but not really in the mood to contribute anymore.

      And apparently, I’m not the only one as Colton moves his hand from around my shoulders and to my knee that’s touching his. He leans back, watching instead of engaging. 

      I don’t know if it’s the heat of the island breeze, or the booze in my system, or something else entirely, but I can’t cool down from before. I feel my cheeks and ears pink up as my armpits start to sweat. Not that this is why I chose a spaghetti-strap dress, but now it seems like the smartest decision I made all evening. Because when Colton’s fingers move to interlace between mine, somehow my temperature goes up yet another couple degrees.

      Maybe it’s heat stroke. 

      Maybe I’m dying. 

      “Ev,” Colton whispers as his head tilts just enough for me to see the corner of his mouth. Of his lips. That I can’t stop staring at. “Ev,” he tries again. 

      “Hmmm?” That’s the best I can do. Seriously. 

      What is wrong with me?

      “I meant to tell you earlier, and I absolutely should have,” Colton starts. “No excuse for my behavior.”

      “Obviously. Shame on you,” I say with a nuzzle of my shoulder into his side, teasing, even before I have any idea what he’s going to tell me.

      Colton goes on like I didn’t say anything, other than his squeezing of my hand. He doesn’t loosen up afterward, just keeps the delicious pressure on me. 

      “You look drop-dead fucking gorgeous tonight. I mean you always do. Duh. But tonight is in a category all it’s own,” Colton says. 

      I blink. 

      Then I blink again. 

      But no matter how many times I blink, I can’t get the smile to fade off of my lips. Wait…is blinking supposed to help with stubborn grins?

      Anyway. The smile—it won’t slip away even when I bite down hard on my lip. So out of desperation I grab my glass with my free hand and take another sip of delicious drink.

      “Thank you,” I say in a voice even quieter than his, after I swallow. Because that’s the normal thing to do, to say, even though I almost forgot. 

      “I vote we go abroad next time,” Colton says, louder, as he turns back to the group’s conversation. “Somewhere like Ireland or Iceland,” he adds. As he finishes, his fingers start to spread apart, like he’s going to let go of my hand, and I panic. Gripping tighter to his hand, I press the full length of my side into his. If I’m snuggled in, and he’s stuck here with me, then he can keep me from having to contribute anymore. I just want to keep listening and take everything in. 

      Charli looks at me as I set down my drink, empty. But I can’t figure out what she’s trying to tell me with her eyes. I’m not sure I’d want to hear the words if it was out loud anyway. It’s too meaningful, sparking some anxiety. 

      Looking away, I’m sure I don’t want to know. 

      “I still think we should break up for the day tomorrow, so we can all do the things we want. I mean we don’t have to do everything together all the time,” Ray says into the brief, comfortable silence. 

      “Ugh.” I groan way louder than I would sober, but I also don’t regret it. 

      The only thing I do regret is the look on Charli’s face. Even though it’s not at my reaction, I don’t think. I hope it’s not.

      “Or maybe you can go off on your own, while the rest of us do something you’d find too tedious,” Claire says then, on the heels of my response.

      Colton laughs, lightening a mood that could have gone too sour really fast. “That’s my cue,” he says as he stands up. And as he does, I don’t like the feeling that follows in his absence. 

      Though, it helps a little when he kisses the top of my head. 

      “Who wants another drink on my way back?” Colton asks the group. 

      There are a few answers, but I don’t think I need any more at the moment. That’s based on the feeling starting to stir in my chest—it’s similar to the one from behind my bellybutton earlier—but a little stronger. A little sharper. 

      It’s weird. 

      And it scares me a little. 

      But at least I can focus on the tingling in my scalp instead as I watch Colton walk toward the bar.
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      “I’m not tired at all yet. Are you? I’m so awake,” I babble.

      “I swear those couples are getting boring in their old age,” Colton responds with a squeeze of my hand. As he pays for our part of the dinner, I notice what a generous tip he leaves just before we walk away. 

      “They left so early,” I agree. “It’s all that Ray’s fault for leaving first.”

      I kind of hate him these days, which is a change, considering he seemed so great with Charli just a couple weeks ago. Though, I guess I of all people should know how fast something can sour. 

      “They’re probably discussing the pros and cons of geriatric sex and whether they should partake tonight. The risks of broken hips and slipped discs may be worth the warm gliding of gums after dentures are—”

      “Oh my god. OH my god. Stop it. Stop it right now,” I shout at him, shoving him in the process. I yell through a smile, though. 

      “So you’re saying you don’t want to picture grandma and grandpa banging?” he keeps going. 

      “I swear to fuck, you’re going to regret it if you don’t shut up right now,” I say. 

      “What will you do to me if I don’t, Ev?” Colton asks, turning to look at me and letting go of my hand. His face is half lit by the restaurant’s strung lamps. In the darker part, it could be my imagination, but I swear I see something hiding. Something mischievous.

      “What do you want to do?” I ask instead of answering that very dangerous question, which has me fighting against fits of manic, unreasonable, laughter. And I turn so we’re side by side again, moving farther into the dark and the soft sand.

      “How about a walk? A moonlit walk along the beach in paradise?” Colton offers his arm, and I pretend not to see the smirk and side-glance he’s got going on. 

      But as I reach for him, I fail at judging distance, and I start to tip over. And I already know it’s not in a cute kind-of fall where I’ll catch myself in time with a sweet little hair flip. No this is going to be a move where my dress flies up over my ass and I actually face-plant in the sand, eating it. Possible also peeing myself in embarrassment at the same time. 

      “Whoa,” Colton says as he somehow gains super speed and stretchy arms to reach over and catch me before I tip much at all. I don’t fall like I expect but only stumble into him. 

      Into his arm and chest, where I smell his cologne and feel the heat of his body blooming through the fabric of his shirt. 

      “Okay, maybe I’ve had one too many drinks to make walking a simple task,” I say as I lean back. 

      Lean back, but don’t let go. 

      “How about we go back to the room and stay up all night playing games and watching terrible movies,” Colton changes a good plan to an even better one. 

      “That sounds perfect,” I say when I finally take a step back, looking up to him. “So fucking perfect.” I shake my head hard, a little too hard, and start wobbling again. This time I catch myself before he has to at least.

      “Well, let’s sway our way back to the hotel.” Colton’s voice is like a warm, fuzzy blanket as his words wrap around me. 

      “Colton?” I start, my eyes on the sand. 

      “Everything?” he counters. 

      I swallow, readjusting at the last second. “Can we order room service too?” I ask. 

      “Room service, mini bar, games, and movies. The works. It’ll be just like we’re back in the dorms,” Colton agrees. “Just fancier,” he adds. 

      “As long as you stop me before I get to the hurling stage. You never were very good at that back then,” I say as Colton puts his arm around my shoulder and starts to steer me in the right direction, toward our hotel. 

      My arm finds its way around his waist in reaction. I swear the thing has a mind of its own, because I don’t plan it beforehand. At all. But after my fingers grip onto the fabric of his shirt, there are no thoughts about letting go. 

      “I never could say no to you, Ev. But I promise, at the very least, I’ll hold your hair back,” he adds. 

      “Oh great,” I say, deadpan. But there’s a twitch at the corner of my mouth. 
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       “And that, my dear, is why you don’t experiment on venomous predators,” some hokey voice says from the TV.

      “What do you think,” Colton asks me as the credits start to roll, with a weird sort of opera music accompanying. “Worst movie ever?”

      “I think we can top it. I mean, isn’t there one about stripper zombies? We can totally do better than radioactive bugs. Come on,” I egg him on. 

      I throw my playing cards down to reach over for the remote. And I only stop for one French fry along the way. Obviously, we did need room service. 

      But we didn’t crack any more booze bottles, not even the little ones. Not even when that last movie—the third so far—started. So I’m finally starting to win more games, evening the odds, as I get closer to sober. 

      “Okay, you pick. Both the movie and the game. I’m going to take a really quick shower.” Colton stands and stretches, his T-shirt lifting up above his low-slung sweatpants. 

      Something weird flip-flops inside me. 

      And my mouth dries out, like I’ve been chewing cotton balls for the last hour. 

      What the eff. 

      “Hurry up,” I say. 

      “I swear. I swear, three minutes tops,” he assures me.

      “I’m timing you,” I shout with my eyes very firmly on the TV as the water starts spraying even before the door closes. And just hangs open. So I don’t dare turn around to get my phone, or look at the clock, to actually do what I threatened I would. 

      I’m sort of scared to move at all. 

      Because if I move, I might be tempted to look where I so should not. 

      Where my stupid, stupid little voice somewhere down deep is telling me to look. That little nudge, it’s starting to itch. 

      So that’s when I jump up. Slapping both hands on my thighs after I do. It might have been a more normal thing to do to slap them together. But whatever. 

      And the freak, the coward that I am, the untrustworthy little perv—I run out of the damn hotel room and down to the lobby as fast as I can, without putting on shoes or adding yoga pants over my boy shorts. 

      What’s modesty anyway?

      When I get downstairs, I ask the poor guy at the front desk a million questions before I finally let him be. And I walk back up as slowly as I can, without feeling ridiculous, with an arm full of new goodies. 

      “Ev? Ev!” I hear Colton, borderline frantic as I come up the stairs and turn the corner for our hallway. “Emma?” 

      Opening my mouth to call out, I stop before any sound emerges. Because in his panic, apparently thinking I’ve been kidnapped from our room without any sound or struggle, he’s half in the hallway with a towel that’s falling off his…

      “Here,” I squeak as I close my eyes. “I’m here. Sorry,” I add as I rush down that hall looking hard at the patterns in the carpet, like I’m trying to memorize the designs in pinks and golds and tans. 

      “Oh, fuck me, Emma,” Colton gets out in a rush, on one big huff of air before he has to suck in a steadying breath. The double use of my full name makes me feel a little like a kid getting yelled at by my mom. “Shit, I turned off the water and asked something—I don’t even remember what it was anymore. But you weren’t there. And, and, and,” he stumbles over his words, and his arms wrap around me, and he starts squeezing. 

      “I’m here. I’m fine. I’m sorry,” I say into his wet chest, trying hard not to breathe in. So hard. But he isn’t letting go, and there’s a droplet of water moving down his neck and… “I went downstairs for more games,” I say, sort of pushing the boxes into his stomach where they’re currently crushed between us, for emphasis. “I thought I’d be back before you came out. I was sure you’d take longer.”

      Also, I sort of felt like I was going to burst into flames, sent straight to hell on a wet-and-wild slide the whole way down. I did not trust myself. 

      Which is new. 

      And confusing. 

      And not something I’m going to evaluate at the moment, let alone admit. 

      “I always keep my promises, Ev. You know that,” Colton says as he shifts, and his voice is back to normal. His arm hooks around my neck and he takes the board games from my hands and he hauls us back into the room. 

      Thankfully his towel stays on, though barely, as he pads into the bathroom.

      Or maybe not so thankfully—

      “If it’s still my pick, then we’re gonna play the lamest-looking game here,” I shout toward the TV as I flick channels. 

      “Don’t worry,” Colton says from right behind me, his lips almost touching my ear. I jump, my stomach clenching and my teeth clacking together. “I’m not going to punish you for scaring the shit out of me,” he adds on warm breath. 

      Don’t shiver. 

      Don’t shiver. 

      I shiver. 

      And I hope he doesn’t notice.

      Sitting down on the bed, Colton smiles across from me as we set up the board and pieces and cards. It’s possible we make up our own rules, I’m not totally sure. Because I’m focused more on his smile every time I do better than him. And on the way he makes sure to touch my fingers when he hands over a card. 

      Even my competitiveness is mostly forgotten. 

      That is until I win. 

      “Boo-yah!” Jumping up from the bed, and knocking over the entire game in the process, I smile at Colton as I yell in triumph. With weird hip movements and my hands above my head, I victory dance across our hotel room and then back between our matching queen beds. 

      “You’ve always been the sorest winner,” Colton says. But the shape of his mouth doesn’t match the tone in his words. 

      “I’m oh-so sorry you always lose,” I retort with a wink. “But I’m not a sore winner. I’m simply a proud winner.” Then I turn around, shake my butt at him, and add over my shoulder, “So eat that.”

      His laughter is loud, and like a massage for my ears. 

      Wait, that’s weird. 

      But it’s comforting, is what I mean. 

      It kind of sounds like magic, like the best memories, like the feeling of a bubble bath with wine and candles lit. It makes my stomach warm up and go all melty. 

      I’m laughing too, I think. At least from the sore abs and moisture at the corner of my eyes, I guess I am. But I’m not focused on me as I plop back down onto his bed. 

      I’m closer than I intended when I’d aimed, but I don’t scoot away. 

      “Okay, since it’s my turn, I say we go with the tried and true so we can kind of watch the rest of this awful movie and maybe get some sleep when it’s over,” Colton says. 

      I nod, and he leans over to turn off the lights. 

      He’s in a new pair of sweat pants, these ones thinner, and a ratty old shirt from college that does the same lifting thing as the last one when he leans to the side. 

      My next swallow sounds like a gulp. 

      As we settle into each other, against the headboard, like we have a million times before—something feels different. The air in the room is on the verge of something. I’m not sure what it’s on the precipice of, but it’s something new, something different, I can promise that. 

      “You start,” I whisper, not trusting myself to be any louder, or to say anything more than that. 

      If Colton notices a difference, he hides it like a goddamn magician. 

      “Would you rather have one pet that lives forever, or be able to have unlimited pets—money aside—that live normal lives and deaths?” Colton asks. 

      “One. If it’s true love, that’s all I need,” I say with my eyes on the flashing colors on the screen in front of us, taking exactly none of it in. For all I know, it could be porn, and I still wouldn’t be reacting. 

      “Great minds, Ev. Great minds.” Colton pulls his arm from where it rests on the headboard and snakes it behind my back. And when his fingers find the sensitive spot just below my ribs, on my side, I suck in a breath. 

      “Your turn,” he says in a voice oddly serene compared to how my heart is beating. Erratic, frantic, like it might just hop on out of my chest to say hello to the whole room. 

      “Would you rather…” I say, trying to think of something. But my mind is too full to think straight. There are dangerous thoughts flitting around, that I’m terrified I might let out. 

       Taking a deep breath, I sink back into the warmth of his arm behind me. It shouldn’t help, but it does. 

      “Would you rather find the love of your life early on, but lose them to a tragic accident after only a few years? Or would you rather have to watch them from afar for years, going unnoticed—but get to be with them late in life without losing them before you’re ready?” I ask. 

      I know it’s a complicated one, and sort of like one from dinner. But after it’s out, I regret the wording a little. Though, not enough to take it back. 

      “Option three—I’d rather spend my entire life with her,” Colton says with confidence, his eyes locked on the TV. Nothing in his face changes, but his fingers give a little more pressure on my side. 

      “That’s against the rules,” I chide him, waiting for his answer. 

      “I’ve got a better one,” he says. And as he finishes, he unwinds himself from me and turns to face me head on. His eyes are a deeper shade than normal, like something I could dive into.

      “Hey now—” I try, but stop short when Colton’s face goes from excited to pained. He doesn’t even need to hold up a hand or say a single word. “Okay.” I nod. It’s slow and unsure, but I let my chin dip down and pop back up anyway. 

      “Would you rather,” Colton says it as he leans in closer to me. Before I have time to blink, his hands are both on the comforter, palms down, on either side of my crossed legs. He takes a breath, gathering nerve for something. His steadying makes me shakier. 

      “Would you rather lose out on the opportunity of connecting with your soulmate if it meant you’d stay friends for life, or chance everything on breaking your rule to never date a friend again?” 

      When he finishes, the warmth of his fingers, the soft skin of his palm finds my cheek. And the room goes dark for a second as everything tips and spins, going haywire. But a few blinks, fast and stuttering, help to clear the fuzzy spots away. 

      It’s impossible not to lean into his hand, letting my eyes flutter closed again for a moment as I rest the weight of everything on him.

      And then…and then my mouth pops open because everything sinks in the rest of the way, hitting me in the chest with one hard smack. Nothing comes from my open lips, though. 

      It feels like I’m struggling for breath, drowning in all the things I could say but don’t know how to. Don’t know if I should. At this moment I don’t know a fucking thing anymore. 

      “Colton,” I whisper. 

      Actually, I’m not even sure if any sound comes out or if my lips form around his name without any substance behind to follow. 

      He looks like he’s going to respond, like he’s going to tell me what to say, how to feel. But then instead he lifts his hand from where it’s making my cheeks even pinker than they would be on their own. And he tucks a stray strand of hair behind my ear. 

      “I’d rather—” I start, Colton hanging on every syllable, his eyes fixed somehow both on my gaze and my lips simultaneously. I don’t care if that’s impossible, he does it anyway. Maybe he’s magic.

      Maybe I knew that already. 

      And then there’s a knock at the door, interrupting my thoughts. Stopping my breath in my throat. Pulling us apart like we were caught naked and on top of each other by both sets of our parents. 

      “Room service,” someone calls from the other side of our door. 

      “Shit,” Colton hisses out.
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      “Honestly I’d completely forgotten we ordered more food,” I say as Colton comes back to the bed with a tray of various munchies. Keeping my voice light, my smile sure, I’m hoping he doesn’t see through my attempt to start a new conversation, to change the subject. 

      I just need a couple more moments to think. I just…

      “I’m surprised they’re open all night,” Colton adds. 

      When he sets the tray down, it’s on the nightstand between our beds, but he takes a couple fries as he comes to sit. Picking at the greasy, delicious potatoes, Colton keeps his eyes down. And after a moment of waiting for him to look up, I let my eyes fall to his snack too. 

      His hands are shaking. 

      “Want to watch a different movie? I don’t think this one is bad enough,” he says, reaching for the remote. 

      So I’m not the only one trying to pretend.

      Except I have this sinking feeling that if I never brought it up again, he’d pretend forever. And that’s not what I was going for. 

      Thinking of that, seeing the waver in his normally steady hands, knowing that this is one-hundred percent on me—all of that changes something. It starts swaying me fast and hard one definite way, when I’d been very much on the fence before. 

      “Leave it,” I finally answer. But he still won’t look up at me, instead turning his body to sit next to me again and watch the movie.

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen Colton so nervous in all the years I’ve known him. It makes me want to help, to be the rock he’s been for me so many times, for so many years. 

      “Colton,” I say. “Will you look at me?” To me my voice sounds as shaky as his hands were a moment ago, but he must not hear it since all he does is shake his head. 

      “No, I don’t think so. I’m just going to keep working on a way to rewind time,” he mumbles.

      “Shove over,” I say, and I start moving closer, almost sitting on top of him. Finally, he tucks his feet beneath him so I can block the TV with my big head, sitting right in front of him. 

      Our knees touch as I lift my hand up to his chest. 

      I knew he was worried. It might not have been obvious to anyone who knew him any less than I do. But the tightness around his eyes, the too-light tone of his voice, the angle of his back and the twitch of his lips. It all pointed to nerves.

      But feeling his heart under my fingers, racing faster than I think mine ever has, it hits me just how much this means to him. His anxiety is through the roof, even though he’s trying to hide it. 

      And another punch goes through my gut, all the way into the deepest parts of me. 

      Maybe…

      “You answer first,” I say, broaching what we both can’t stop thinking about. It may be tip-toeing around it, but at least we’re closer to the real conversation now. 

      And finally, freaking finally, Colton looks up at me. 

      He purses his lips until I worry they’ll turn to stone, but his eyes are tumultuous, thoughts shifting the green waters and sparking one look after another that I can’t quite read. 

      “That’s not how the game goes,” he says. 

      He doesn’t smile. Yet. But his hand does move up to cover mine, still keeping track of his heart. There’s a tremor as our fingers find each other, but once we’re connected, something calms in Colton. There isn’t anything I see that’s specific, that I can point to. But I feel it. Like something in the air dissipated, leaving room for something new. 

      Something better. 

      Something exciting. 

      “You’re supposed to answer first,” Colton reiterates as he searches my eyes for what I’ll say.

      “Which would you rather?” I try again. I don’t mean for my words to be so breathy, but I don’t say it again louder, more forcefully, either. It sounded like a plea, which I guess isn’t wrong. 

       To my surprise, Colton’s eyes snap closed, like I’ve hurt him. 

      And when he opens them again, they’re no longer on mine, or anywhere on my face, but back down like there were earlier. 

      “Do you want the answer you want to hear…or the truth?” Colton asks our crossed legs and the comforter. 
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      “I could kiss you, Ev,” Colton said with a smirk. 

      At the time I thought it was just an expression, a way to show me how happy he was with whatever I’d done for him right then.

      

      “He didn’t deserve you. None of them do,” Colton told me. 

      So who did?

      

      He pulled me in for a hug, and set his chin on top of my head. He breathed deeply before saying, “I’ve got everything.”

      I took it for lowercase. But if it had been capitalized…

      

      I asked him, time after time. With every failed first date. With every relationship that tanked. 

      “What was wrong with her?”

      He wouldn’t specify, just said something was missing. 

      I told him he was too picky. 

      He assured me he wasn’t. He just knew what he wanted. 

      I thought he was clueless. That he had no idea what he wanted. 

      But maybe he knew, and couldn’t have it.

      

      “You’re stuck with me, Ev. Make sure you tell him that,” Colton said whenever I started a new relationship that looked like it was going somewhere. 

      Best friend. That’s what I told myself. 

      Someone I could count on. Someone who was always there and wasn’t afraid to make that known. 

      Someone who was patient. Someone who could wait it out. Someone who wouldn’t jeopardize a maybe, an eventually.
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      I blink away the memories, all the times I heard only what I wanted to and let the reality go right over my head. 

      “I want the truth,” I assure Colton, sounding stronger that I’ve ever felt. The words ring out, crossing over to him fast and sure, and bouncing back to fill the room all around us. 

      I can’t tell what he’s thinking. And even though I’m trying to read his mind, trying to figure out what he’ll say, I feel like we’re sitting in pitch black. I feel blind. 

      “For once, and from now on, I want the truth,” I add, still waiting. 

      Holding eye contact, Colton starts to move his lips.

      But it’s not in the way I expect. Instead of opening them up, parting them to tell me how he feels, he shows me. His lips get closer and closer to mine, his eyes never straying from mine for even a second. 

      He might still be scared shitless, but I won’t know unless he admits it. 

      And then he does, in a way, when he stops just before brushing his mouth up against mine. We aren’t touching, but we’re sharing the same air. We’re so close, if I took in a deep breath—versus the quick and shallow ones that’re about to make me dizzy—I’d easily close the tiny bit of distance, the barely existent space between us.

      “I’d rather risk it all for you. Everything. I’d rather chance losing every single thing in my life if it meant I could have you the way I want. The way I crave. I’d risk it all. Any day. Any price. Over and over again. No matter what,” Colton says. 

      And I inhale his words, tasting them on the tip of my tongue, feeling the grit of his emotion on my lips. 

      So I don’t think anymore. 

      I don’t waste any time. 

      I do what feels right, and I crash into him. Closing the distance, my lips move against his, frantic. 

      And then we’re kissing. 

      I’m kissing my best friend. 

      I’m kissing Colton. 

      And if I’d have known how good of a kisser he is, I might have done this a long time ago.
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      Because, fuck me, Colton is an amazing kisser.

      Until now all I’ve gotten from him were chaste pecks on the side of the mouth, on the forehead, on the top of the head. But this. 

      Ohmygod.

      This is so much different. 

      This is…this is everything a kiss should be, as my lips part and Colton doesn’t hesistate at the invitation. His tongue finds mine. It’s a slow movement, worshiping. He licks my bottom lip, and then nibbles it afterward. 

      I’m scared to move my hands, to make any sort of sound—though, it’s hard as hell to keep the sigh inside of me. There’s still a part of me that’s worrying if I move too fast, or do the wrong thing, that this will end abruptly, before I’m ready. 

      And the way he’s running his teeth along my lip, the way his tongue is caressing my tongue, my teeth, I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready for this to end.

      Leaning into him, trying to get closer, a moan finally comes from me, filling him up. He smiles against my mouth, and all anxiety about bursting the bubble of whatever magic is happening right now disappears. 

       Getting up on his knees, Colton tips my head back as he kisses me from above. Both of his hands move to the headboard, on either side of my head. I think I hear a creek, just a little sound, from the pressure he’s putting on the solid wood behind me as he grips it. 

      Sharing this space, this air, this moment, it’s turning me to something molten, like I’m melting and reforming into something altogether different than before. 

      The room around us starts to heat up as Colton moves one of his hands to the back of my neck. 

      There’s a delicious pressure, his nails digging into my skin. The pads of his fingers feel like they’re on fire where they touch my flushed neck. He could melt into me there, fold his hand into my spine and fuse himself to me right here. 

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I whisper after pulling away to breathe him in. It should be to catch my breath instead. But I’ll have time for that later. 

      A groan escapes from Colton just before he yanks me back to him, pulling me by the grip he still has on my neck. It’s forceful, but deliciously so. And without thinking about it first, I arch up into him in response. 

      I want more of that—the rough, the heat, the deep, aching need. 

      I want more of him. Which should shock the fuck out of me. 

      But there’s no time for that. Not as Colton moves his other hand from the headboard to the sensitive spot at the bottom of my ribs. Tipping my ear down to my own shoulder, unable to hold it up for a second longer, I suck in a sharp breath. 

      His fingers move a fraction higher, one rib at a time. The slow pressure, the feeling of his fingers moving over the fabric of my shirt, over my skin, starts to fill my senses. 

      There’s too much to feel, and I’m on overload. 

      But in the best way. 

      His name sits on the tip of my tongue as I watch through lidded eyes while he licks his lips. I don’t ever want to stop looking at him, watching what he’s doing with me, to me, but eventually I have to blink. 

      And when I do, his lips find a spot on my neck, just under the edge of my jaw. He starts slowly, almost too slowly, as he kisses and licks my warm skin. Then when he runs his bottom teeth against my jaw, something inside of me breaks loose. 

      With one hand on my neck, like he won’t ever let me go, with his fingers creeping higher and higher up my torso but killing me with their slowness, with his lips and his tongue on my skin—Colton undoes me. 

      And when the damn breaks there’s more than a waterfall. 

      A sound halfway between a moan, a groan, and a growl comes from me as I maneuver to get the higher ground, making him tip his head back to keep contact with my skin. My hands find his shoulders and shove him down to sitting. 

      And then I climb onto his lap, straddling him. 

      “I want you,” I say with my eyes closed tight. 

      But even if I’m not looking when I say it, the words get the reaction I want. 

      Both of Colton’s strong hands move to the back of my head, his thumbs near my temples and his pinkies on my neck. He holds me steady, until he’s yanking my forward so we can come crashing together again like a wave upon the next in a turbulent sea. 

      And that’s what it feels like. One crashing emotion, one overwhelming sensation stacking on top of another before I have any time to analyze the last. 

      Overwhelming. But amazing. 

      My hips start a rhythm of their own, rocking forward and back across his lap. Sitting atop him like this, the friction and pressure it’s all up to me. The power, the control—is delicious. 

      Tipping my head back, I put all of my balance and weight on Colton’s hands. He holds me up as I grind against him, breathing heavily up toward the ceiling. 

      My head rushes, the blood pumping through my ears in waves. Everything starts to spin around me until the only thing that’s steady is Colton. Colton beneath me. Colton’s arms surrounding me. Colton keeping me from flying up and away forever. 

      He’s hard against me, as into every moment as I am. But after more building and building, it starts to feel like these sensations could pile on top of each other forever and never allow for release. So I lean forward again, wanting something of him inside me. 

      The time for soft and sweet has passed, if it was even here at all to begin with. When I move forward again, my nails dig into Colton’s shoulders. Hard. 

      My hands clench over and over as I scratch down his back just before pushing him all the way onto his back on the bed. And my lips find his with determination. I lick them with the tip of my tongue. It’s not long before he’s taking the lead, allowing me to relinquish control. 

      “You’re everything,” Colton says against my ear right before nibbling the bottom of my lobe. “My everything,” he murmurs. 

      “Fuck me,” I beg him. 

      If I have to wait any longer, I might explode. 

      Sitting up, I rip my shirt off over my head. The moment my skin is exposed, it starts to prickle. He’s seen most of me naked before, glimpses here and there. But never with purpose. Never with intention. He’s never seen me like this, not on top of him and begging for more of him. 

      “Perfect,” Colton says as he grabs me by my sides to pull me back down. 

      And then my nipple is in his mouth, his tongue caressing it in circles before he starts to suck. The pressure, the suction, it’s delicious. I cry out, rocking against him again, this time in circles.

      But there’s still too much clothing on.

      “I don’t want anything between us,” I beg. I beg him to get closer, to go deeper. 

      I had no idea Colton was so strong, but he sure as hell shows me when, in one move, he lifts me up and flips me over, switching our position in just a moment. With him on top of me now, I arch my hips up and it takes him no time to understand. 

      His fingers could be leaving scorch marks along my skin, and maybe they are, because I burn where he’s touched as he pulls my shorts down. Then he does the same as I did, ripping his shirt off and throwing it somewhere. Who cares where. 

      Then all that’s between us are his sweatpants. The sweatpants that look so fucking good slung low on his hips. The sweatpants I knew made him look tempting, but I ignored. 

      I ignored so much. 

      As I look at him now, up on his knees over me, I have no fucking idea how I ignored this for so long. But I don’t have time to think about it as those sweatpants come off. 

      I reach for him, ready to guide him into me, ready for us to connect finally. But Colton pulls back just a fraction. 

      “Are you sure?” he asks me. 

      It’s quiet, and so unsure, that just those three little words almost have me crying—the emotion in them, the uncertainty, the worry, it’s too much.

      “I need you” is all I say.

      It’s not eloquent, and I don’t know if it’s what he was looking for. Because there’s another moment of hesitance. Something flicks across his face too quickly for me to get a read on, and then it’s gone.

      But just when I’m about to worry he leans over and comes back with a condom. It takes him exactly no time to open it and get it on, my breath getting shallower as I wait. 

      “Ready?” he asks, hovering over me finally. 

      Instead of nodding or saying anything at all, my hands find his cock. 

      Colton’s eyes close when my fingers surround him. I’d like to spend more time focusing on this, on him, but the need in me is getting frantic. So after only a couple strokes I’m leading him to where we both want him to be. 

      For just a moment, I wonder if we’re going to fit together. Then every fear I’ve ever had flies away as Colton pushes inside of me. 

      And I thought I was hot before, flushed and already sweating. But this is a whole new kind of heat as Colton fills me up. He’s like the sun shining inside me, and I can see his cheeks getting pinker too as he’s wrapped up in me. 

      We fit together better than I ever thought possible. 

      And it’s fucking good as he moves in and out of me. 

      The pace is slow at first, like he wants to make sure that this moment stretches out, lasts as long as possible. But before long I can’t keep myself from rocking up to meet him, taking control of our speed and making it faster. 

      Harder. 

      Pushing him deeper and deeper inside me as I pull on his back, crush him against all of me. The friction of his chest against mine, my hips digging into his, it rubs me in all the right places. 

      Then, when I had been holding onto him to get closer, to stay with me in rhythm and position, suddenly a shift breaks me. I start to grip his back, his shoulders, anything of him that I can grab to keep myself from falling to pieces. 

      Somehow, he holds me together while he’s splitting me apart, and my teeth find his shoulder, right where it meets his neck. And I bite down to keep from crying out. But I don’t get my teeth around him before a quiet, “Colton,” slips from my lips first. 

      And then I’m coming. I’m spiraling simultaneously upward and inside out at the same time. The world darkens around me, and all I hear is our heavy breathing in sync. 

      He follows me, only half a moment behind. 

      And we rock together, moaning for each other, as we finish at almost the same time.
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      The sun is way too fucking bright in Hawaii.

      I swear, it’s a whole different sun than the one that shines back home, in Minneapolis. Because this one is coming through the curtains to pierce my eyes through my lids. 

      Ready to yell at Colton across the room to figure it out and get those curtains closed better, I shift. And that’s when everything comes back to me. 

      There’s a twisting in my stomach, right behind my navel. But it’s the good kind. The kind that sends wings fluttering, and my heart picks up the pace. 

      Because my legs are tangled in with his. 

      Colton’s. 

      I’m still in his bed, not my own. 

      And we’re still wrapped up in each other, the blankets half on and half off. I’m sweating with his skin pressed against mine, but for once I don’t mind. 

      Actually, it feels…

      This is new. I don’t normally like sleeping next to anyone. Sleeping with them is one thing—since that has pretty much nothing to do with actual sleeping. But the whole snuggling together, overlapping, snoring in each other’s ears. It’s never been my favorite. 

      But last night—the few hours that we actually were unconscious—I don’t think I’ve ever slept better. Or deeper. 

      Maybe I should have just tried sleeping next to Colton; it’s better than a sleeping pill. That makes me smile, but I try not to laugh and wake him up. 

      Then clenching, trying to resist, also makes me realize I really need to pee. 

      So, as carefully as I can, I untangle myself from him. It’s hard to twist and pull without waking him up, but eventually I do. And I can’t wipe the stupid smile off my face all the way to the bathroom. 

      Not even when I look in the mirror. Goofy and lopsided, with my hair standing up everywhere, those damn butterflies start up again. And no matter how hard I try to keep my heartrate at a normal speed, it keeps ramping up. 

      Stop it, you idiot.

      I splash some water on my face, cleaning off the sweat and smeared mascara. Next, I brush my teeth. Not that I ever cared about morning breath near Colton before, but then again, I wasn’t kissing him before. 

      That brings back flashes—my toothbrush pausing mid-swipe, toothpaste foaming at the corners of my mouth—of last night. Of Colton’s lips against mine, parting to break that barrier, to delve deeper. Get closer. 

      Colton’s hands touching places he never did before. Not with me. 

      And when my eyes find their reflection in the mirror, the smile that’s been stuck on my face finally waivers just a little. Not from regret. 

      Hell no. Last night was fucking amazing. 

      But…there is some worry, bordering on panic. Hesitation. Because of what I could lose.

      I mean, I have my rules for a reason. It’s a funny story everyone tells about my high school boyfriend. But that shit was painful. I lost everything in one swoop – my guy, half of my friends, and the person I trusted most. It wasn’t just the grocery store I avoided. It was anything that reminded me of us, of him. 

      Spitting the toothpaste out, I shake my head after. There’s no sense in getting worked up before I have any reason to. So I swallow it all down, bury the worry. 

      My feet carry me out of the bathroom and back to Colton before I can get any more tied in knots. 

      And when my feet hit carpet, my eyes find him in bed, still asleep. 

      I’ve seen Colton sleep before, but this is different. He looks so peaceful, I almost change my mind about waking him up. 

      But the little throb down below, my pussy warming and on the verge of getting wet again, tells me I can see him this way again some other time. 

      Tiptoeing over to the bed, I stay as quiet as possible. And I’m gentle when I set my knees up on the edge. Colton stirs, but he doesn’t move. His eyes stay closed, in the soft way that shows he genuinely still in dreamland. 

      Even still, I wait a couple moments before I move again. 

      And when I do, it’s slow. 

      He’s not awake to appreciate the building of the moment, but I am. And the way my thighs graze against each other has me biting my lower lip to keep silent. 

      One of his legs is still under the covers, but the rest of him is exposed. And after a moment of admiration, I crawl to my destination, starting with his smooth chest. My lips find his skin, and it’s like coming back to somewhere special. 

      I press my lips against him, softly and quickly, moving lower with each kiss. 

      Around the time I reach his belly button, Colton starts to stir. But he’s not quite awake yet. A little sound comes from his throat, his mouth staying closed as he moans in his sleep. 

      Skipping the rest of his stomach I move right to my destination. With my hands I gently start massaging his thighs. And with my tongue I lick the tip of his dick. It’s slow, my fingers matching the pace on his legs. 

      He stirs more then. 

      And I lick him again. 

      My fingers go from the top of his legs to the more sensitive insides.

      And again, my tongue moves to caress his other head. This time it’s a longer lick, swirling in a circle back to where I started. 

      “Holy fuck,” Colton groans, sounding like he’s slept a thousand years. 

      I don’t think I could keep the smile from my face even if I were offered a million bucks. Through my lashes I look up to where Colton’s blinking awake, worship in his eyes. 

      When I wink, he squeaks like I’ve squeezed the breath from him, and throws his head back down against his pillow again. 

      And like he did with my nipples last night I pull him into my mouth. At first, I just use my tongue to caress. But after a moment I add a little pressure, some sucking. 

      “What a way to wake up,” Colton says, one arm over his face as he starts to tense up. “Wait,” he says then, sitting up. 

      His hands move to my cheeks, his fingers tangling in my messy-as-hell sex hair. Nuzzling into his palm, I close my eyes close as I breath in. The room smells like us, like our coming together, like our contentment. I know I shouldn’t get used to it, but for this moment, I soak it up. 

      I soak Colton up.

      He keeps one hand on me, moving to the back of my head where he tangles his fingers up more in my hair and grips the back of my skull. It’s the perfect combination of tender and firm, desire and restraint. And with his other hand he reaches into the end table again, and pulls out a condom. 

      “Wait,” I say, scaring him with my volume. “Did you plan on getting some on this vacation?” I ask all high pitches and doubtful tones, just now focusing on his stash of protection.

      Colton smiles, neither denying it nor nodding. His face is smug, and despite myself I almost reflect the same look back at him. 

      “You’re terrible! We’re sharing a room. What did you think this was? College again? And you could just hang a sock on the door and I’d wait for you?”

      “First of all, you know me better than that. So don’t even,” Colton replies as he drops the condom onto the bed between us, giving me his full attention. 

      I can almost feel the mood start to slip away, and most of me regrets saying anything. It was a joke at first anyway. But now…

      “And second. Maybe I was planning on finally seducing you this whole time.” His answer is smooth, calm. He doesn’t lift his eyebrows in challenge or humor. He doesn’t look away either.

      “Oh, shut up,” I say, smacking his shoulder and laughing. 

      “Always be prepared,” Colton says right before kissing me.

      It doesn’t last nearly long enough, and my head moves to follow him when he breaks our lips apart. That’s what it feels like, the breaking of a seal.

      “I think I want a turn first,” he says when my eyes flutter open to see why he’s pulled away. 

      Then he’s licking his lips before kissing his way down my stomach just like I did to him earlier. Without hesitation I spread my legs wider for him, and let my head crash into the bed as his tongue winds down my belly; then I’m begging for more.
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      To: “Amanda” Amanda.Ohmyohmy@sweetmail.com

      From: “Emma” AlmostbutnotquiteEmme@mymail.com

      Subject: Long time no talk

      Email Status: DRAFT

      Hey Mandy,

      How the fuck are you? It’s been way too long. I meant to message you before I left for vacation, but you know what I’m like. 

      Anyway, what’s new with you? How’s the hubs? How’re the little brats? You growing another bun yet, or still thinking you’re going to stop at just two? I know you, and I guarantee by this time next year, you’ll be knocked up again. You just love the baby stage too much. And when we had lunch last time, I saw the way you eyed that stroller.

      Or maybe I have no idea what I’m talking about lol. Who the hell knows. 

      I’m writing this to you from the beautiful island, where I can see and hear and even smell the ocean. Remind me why we didn’t move out here after graduating college? Oh, that’s right we had this stupid notion that we would get big grown up jobs and live in the real world. Well I say fuck it, let’s ditch all of that and move to the beach. 

      Okay, that might be easier for me than you considering I’m single (again) with almost no strings in my life. That’s right, I’m still on this lovely trip despite getting dumped the damn day before getting on the plane. But you know what? It’s been amazing. And I’m so glad I didn’t cancel.

      Speaking of…guess who’s here with me. Well that part won’t be a surprise. But guess who’s here with me AND slept in my bed last night. Actually, I slept in his, but whatever. Can you say fun vacation rebound fling?! 

      Can’t guess?

      WELL. Remember Colton, from the floor above us in the dorms? Yes—the very one who still lives down the hall from me. Him! And let me tell you, all those nights we speculated about what he’s packing. We were on the right track…but we didn’t give him quite enough credit. He’s got gifts. And the man has aged well. I don’t know if you ever look at my photos online, but he’s hot af. 

      And the things he can do with his hands…

      Anyway. Let’s hang out soon when I get back. 

      Love and miss you,

      Xoxo

      Em
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      Sweet Claire-oline: Where the fuck are you two?

      Sweet Claire-oline: Are you going to sleep the whole damn day away?

      Sweet Claire-oline: Get your hungover asses up. 

      Sweet Claire-oline: The sun is shining, the breeze feels great, and the day is beautiful while you’re snoozing.

      Sweet Claire-oline: We should be doing island things. Actually WE are, and you should too. 

      Sweet Claire-oline: The beach is calling your name. 

      Sweet Claire-oline: Okay I’m getting annoyed now, and if you don’t answer me in ten minutes I’m gonna break into your room and wake you up my damn self.

      Me: Shit. Sorry.

      Me: Definitely slept in.

      Me: Be down in two minutes!
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      “Are you sure you don’t want to skip dinner? I’d make it worth your while,” Colton says with a smirk twitching at the corners of his mouth. I see it in reverse, in the mirror. But the translation comes across very clear. 

      And I’m tempted.

      “We can’t be late again. If we stop showing up to stuff, they’re going to get suspicious,” I answer with my back still to him as I work on the finishing touches of my makeup.

      Colton comes closer, and just his proximity feels different than it used to. My core, and other parts of me, start to warm with each step he takes.

      So tempted.

      But he’s also not the only thing on my mind. It’s kind of in overdrive today, since we dragged our sore bodies out into the daylight. Well, I’m sore, at least; I haven’t asked if he is. But with the way he’s stretched and flexed for me in the last handful of hours, I’d guess there’s some sort of tenderness there. 

      Anyway, I just keep overthinking.

      Not when it’s just us. But with the others. I keep wondering if I’m laughing too loud at Colton’s jokes, if I’m touching him too much or too little. I just keep hoping that the changes between us aren’t obvious. 

      Because they are earth-shattering, even if no one knows.

      And I don’t want anyone to know just yet.

      “Okay, how do I look?” I ask him, forcing myself to shake off the worries and smile. 

      When I turn, something flashes across his face too fast for me to catch or understand. Then, it’s replaced with lust. A wonderful, drop-to-his-knees-to-worship-me kind of lust. 

      So I twirl, showing off the benefits of my outfit.

      I might have bought this dress earlier today when I snuck away with Charli. I wanted something he’d never seen, something sexier than anything I’d brought along. 

      It’s black, because black matches everything while still looking divine. And it’s a flowing fabric that catches the light when I move, which is perfect for tonight. 

      Plus, the low neckline and the high hem aren’t too bad either. 

      As I spin for him the skirt flutters up a little, and my uncaged boobs bounce under the flattering fabric. 

      “Come here,” Colton says with a crooked finger beckoning me. The look in his eye is less demanding, but way more frantic. It’s more than lust now. Overwhelmed too. 

      I wink, smiling like a moron, with no intention of doing as he says. 

      Instead I wiggle where I’m standing, teasing. 

      When Colton groans, his eyes almost looking pained just before he closes them. I finally take a step. The relief melts his shoulders, and sparkles shine in his eyes as I head over to him. 

       When I’m in front of him, ready for the kiss I’m craving too, I see the spark of an idea light up his face. It’s an intoxicating look that has me leaning forward, waiting. 

      “This, Ev, I’m sorry to say isn’t quite working,” Colton says as she loops a finger under each spaghetti strap of my dress. 

      “Ummmm, excuse me?” I whine, in shock. 

      I really thought I looked great. The sparkle of my makeup pairing well with the fabric. The cut of the dress accentuating my chest while leaving room to sway and move. 

      Plus, I picked it out for him, thinking he’d go especially wild. 

      “I think this will make it perfect,” he says as in one quick move he pulls my dress over my shoulders, giving himself a great view of my now exposed tits. 

      My mouth drops open, because for the first time in my life, I have absolutely no idea what to say for a second. Though, I’m sure as hell not going to argue with a quickie, considering my nipples are already hardening and my stomach clenching. 

      I suck in a breath as he leans down, so ready to be driven wild.

      “I’ve always wanted to do this,” Colton whispers with his lips just above my skin. 

      Which seems kind of weird when I think about it too hard, since he’s had a hold of, and time to suck and squeeze, these babies several times in the last twenty-four hours. 

      And even more confusion floods me when he sucks in a huge breath. 

      But it all makes sense when he fucking motorboats me. 

      Shaking his head back and forth as he uses each hand to hold and jiggle my titties around his face, blowing out a raspberry the whole time. 

      For a second, I’m in shock. 

      I can’t believe he motorboated me. 

      But it’s only a second because instinct takes over, and I tip my head back to laugh. It’s a deep, ab-clenching, whole-body laugh. And when Colton catches his breath, he joins me. 

      Though he doesn’t let go of my tits, his thumbs starting to work circles around my nipples. 

      “No one has ever motorboated me before,” I say through giggles when I look back to Colton. 

      But the laughter stops when two things happen simultaneously—I see his face as his smile morphs back into the hungry grin he had on before. The second thing is his use of gentle pinching and then tugging one of my already throbbing nipples with slow fingers. 

      Desire rakes through me like it’s clawing at my insides 

      “I’ve got another idea,” he says in almost in a growl. 

      “Is it another first?” I ask, but it sounds a bit like begging. 

      He doesn’t answer. Instead he starts kissing and sucking the nipple he just teased. With his tongue he moves in circles, alternating the pressure to keep me on my toes. 

      Or, well, maybe off my toes, because I start to sway on my feet a little.

      And when he starts twirling his thumb and finger around the other nipple so lightly that it tingles, I actually feel my knees want to give out. There’s a give to my limbs, like Colton’s yanked the bones from me, but I catch the wall with a hand—which is lucky as shit because my eyes are definitely closed.

      Not long after my palm smacks the wall, everything amazing stops. My entire chest goes cold as fingers and lips pull away. 

      And it’s just not okay.

      Popping my eyes open, I look down to Colton who should be otherwise occupied. But he’s looking right at me instead. And his hands aren’t anywhere near where they should be either.

      “What –” I start to say. 

      But I’m cut off as Colton’s hands—that had so sadly disappeared a moment ago—find their way under my ass cheeks. And then I’m up in the air, sort of breathless, as he carries me over to the ottoman in the corner of the room. He sets me down way more gracefully than I expect, with my ass on the end of the long, rectangular piece of furniture, my legs hanging off the end.

      “For leverage,” Colton says. 

      Which makes no sense, but if he will just pay me some attention again then he can say all the crazy shit he wants. 

      Those talented fingers move toward my chest, but then he keeps going upward. Skimming over my neck, Colton gently massages the skin just below my jaw. Then with a little more pressure he tips me backward—so that I’m no longer sitting but lying down on the ottoman. 

      When I’m in a position that satisfies him, he traces down my throat and to my collarbone. With the pads of his fingers, Colton draws some kind of secret symbols, an erotic language I don’t know yet but cannot wait to learn. 

      Then, finally, he bends down and goes back to my nipples. If they could scream, they would. When his lips and his fingers return to their rightful place, to lick and suck and nibble and twirl and pinch, the world is right again. 

      My eyes close on their own. There’s nothing else but feeling. I can’t hear Colton as he adds more and more pressure. I don’t see anything but the back of my eyelids. I just focus on my nerve endings as they light up and catch fire. 

      And for the second time, while I’m building up and panting, he pulls away. 

      But this time there isn’t time to check and see what’s happened. By the time my eyelashes flutter open I see Colton slipping himself between my tits. 

      Apparently while I was otherwise occupied, he got himself ready with lube, which I’m pretty sure he must have bought some time today. Not that I care about the when or how of any of this—because the slickness is intoxicating.

      “Another first,” he says with a wink. 

      And although I’ve never thought titty fucking would be something that I’d like, I can admit when I’m wrong. 

      I was so wrong. 

      Even though he can’t reach me with his mouth anymore, my nipples aren’t neglected in the least. And as he alternates pressure and the direction of his fingers—sometimes tugging, other times rubbing—he’s also rocking his hips. 

      Every once in a while, he pulls up and uses the tip of his dick to graze over my already sensitive nipples.

      I cry out more than once before pushing my breasts together for him so he doesn’t have to anymore. It takes less than the span of a breath for Colton to know what I want. And he moves one of his hands backward, to go elsewhere. No other hints needed. 

      With a finger on my clit he rubs in circles before switching to move up and down. I can’t think straight; I’m not even sure I’m breathing anymore. And then he changes tactics again, slipping two fingers inside of me. As he moves them in and out, I think my brain starts to liquify—just like the wetness that must be coating Colton’s hand by now. He moves his other hand between my nipples, because obviously I left them exposed for him. And he makes sure to never give one more attention than the other, while I grind on his hand. He rubs and pinches while I put as much pressure around his cock as I can, making us both happy as fuck.

      It’s not just that it’s new—exciting because it’s different—it does feel amazing. He’s touching me in all the right places, making sure I have all the attention I need too, getting me to buck against him. And I really do. 

      It comes in waves as I get my release. I think his name comes from my mouth as I squeeze down on my chest harder than before. I feel my insides clench over and over, leaving me breathless.

      When I’m able to think straight, to see straight, again, I move my chin forward just enough to lick him when he’s near—which does it for him. And then he’s finding his finish right after me, and we fall into oblivion, one after the other. 
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      The music throbs around us, pounding in my chest and pulsing through the hot air.

      Sweat beads around my hairline as I move to the beat.

      And I lean back into Colton’s chest as his hands find my hips. It’s hard to keep my eyes open as we dance, but I have to try. All night, since we got to the club, I’ve had to keep balance in mind. 

      I’ve always danced with Colton when we go out, but not exclusively. And I don’t sensor myself—normally—so I’ve been in this exact position before. 

      But tonight feels different. 

      Tonight, I can feel Colton harden against me. I can remember the whispers of his hands all over my body, without the flimsy material of the dress. I have to fight the urge to turn around and kiss him while we move to the music. 

      But I do fight it, because no way in hell am I telling Claire or Charli about what’s going on. Not yet. Not…idk. I just haven’t told them, and I don’t know when I will. 

      So tonight, I dance with anyone who wants to as well.

      A few minutes ago, when I was getting a drink at the bar, a tall dude with too much muscle asked if he could drag me out onto the dance floor. I didn’t protest. I even smiled. But when Colton cut in as the song ended, I was so ready to move on to something I actually enjoyed. 

      And I’ve danced with the girls tonight too. Those fun moments with our hands in the air and our heads tipped back when a nostalgic song blares through the speakers have happened several times tonight. 

      Not that I expected a shitty vacation, but even in my hopes, I never imagined anything quite like this. This good. This…surprising. 

      As I turn to face Colton, my arms raised so I can slip them around his neck, his face reflects my mood back at me. It’s like a mirror, a beautiful echo of my own feelings.

      The song slows down and switches from a rhythmic grinding to a sweeter sway. Both nice in their own way. 

      “Would you rather,” Colton says as he leans down say it next to my ear. I shiver, ready for something to heat me up. His grip tightens around me as he feels my tremor, forcing him to start over. “Would you rather have constant access to everything you want, but have uncontrollable gas. Or would you smell and look amazing at all times—no farts—but miss out on just one of your favorite things for life?” he asks, barely getting it out without laughing at himself. 

      Leaning back, I smack his shoulder. “You’re a child,” I say with a grin. “Also, I’m not ashamed to be human. Gas be damned if I get to be happy,” I add. 

      He squeezes my hips when I finish; it’s sweet, but there’s a glint in his eyes to contradict the gesture. 

      “I’d give up lots of things to make sure I didn’t stink you out of my life,” Colton says, then bursts out laughing at himself. 

      Claire and Tom make an appearance as Colton’s practically patting his own back, proud of his hilarity. Though, there’s even more to laugh at once they come over—because as sweet as Tom is, as much as he tries, he’s a terrible dancer. 

      It’s all overbite, no idea what to do with his hands, and jerky movements. Sort of reminds me of that TV episode where everyone clears off the dancefloor, afraid of being taken down by such awful moves. 

      But the man tries hard. He moves with Claire, never letting her go, and does his best. 

      “If you dance with Em all night, you’re going to miss out on the opportunities in here,” Tom says to Colton. 

      Don’t glare at him. Don’t glare. Don’t do it.

      I glare at Tom. 

      Then Tom catches my evil eye and winks. I’m not sure if it’s for me or Colton, but I kind of want to punch him in the nutsack either way. And when my fucker starts laughing in response, I want to punch Colton’s sack too. 

      Bunch of assholes in here. 

      As I try not to start fuming, Claire catches my eye. There’s something questioning in hers, reminding me to get my shit figured out quick. So I force a laugh too, playing into it.

      Leaning out of Colton’s arms and closer to Tom, I smile. “And the opportunities are limitless,” I say as a little bit of panic starts to well up inside me. 

      I hide it okay—I think—with an exaggerated wink and flip of my hair. The corners of my mouth turn up, but I know it’s only half of my genuine smile.

      As my nerves start to feel exposed, like my skin is shrinking around them while they turn raw, my eyes start to dart around. And sure as hell, an opportunity presents itself, in the form of a lit-up sign. 

      Pointing, I mouth to Claire, “I gotta pee.” 

      But I don’t wait for any sort of response, from any of them, before twisting myself to fit into the closest empty spot around us so I can start walking. Weaving my way to the bathroom, I keep my eyes on the neon arrow above the hallway that holds my time-out. 

      There’s absolutely no reason for the dread that’s scratching at the back of my neck. I don’t think there is, anyway…until it hits me. 

      Tom made it abundantly clear how little Colton and I have talked since we started doing other stuff. We’ve been using our mouths and brain power for other, much more fun, things. But in neglecting conversation we haven’t talked about what we want. Either of us. 

      Every time we could bring up what the plan is, what we hope to get from each other, we just start fucking again. 

      Not that I’m complaining. 

      Obviously. 

      But now that the realization has smacked me in the face, it’s all I can see.

      At least I make it into the bathroom before my breathing starts to pick up the pace. I don’t really want to be breathing deeper or more in here, because it smells wet and stale and vaguely like something might be rotting just on the other side of the wall. 

      Passing the mirrors, my brain kicks into ultra-overdrive. 

      What should we do—what should I do?

      Better yet, what should happen for me to have the best chance of keeping Colton in my life forever? I don’t know. Or maybe somewhere inside I do, but because I feel overloaded, overwhelmed, I can’t process. 

      And because of that I almost walk right into one of the stall doors. 

      Shit. 

      “Get it together,” I whisper with a little jerk of my balled fist. My voice is too quiet to sound as angry at myself as I feel, but the smacking of my palm on the stall door to swing it open—now that I caught myself right before headbutting it—does a better job.

      The reverberating sound of the slap almost stings my ears. And feeling like a moron, I know I need to calm the fuck down. So I close and latch the door way more gently than I otherwise might have, which feels ridiculous but whatever, with my free hand. Then turn with my phone in the other. 

      But of course, because that’s how these last few minutes are going, I start to slip on water on the tile floor. 

      God, I fucking hope that’s water. 

      And there’s a horrifying moment where my cell starts to slip from my fingers.

      Toward. The. Toilet. 

      The nasty, public, bar toilet. 

      I’m woman enough to admit that the shriek/squeak/yelp that comes from me is loud and terrified, as I lose control of my phone and it takes a nosedive. 

      I’d prefer a shattered screen over the whole thing being forever unclean. Maybe I have some telekinetic powers too, because it misses the edge of the seat by no more than a couple millimeters and lands on the floor instead. Even on a dry spot. 

      Because I’m still not totally positive that is water a few inches away. 

      Maybe I’ll leave it there anyway, forever. I’m not convinced that I want to touch it again. 

      And this night took a real fucking turn in the last few minutes.
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      After sitting for a moment, not even able to pee, I somehow manage to get my head back into a relatively collected state. Mostly. 

      Then at the sink, after splashing a little water on my face and taking a couple deep breaths—with longer exhales than inhales—I feel pretty much back to normal. We can talk about the important stuff later. Right now is fun. It has been fun. And I want to keep it fun. 

      Tonight can still be fun. 

      And it will be if I stay chilled the fuck out. 

      Nodding at my reflection when I look up to the mirror, I even manage a smile. It might not be the cutest smile, but there’s something there. And I’m able to walk to the door with my shoulders back and my chin a little higher than before. 

      I’m ready to have fun.

      That is, until the door swings toward me while my hand’s on it, and I’m flying back into the bathroom.

      I have one of those moments where I’m irrationally pissed off, even though no one could've known I was on the other side. It's not like these doors have windows. And I guess even if they did, that wouldn’t be a good thing.

      But I'm able to right myself, one hand on the door handle. My dress went askew in the chaos, and in a panic, I look down to make sure all of the necessary body parts are still covered like they should be.

      And I'm glad I did, because there was a nip about to slip.

      Not that my nips aren’t worth slipping, but not tonight. 

      While I'm looking down, whoever was coming in manages to move the same way I do. And we do that stupid awkward dance thing—that thing I absolutely hate, because it makes you feel like such a moron—like, why can’t you just walk normal, why can’t they just walk normal, why do you have to be around this stranger for any longer than necessary? It’s awful. 

      “Oh god,” I say.

      And it’s weird. 

      “Shit,” she adds.

      When I move left and she goes the same way to try to walk around me, I almost sigh in frustration. But instead I keep my eyes on our feet so I can see which way she's going next, and just when I think I have it figured out, this time she bumps into me. Fucking hell. 

      And I don’t know if she's just wasted or that rude, because as she bumps into me, half of whatever fruity—read sticky-as-fuck—drink spills down my dress. Also, I don’t just mean it only spills on my dress. Down it too. Between my uncaged boobs. 

      And sticky cleavage is…a form of torture. 

      But the bitch doesn’t apologize. She just finds the gap and finally walks around me, the rest of the way into the bathroom. 

      Maybe she’s about to burst and has no brain power left to use some common curtesy. But still. 

      Okay, but still. 

      She’s in a stall—with her drink by the way, which is gross—before I look up and turn. All I see is a glimpse of her tacky-ass dress. Loud colors, just screaming for attention. 

      I know on another night, I would not be this bitchy. I can feel that I’m taking it too far, that I’m pushing my rage onto someone else who may or may not deserve it. 

      But whatever. 

      Out of the bathroom, and after a deep breath, I manage to make my way to Colton, who’s dancing with Charli. Not without more frustration, though. Because apparently some of what smells like bananas—I hate bananas—made its way into one of my shoes too. And every step I take feels awful.

      “Hey, you,” Colton says through a huge smile as I let both of my palms land on his chest.

      “Can we talk?” I jump right in. 

      With only a half second of hesitation, Colton nods, his smile no longer reaching his eyes. 

      Jerking my head toward the bar, for something resembling privacy—at least from our friends, who are living it up on the dance floor. Colton shrugs but doesn’t hesitate to lead the way, grabbing my hand to pull me along. 

      When we get up to the bar, Colton pulls out a stool for me, melting some of my frustration. 

      “What’s up?” he asks, trying to mask the wariness in his voice. 

      “I wanted to know—” I start, trying to figure out what I want to say, even though I’ve already started. I probably should have had that figured out before opening my mouth. 

      Not that I’m the best at doing that the right way, anyway. 

       “Can I get another?” a nasal voice says from behind us. Then she leans in directly between me and Colton to order her drink, so I can’t see him at all.

      I roll my eyes. I don't mean to, but it happens without my permission. At least Colton doesn’t see it. And you know what, I don’t even regret it.

      Before I can lean around her to see Colton’s reaction, all of the things that I want to say to him finally come to mind. I want to ask if we can go back to the hotel to talk in private. Because my feet are sticky, my boobs are sticky, and I’m pretty exhausted. And I really just want to lie in his arms for the rest of the night. Preferably after a shower. 

      But I don't get to say any of that, obviously.

      Instead, I actually focus on who’s between us and see that damn tacky dress, and a face that I recognize. Not only is she the reason I’m feeling gross, she's also the same one who was all over Colton before. The chick with the big tits and the fake laugh, who knows how to flatter and hook her guy. The doll. 

      “Oh my gosh,” she says with the fakest shock I’ve ever heard in my life. Enthusiasm is probably real though. “Look who it is. Fancy seeing you here,” she adds.

      I'm pretty sure I’d like to punch her in the face.

      And if Colton actually believes that she only just noticed who he was, that she interrupted us by accident, then I think I might puke. Because this bitch plans everything out, every detail. She might be annoying the shit out of me, but it's only because I'm on the wrong end of her brilliance. Girl isn't dumb.

      “How are you?” Colton asks her. And I wish I could see his face, see if he smiling. Because I’m getting nothing from his tone.

      Granted he doesn’t sound super engaged, but he’s also not telling her that he was in the middle of a conversation with me. I don't want that to bug me, but it does.

      Then a thought flits through my head quicker than I can stop it. I feel a little bad, but it’s also not wrong. This is why I don’t date friends. Oh god. This is why.

      Because if something goes wrong…

      If something goes wrong I stand to lose so much more than good sex, than a fling. I lose half of life.

      Fair or not, just when I was starting to calm down, it all goes to hell again. And the stickiness is drying, turning into something worse, a crusty kind of glue. And the length of the day is starting to set in; I really am tired.

      I don't know what else they’ve been saying since I can’t get out of my own head. But I’ve got to get off this train before I take it off the rails. I think I just need a shower and to sleep.

      “Hey, Colt,” I interrupt, leaning around her annoyingly perfect ass so I can see him. “I am gonna go back to the hotel. I’ll see you later.” And I smile, trying to make it look completely normal. I even manage a happy wave as I get off the barstool and turn, since none of this is his fault. Not really. And then as I take a step away, I physically shake my shoulders to try and get rid of my anger and the doubts that started to seep in. Everything will look better in the morning.

      Though, I sort of feel bad that I left before giving him time to say anything, but I just don’t have the energy for it. I really don’t.

      And then, when I hear her open her mouth to say something, I’m really glad I didn't stick around for a debate. 

      “Now that I have you all alone, all to myself, I was thinking…” she says, but I don't hear the rest as I book it out of the damn bar.
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      Back in the hotel room, I let out a huge breath. I hadn’t been holding it but in my rush to get back, I definitely went fast enough to get a little winded.

      My shoes go flying as I kick them off, and one bounces off the wall. Somehow, instead of settling down, I work myself back up. At least I'm not crying the stupid, angry tears that only come when you're on the wrong side of irrational and tired. But my irritation is spiking, without anywhere to land. Because I don't even know exactly why I’m annoyed. Not really.

      “Why don’t you just ovary up and talk to him?” I mumble, as I start ripping my dress over my head. It’s time for a long, hot shower. In the steam, in the water, I know I'll relax.

      “Isn’t the saying ‘nut up?’” Colton asks walking into the room and scaring the shit out of me. 

      As I was undressing, I didn’t hear the door open.

      I yelp in response and whip around to see him happier than ever.

      He doesn’t get it. I can see it written all over him that he’s happy to have me all to himself again. 

      “Ovaries are a hell of a lot stronger, and more powerful,” I say. 

      “Fair enough,” Colton agrees as he walks toward me. It’s halfway between a saunter and a jog like he's trying to be sexy and can't get to me fast enough. 

      And just as I was starting to work up the courage to say something about my stupid jealousy, that maybe this was a mistake, he makes my heart melt. 

      “Brilliant exit strategy, Ev.” His smile is so genuine as he wraps his arms around my sticky body. “Now I get you all to myself. All night.”

      We can talk about it tomorrow.

      I sink into his arms, distracted and a lot happier. 

      “Let me pour us some drinks, since we left a little early. And we can search for the worst thing on tonight,” Colton says—those magic words.

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

      Standing in just my panties, I can see in the mirror the dried drink down my chest. And not even Colton and his sweet promises can distract me enough from that. 

      “Just let me take a quick shower, and then I’m all yours,” I tell him.

      “Deal.” Cotton nods. 

      In two seconds flat I'm in the bathroom with the shower on. I strip off the last of my clothing as the water heats up, and then I let my shoulder sag, happy for the turn in the evening and the distraction.

      In the pounding water, as hot as I can stand it, I barely have time to get my hair wet before I’m startled again. The lights flick off, and my shoulders jump up instinctively. But there’s only a moment in the dark before I hear his voice. 

      “Would you rather always have relaxing showers to yourself forever, or never get to shower by yourself again, but have amazing shower sex every time you do?” Colton asks.

      “Hmmmm,” I say, drawing it out. “One can’t put too high a price on a rejuvenating solo shower,” I tease.

      “Is that your final answer?” he asks as he peeks around the shower curtain.

      “Get in here, dummy, and screw me,” I beg him. I don’t recognize the tone in my voice. It almost sounds like it's coming from someone else, someone with a lot of practice in front of a video camera. There's need in my tone, somewhere in the husky depth.

      “Your wish is my command. Anything,” Colton agrees as he steps into the water behind me.

      “Everything,” I correct him. 

      But that's about the last thing either of us are going to say, I’d guess. 

      Colton grabs both of my hands with his and walks us towards the shower wall. From behind me he pushes, his body coming up against mine, and then lifts our hands up to the tile. 

      Pressing my palms against the wall, he nuzzles against the back of my neck after moving my wet hair aside. 

      “Leave your hands there,” he orders me. 

      The command, the gruffness in his voice, sends tingles down my spine, where they collect in my pussy. The warmth there grows, and with barely any effort, I’m already ready for him. 

      Half of my brain, somewhere way back, wonders why we haven’t always been doing this. Or maybe it's the excitement of the newness, of what I’d always considered forbidden. But even deep down, I wonder if it could be more than that. 

      Either way, I let go, and lean into him taking charge.

      Arching my back, I press my ass harder against him even though there really wasn't any space between us before. And I feel him twitch, getting harder.

      Colton grabs my hips, his fingers digging into the soft flesh. He moves my body an inch forward, away from him, and I suck in a breath. But before I can whine or beg for his touch, he pulls me back against him again. With force, with need.

      I sigh. But it's not a content sound like I meant. Instead both of us hear the longing. So he doesn’t make me beg.

      One of his hands goes between my legs, his fingers finding their rightful home immediately. In long, slow strokes he lets just the tips of his fingers go into me before coming right back out. He brushes against my clit and then moves away too fast, without giving it enough attention.

      He’s trying to drive me crazy.

      And the worst part is that it’s working.

      I move my hips in circles, pushing backward, and grinding my ass against him. Two can play this game. 

      I sort of forgot that he has two hands as the other one grabs my shoulder. He digs his thumb in, massaging me for a moment before walking his fingers around to the front. He grazes over my collarbone and keeps going until his palm is on my neck. A finger up on my chin and his pinky on the other side of my collarbone, he holds there. 

      Without too much pressure Colton holds on to me, my hands still braced on the wall.

      I almost forgot that we were in the shower, though the hot water still falls all around us, between us, a little pooling at our toes. The steam, the heat, in the dark bathroom. It’s all intoxicating. A little dizzying, but in the best way.

      And that’s when Colton removes his other hand, leaving me wanting. Though, it’s not for long, as he guides himself inside of me. He glides in easily, my body having been waiting for him and ready.

      “Oh fuck,” Colton murmurs into my shoulder as he leans against me. 

      The hand that had been playing between my swelling lips, the lips between my thighs that is, moves to my stomach now as he wraps his entire arm around my waist. 

      It’s not soft, not gentle, but the force of it is still giving. He holds me to him like he's afraid that I might run away. So I lean my head back, letting it rest on his shoulder, and his hand still clings to my throat.

      Colton pulls himself almost all of the way out of me before slamming back in. He moves slowly but with a jagged roughness I never knew I craved.

      And soon I’m moving opposite of him, pushing myself backward as he moves forward. Having him as deep inside of me as either of us can stand. Even though we couldn’t be closer, I’d welcome it if we could.

      My breathing starts to catch, not even heard above the constant hum of the water. But the change is there. Colton groans, moaning, in my ear. I think I might be doing the same, but I'm not really sure. I don't have the space in my head to pay attention to anything other than my nerve endings. All of which are alight at the same time right now.

      The forearm across my ribs and the fingers starting to dig into my shoulder where they’ve moved, the size of Colton as he fills me up, it all comes together, overwhelming me.

      In the next few thrusts, I come undone. 

      And I have no idea what comes out of my mouth as I find my release, coming harder that I have in a long time. Maybe than ever before.

      “Oh, Ev,” I hear from Colton as he slams into me a couple more times before finishing too.

      And then he slumps against my back, letting me hold him up this time. 

      “I guess I could stand that for future showers, and take a bubble baths alone instead,” I say, a giggle in my voice at the end.
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      Today the sand is staying out of my asscrack, and all other cracks, which is so appreciated. 

      The breeze is beautiful.

      The sun is making me all warm and tingly.

      What a fan-freaking-tastic feeling. 

      “Let’s play a game,” I say to everyone. 

      There’s a collective groan—some from hangovers, some from killjoys. I expected it, so it won’t let it bring me down. 

      “Listen, I know some of us had a long night,” I say, making sure not to look at Colton at all. The others think we left early and got some sleep. “And some of y’all are getting too old to hold your liquor,” I add. 

      To that Claire throws a handful of sand at my face. 

      Luckily, she has terrible aim. Because that one would have brought me down some. Or up—as in mad. I don’t know, whichever. 

      “But we can’t just sit here. We are in paradise, and if we just lie here all day feeling sorry for ourselves, we’ll regret it. And I’ll never let any of you hear the end of it either,” I say. 

      Despite a little more grumbling, nearly everyone stands up. 

      Thank fuck. Because I was about to lose my mind. I don’t care how gorgeous the sun and the air and the waves are, they aren’t enough to cure whatever’s making me so antsy. I don’t know if it’s anxiousness exactly, but something’s got my bikini in a bind, and I just want to move, to be doing something that takes up more brainpower than just lying here. 

      And they all turned me down for a hike a while ago. 

      “Nothing too sporty, though,” Charli says. “I can’t with coordination today.”

      “You can’t any day,” Claire says to her with an elbow to Charli’s side for emphasis. 

      “Oh, shut up, you,” Charli says. Then she turns to say something to Ray, but she has to look down since he’s the one who didn’t get up. 

      “No thanks,” Ray says before Charli has a chance to ask anything. 

      It’s none of my fucking business, but I still want to say something. He’s such a fucking party pooper—which I normally wouldn’t mind, and would even understand, but it clearly bothers Charli. And he does it in such a snotty way. Which is probably why it bothers her so much. Fair. 

      “Your loss,” Charli says, surprising the shit out of me. 

      Then she tosses her hair over her shoulder as she turns back to the group. 

      I catch my jaw, stopping it just before it drops. But I’m not the only one struggling to keep a neutral face. Ray clearly thought his girlfriend would put up a fight, or even stay with him. 

      But no such luck. 

      “Would you rather have Charli’s sass, or Ev’s ass?” Colton asks as the five of us start walking toward the outdoor games. And he smacks my butt as he asks it, accentuating his point. 

      Charli is the first one to start laughing, and it’s nearly impossible not to hug Colton for cheering her up, even if she didn’t know she needed it. But after the spanking, I resist something more and fake a glare at him instead. 

      “How about badminton?” Charli asks as we walk past the busy volleyball nets and then a bunch of preteens playing frisbee. 

      “Hell yeah,” Tom shouts louder than I expect, making me jump. “Most of you don’t know this—but I kill it at badminton,” he says. 

      “You literally just made that up.” Claire laughs and shakes her head. 

      “How the heck would you even know?” Tom retorts as he stoops to pick up rackets for everyone. “You don’t know me. You don’t know my life.”

      “Boy, you better be thanking your lucky starts for that, because if you give too much away, your life might just get a lot less fun,” Claire says as she swings her racket in his direction. 

      I love them. They’re who I want to be when I grow up. 

      But when I look over and see Colton watching them too, with a goofy grin—something that I imagine mine looks like—my stomach clenches a little. 

      “You’d never make it without me, baby,” Claire adds before kissing Tom’s cheek and then skipping over to the opposite side of the net. 

      I follow her to the other side as soon as Tom gives me my racket.

      “Girls against boys,” Charli says as she comes to join us.

      “We are going to own you,” I say, swinging my hips with the words. 

      “Want to make it interesting?” Colton knows me too damn well. And while that’s not quite pushing my buttons, it is a challenge he knows I can’t say no to. 

      “Name it,” I say, wishing I could lift just one eyebrow at a time. Except when I try, both go up, and I just look surprised. And that’s not really what I’m going for at the moment. So instead, I just stare at him, trying not to let a smile break free. 

      “Winners get to pick what we do tonight,” he answers.

      I nod, though, it wasn’t what I expected. 

      “Let’s get to it,” Charli says, jumping up and down. I don’t know what lit a fire under her ass today, but I like the confidence. It’s hard not to hug her, tell her to keep it up always. 

      Tom tosses up the birdie and then smacks it over to our side in answer. We get a really good volley going for a while—us ladies playing together well as we call out who has it. 

      I am clearly the worst player in the whole game, and that’s not something I’m used to. So I try harder, hoping that sheer will and effort will make up for whatever technique I’m lacking. 

      It does not. 

      And there’s a point when I faceplant, tripping over my feet and landing head first. 

      This is not what I had in mind. 

      “If a single one of you laughs, I will cut you all,” I say once my mouth is clear of sand. 

      Claire helps me up, and we all pretend it never happened. But when I look to Colton, it looks like he may have an aneurism from holding in his laughter. 

      “Shut up,” I hiss at him. It doesn’t matter that he hasn’t made a sound. “Just shut up. I hear you thinking, so shut that up too.” 

      Then we all bust out laughing at the same time, and it actually makes me feel better. Brushing sand off my boobs and my crotch—oh my god, this sand is going to be hell to get off—I move out of the way, and to the back of our side. 

      “Charli, it’s your serve,” I say after Claire picks up the birdie. 

      Charli bounces on her toes a few times, then cracks her neck to warm up. It’s absolutely adorable, and I think again how Ray should be over here. Or maybe that he doesn’t deserve her. Not that I’ll say that unless she asks me. 

      She winds up and smacks the little thing as hard as she can, and it skims the top of the net. It’s a hard hit, heading straight for…

      The birdie smacks Colton right in the face. Hard as hell. 

      Actually, it hits him in the eye, and he doubles over immediately. 

      “Shit,” Charli shrieks, running under the net to get to him first. 

      “I’ll live,” Colton says before she even gets there, before I even have a chance to ask if he’s okay. 

      He chuckles, but he still hasn’t moved his hand from the eye to show us yet. 

      “I’m so sorry. Fuck, Colt. I’m sorry,” Charli says like she’s pleading with him. 

      “Nothing to be sorry for. You’re a badass.” Colton smiles then forces Charli to give him a high five, with the hand that was over his eye. When he moves it, there’s already a bruise starting. “But I think I’m going to sit down for a little bit. Tom you’re gonna have to pick up the slack.”

      “Boy, I’ll win with or without you,” Tom says. His eyes are wide, and his head is moving side to side. Clearly he’s all talk. But I love it. 

      Colton walks over to the side, out of the way of any other birdies hopefully, and plops down in the sand. Taking a while to situate himself, he doesn’t see me watching for a while. But when I do catch his eye, I lift my eyebrows and mouth, “You okay?”

      He nods, winking.

      And then we’re playing again. 

      If I thought I was bad before, I had no idea how low I could sink. Colton’s distracting on the sidelines. But it’s not because he’s shouting lewd comments, trying to play a round of “would you rather,” or throwing sand—you know, the things I’d expect from him. Instead he’s completely ignoring the game, and me, as someone comes up to him. 

      Someone with gorgeous hair, curled perfectly and down to her ass, and in full make up. Making me feel like a troll who just crawled out of the cave to play a game of badminton that I can’t seem to get right. 

      She sits down next to him, chatting him up. And dude doesn’t send her away right away. Well, I guess that could look suspicious. So maybe I don’t even know what I want. 

      All I know is that I don’t like the feeling twisting in my chest, making its way down to my guts, when Colton smiles at her after she says something and lightly touches his arm. 

      After she leaves, it’s easier to focus, to shoot for the fifty percent I’d been playing at earlier. Half the time I’m going to swing and miss no matter what. 

      But just when I’m starting to calm down, another gorgeous chick sits next to Colton to talk to him. 

      And am I losing my mind? Is there a freaking model conference on the island? Is everyone drinking something different from me that’s making them way bolder than normal? 

      Or am I just being a crazy, jealous bitch?

      If it’s that, I’ll never admit it. 

      Trying to channel my rage into the game, I use every bit of strength I have, aimed at the little birdie, and swing with my whole body to send it over to Tom. 

      Only it goes exactly nothing like I’d planned. 

      In fact, you could say it goes horribly wrong, awry, and any other synonym for fucked-up that you can think of. Because I miss the birdie entirely, and not only that but my racket smacks into the net and somehow gets tangled in it. 

      “Welp,” Claire says. “I think that might be the game,” she jokes. 

      “Call it a tie?” Tom asks, oh-so generously. 

      But I still feel like an idiot. Not only do I not like losing, but there’s a possibility that I may have let my anger get the best of me. Just a little bit. 

      Or a lot. 

      “Sorry,” I say to the girls more than anyone. “I sure fucked that up.” That’s harder to admit than it should be, because there’s more tucked inside my words than they can understand.

      I look to Colton, and even though he’s alone now, I can’t stop the sinking feeling that’s starting to weigh me down. No one notices, though, as they all drop their rackets and start to separate. Almost everyone heads toward the ocean, ready to cool off after that mess of a game. 

      But inside, I know I need a minute. Or a lot of minutes. 

      And some space. 

      And a fucking drink. 

      Turning, I head to the bar, so ready for a margarita bigger than my own head. I could pretend that I didn’t time it strategically while Colton was looking toward the water. But that’d be a lie. I snuck away to drink. 

      And I’m perfectly okay with that. Even if I shouldn’t be. 

      Moving fast, I get there before anyone notices I’ve left, I think. 

      “The biggest margarita you’ve got,” I say to the bartender before she even turns around. 

      I really need to work on my manners. 

      Tomorrow. I’ll work on that tomorrow. 

      “Long time, no see,” a deep voice says from my right. And weirdly enough, it sounds familiar. When I turn, he looks familiar too. Though, it takes me a second to place him. 

      “I don’t think you want to buy this one,” I say to him. But I’m smiling. “It’s a lot bigger than the last one,” I add, clarifying. 

      “Ah, so it’s one of those days?” he asks me with a twitch to his lips. 

      “And then some.”

      “I’ll have what she’s having—both on me,” he says to the bartender as she hands me my slice of tequila heaven. It’s humongous, the size an actual fishbowl. And finally my smile is genuine, easy.  

      “Thank you,” I say, reaching over to touch his hand. And I try not to notice the lack of sparks, or warmth, that I’ve gotten used to from someone else. “I’m Emma.”

      “Henry,” he says as he flips his hand over so we’re palm to palm. Then he squeezes just a little before letting me go.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Henry,” I say. And I know there are ulterior motives. I know I’m still irritated and being weird about watching Colton schmooze those cuties before. But I don’t let that stop me. I bat my eyelashes and lean toward him.

      Wearing a bikini makes it easy to play up the cleavage. And boy, do I. 

      I even pretend not to notice when he stares right at them for way too long. 

      “So Emma, how’s your guy doing after being beaten up by a girl?” Henry asks me. 

      Which, in all honesty, is kind of weird. Clearly he’s a bit of a creep. Or at the very least, really socially awkward. And now I wish I hadn’t shared my name. 

      But the realization does something else for me. It reminds me how much easier it would be to break up with someone like this. So much less complicated than losing a friend. A best friend. Someone I never thought I’d have to figure out how to live without. 

      “He’s not my guy,” I say, even though I shouldn’t 

      “Well, that’s interesting,” Henry says as he moves his new drink to the other side, so that it’s not between us. 

      I know what he wants before he even makes another move. And as he licks his lips, most of me is thinking…why not? So I lean forward too, getting closer to this stranger. This uncomplicated stranger. 

      Off we go.

      “Hey, Ev. I need to talk to you,” Colton says from behind me. 

      I can feel his resistance, and I’m not sure if he’s trying not to put his hand on my arm to pull me toward him or if he’s struggling to keep his fist out of Henry’s face. 

      “Can it wait a minute?” I ask him without turning. 

      “Not really.” And the strain in Colton’s voice is raspier. It snaps me out of whatever kind of fog I was letting myself fall into. 

      “Well, it was nice to meet you,” I say to Henry. “And thank you for the drink. Again,” I add as I stand and move from the bar.

      Colton takes a few steps away, out of ear shot, before he wraps his arm around my waist. When he’s touching me, I can feel some of his tension melting away. But it’s not totally gone. 

      “Who was that?” He gives himself away, however unintentionally. I can tell he’s going for nonchalant, but I know him too well. His eyes flick away, and that’s all the tell I need. 

      “No one. Like the no ones you were chatting up earlier,” I say. 

      I regret it immediately, because now we’ve both showed our hands. And neither are very flattering. Still, I try to shake it off. 

      “What’s up?” I ask, shooting for a new start to the conversation. 

      “I was thinking we could sneak away for a couple minutes,” he says, with a crooked smile. 

      “And do what?” I ask, making him work for it. Then I take a long sip from my drink. The drink that someone else bought for me. 

      Green isn’t my best color, but I’ll work it if I have to. 

      “Well, I was hoping to get my tongue between your lips. And not necessarily these ones,” Colton says as he brushes some salt from my margarita on my mouth. 

      I lean into the soft touch, on the verge of agreeing. Because that sounds pretty wonderful, and a way to make up for how the last while has gone. 

      “That is, if you aren’t too busy. But if you prefer another free drink, I won’t stop you,” he tries to make a joke. 

      A passive-aggressive joke if I’ve ever heard one. 

      A passive-aggressive joke that falls flat, with a fucking thud. 

      “You know what. I think I will do that instead. That way you can go back to your groupies,” I say. Then I chug some of my blended drink, knowing it’s going to give me a brain freeze. But it’s worth it to see the look on his face. Pure shock. 

      Like he had no idea I could tell he was jealous. 

      Like he wasn’t trying to make me jealous too. 

      “It’s totally fine. We can meet up later,” I add, this time with a smile. Sounding bubbly, almost fooling myself too. “We’re both adults. And we don’t have to spend every moment together. You do you, and I’ll do me. And I’ll see you later. 

      Then I lean forward and kiss the corner of his mouth, letting my lips linger on his before I back away to give myself room to down the entire rest of my drink. 

      He can think I don’t care what he does. And he can pretend he wasn’t feeling possessive. I don’t care if we’re both full of shit. I’m not backing down. 

      But I’m also not going to take it too far. 

      As I hand him my empty glass, without heading back for another, I give him a huge smile. It may not be genuine, but I hope it’s convincing. 

      “I’ll see you later, okay, Colt. I’m just gonna head back to the hotel for a nap. I think the sun’s taken a lot out of me,” I say. 

      Then I turn, and I head for our hotel without looking back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting on the bed, legs up but crossed, and my arms around them, I stare into space. 

      I just…I wish I had a better idea of what I wanted, of what I should do. On the short walk back, I thought about what would work, and what would go up in flames. 

      It was just sex, after all. 

      No one’s said anything they can’t take back. 

      And, okay, true, it’s been some amazing sex. Sex that I won’t ever forget. But can’t it just be that, a fucking hot and fantastic set of memories between best friends?

      It’s not like anyone is in love. 

      Since we figured out early on that it’s probably not going to work, before real feelings had gotten involved, then it should be easy enough to go back to normal. 

      My head bobs up and down onto and off of my knees, as I try to convince myself that this can work. But it can, right? It has to. We’ve known each other so long—even he should have known this would happen. 

      There’s a gentle knock at the door, and I freeze. I don’t even breathe for a moment. And then Colton’s coming into the room, like he’s walking on eggshells. But I’m not going to bite his head off, so to show him just that, I smile. I don’t think it lights up my face or reaches my eyes, but it’s a real smile anyway. 

      “What’s going on?” he asks as he sits down next to me on the bed. 

      “I’m fine. Nothing’s going on,” I say as I look straight ahead at the wall instead of at my best friend. 

      “Bullshit,” Colton spits out. It’s not anger that it makes it come out harsh; it’s desperation, like he’s begging me to tell him the truth. 

      So I look at him, willing him to believe the words I’ll give to him. 

      Willing them to be enough. 

      “I just don’t want to talk about it, okay? There’s nothing to talk about anyway. Everything is great. I really just needed a nap. And you know how I get when I’m tired,” I lie. “I had to get out of the sun and get some sleep before whatever we’re going to do tonight.” 

      I go for upbeat, with a light voice and a lifted corner of my mouth. I let my eyelids droop, setting my ear down onto my shoulder for emphasis. 

      Look at me, see how sleepy I am. Believe me.

      “You know I only talked to those women, to anyone else, because you didn’t want our friends to know anything,” he says. “Yet.”

      That added little word is the kicker. 

      He’s been waiting. He’s been ready to tell them as soon as I said the word. And I know—I’m positive—I never said “yet.” I never said anything about letting it out in the future, or eventually. All I asked for was that he keep it quiet. I don’t know if I ever wanted to tell anyone.

      I should have known then. 

      He should have too. 

      But still, I don’t correct him. 

      Because I’m not upset. I’m not committed. I’m happy and cheerful. I’m going with the flow. I’m that cool girl that all guys want—even if she obviously doesn’t exist. 

      “Honestly, I get it. I’m not mad at all. I shouldn’t have joked like that. I didn’t know it would cause a whole thing,” I say as I stand. “I’m sorry.”

      I can’t sit next to him any longer. 

      And if my hands don’t start doing something right now then my façade is going to crack in two. I won’t be able to keep sounding like a cool girl much longer. 

      The only thing I can think of is to start packing—since we only have a day and a half left anyway, it’s not a bad idea. 

      “I’m just going to clean up a little bit, shower, and then sleep for a while. Why don’t you head back out with everyone and do something fun,” I suggest. “It’s fine,” I try again. 

      But I also try to pretend not to notice how hard I’m punching my bras and T-shirts into my suitcase. The juxtaposition might be lost on him, but I’m just willing it away. 

      “I promise,” I try one more time, sounding as light as I can, as I turn to look at Colton while I say it. 

      His face is flat, his eyes so unsure. 

      But as soon as he opens his mouth to say something, something I’m not sure I’m ready to hear, there’s another knock at the door. And since we’re both in here, I can feel like a knife through my belly button that it’s not going to be anything good. 

      “Can you get that so I can finish this up quick?” I say turning back to the bed and the last of the pile of crap I still need to shove into my bag. 

      “It’s not more important than this. It can wait,” Colton answers, willing me to let him ignore it. 

      But someone’s knuckles meet out door again, and this time I don’t try to look happy anymore. 

      “Please just answer it,” I say a little quieter than I meant to. But he hears me anyway. 

      So he does. 

      He does what I ask, because it’s me asking it. And probably because he doesn’t know what else to do. 

      As he walks across the room and opens the door, I get the last of my crap shoved into my suitcase. But before I can turn to see whatever Colton’s seeing, my heart sinks.

      Because I hear before I see.

      “Look who it is,” a way-too-familiar voice says to Colton. 

      It’s her. From the beach, and the bar. It’s the chick who won’t give up.
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      “Hey, Stacy,” Colton says to her. 

      And I cringe when he says her name. I can’t even explain why. But I didn’t want to know her name, so the reflexive flinch is what it is. 

      “Hey yourself, handsome,” Stacy purrs. 

      It’s lucky she’s not looking at me, because she seems like the kind who’d pull out her earrings and scratch my eyes out for rolling my eyes at her. Which is exactly what I do. It’s what I want to do every time she speaks, apparently. 

      “Can we talk later?” Colton asks her. 

      He didn’t tell her to get lost. 

      He didn’t say that he’s with someone else and she needs to give up. 

      He didn’t say a lot of things he could have said. 

      And as I think about all those things he didn’t say, Stacy sees me somewhere behind Colton. She probably sees the two beds too, but at least she’s gracious enough to nod without arguing. Or saying anything to me. 

      If she tried to talk to me right now, I don’t even know what I’d do or say. 

      “How about I meet you down at the hotel bar? I’ll wait there for you,” she says with a smirk, as her hand finds his elbow. As she moves her fingers down his arm, all the way to his wrist, something inside of me splits in half. 

      “Okay,” Colton says, breaking the pieces even further. 

      He lets the door close slowly, probably hoping to…I don’t know what actually. 

      But I suck in a breath before it even latches, so I’m ready to go as soon as it’s closed. 

      “I’m glad you said you’d go,” I tell him, willing myself to sound like I did before. Anything but bitchy. As bright as I can. As effortless as I can get it to come out. 

      “You should go down to her.” I don’t care, I don’t care, I don’t care. And that’s how I sound. I hope. 

      “What?” Colton asks. “Why?”

      His face falls, like it’s crumpling in on itself. Like something that I can’t see is breaking—imploding. But maybe if I play this right, he can turn that around, he can will whatever that is away. 

      Mind over matter. 

      “Babe, it was just a fling. A fun vacation fling. Go get another one,” I say, nodding toward the door with my chin. And I manage a smile. 

      But Colton only shakes his head no. Back and forth he keeps shaking. 

      I ignore it, interrupting whatever he might have been about to say. 

      “The timing is perfect anyway. We’re done now, so you should go get your dick wet with her,” I say.

      Okay…that one might not have come out quite as carefree as I meant for it to. 

      “What the hell do you mean?” he asks, finally walking toward me. His hands start to reach for me, until I take one step backward—my knees hitting the bed. Then he lets his arms fall back to his sides, and his shoulders seem to take the cue as they slump a little. 

      Before I say anything, I point my finger from my chest to his, then back and forth a few times. “Us. This. It was so fucking much fun. But now that vacation is almost over, so is this thing. This fling,” I say. 

      And I manage to do it without a single crack in my voice. 

      He cringes when I let the last word out, though. Like I’ve slapped him, or thrown acid in his face. 

      I can’t think about that. And the easiest way to forget is to pretend it didn’t happen, look away. 

      “We’re just best friends again. We can go back to how we were before. And you can go down to the bar. You should. Seriously, I’m telling you to go have fun, okay?” I say as I move closer to him, my suitcase pulling behind me. “I mean it.”

      He breathes too quickly, too shallowly. 

      But I don’t look at him.

      “I’m going to get another room, my own, for tonight since it’s the last night. We can both get a breather, and you can take advantage of the privacy,” I tell him as I walk past him, not reaching out even though my body is calling for me to, craving his touch. 

      As I get to the door, Colton sucks in another breath, this one big. So I wait. I could run, get out before he says anything, but I don’t. I give him my ear in this moment, since I’m taking the rest of me away in the next.  

      “Is this really what you want?” he asks. 

      And for once, I have no idea what he’s thinking. His voice is neutral, composed. So maybe the reactions before were from pride. Maybe my acting skills are better than I thought. And maybe that’s a lot better. 

      I nod once, twice, too many times. 

      “It was never going to be anything serious. I mean it started with a challenge, with a ‘would you rather,’” I say. I wonder if he wishes I was done, but I have to finish. “Plus, you know how I feel about dating friends. You’ve always known. We had an amazing time, but this can’t go any further.”

      “Do you think it was a mistake?” he asks, a whole lot closer to my back. I can feel the pull he has on me, the magnet that wants me to back into him. 

      But I don’t let it take me over. 

      Shaking my head, I laugh a little. It may sound forced, but at least it comes out. “Absolutely not. How could something so fun be a mistake?” I ask, not really wanting any sort of answer. “But the fun is over now. It has to be,” I say with finality. 

      Turning to look at him over my shoulder, he’s right behind me. And I can smell him—saltwater and sweat and something that reminds me of all the memories we hold on to together. 

      I smile the best that I can. 

      “Would you rather sleep alone tonight or go get that babe who’s clearly in love with you?” I ask, trying to make a joke. 

      He doesn’t laugh. 

      But neither do I. 

      And as the question hangs in the air, I lean over to kiss his cheek. Then without giving him time to say anything else I leave the room, letting the door click quietly behind me. 

      It takes me a moment to move from the spot just outside the room. Our room. But after a few deep breaths, I do; I head down to the lobby, with the wheels of my suitcase squeaking behind me, to ask for a new room. 

      While I wait for my turn at the front desk, I pull out my phone and send a single text. 

      

      Me: Hey, please don’t tell anyone still, so we can go back to normal.
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      Hennepin County Library 

      Books on hold:

      

      
        	Cooking for One: When You’re Sad but Still Need to Eat

        	Feng Shui Away the Blues: How to Turn Your Home into The Ultimate Happy Environment

        	1001 Quick and Cheap Ways to Brighten Your Day with Self-Care That You Never Thought Of

        	Easy Recipes When You Don’t Want to Cook

        	Figure It Out: If You Don’t Love Yourself Who Else Will

        	I Don’t Care What Anyone Else Says, You Aren’t That Bad

        	Learn to Crochet in Two Days

        	A Thousand Projects to DIY In Your Studio Apartment

        	The Ultimate Starter Guide to Becoming the Crazy Cat Lady You Were Meant to Be
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      “Hi, you’ve reached Emma. If your number isn’t already saved in my phone, you better leave me a message after the obnoxious beep, or I’ll never call you back. And if this is you, Mom, I still won’t call you back… Kidding!” 

      *Beep*

      

      “I hate that message. Why do you want everyone thinking that you won’t talk to me? You love me, you little brat. And I can’t believe you haven’t called me this whole vacation. I hope you’ve been wearing sunscreen. Skin cancer won’t look as good as a tan. And speaking of tans, have you met any cute men? Are you even trying? Because I’m only going to live so much longer. Anyway, call me back. Love you.” 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Hi, you’ve reached Emma. If your number isn’t already saved in my phone, you better leave me a message after the obnoxious beep, or I’ll never call you back. And if this is you, Mom, I still won’t call you back… Kidding!” 

      *Beep*

      

      “Ev… The girls asked where you were. I had to tell them about your new room. One thing lead to another. And. Fuck. I… It’s me. I was just wondering… Would you rather… Call me.”
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      I shouldn’t feel this miserable. 

      I know that. 

      But here I am, sitting on the floor of my shower, just letting the water crash over me, trying not to think about how I’d rather…not be showering alone.

      And each time I start to drift that way, I remind myself that this was my own damn choice. My rules. My ending.

      Plus, I did the right thing. I really did. I cut it off before either of us got hurt. 

      I swipe tears from my face, not that it matters because I’m directly under the shower anyway, so it’s all a mixture of sad water anyway. But it’s instinct to wipe away the tears. Then I let my hands just cover my whole face for a moment. 

      The pressure of my palms and fingers helps slow the crying. 

      Okay, so maybe I cut it off before either of us got hurt any worse. It could have been worse if we went home and kept it up for a few days, a few more weeks. Then it would hurt a whole lot worse. 

      Hugging my knees closer to my chest, I don’t want to think about hurting worse. 

      The water pressure is wonderful, so the pounding sound all around me is almost loud enough to drown out the rest of the world. It’s soothing. 

      But almost isn’t one hundred percent, because I hear a knocking on the bathroom door that has me flinching hard enough to bang my elbow on the tiled wall. 

      Panic starts rising up in my throat like sticky bile. 

      Why the fuck…? How the fuck…? No one should be in my room. 

      Thoughts of kidnapping, or whatever other horrible things, start flooding my mind, and as I brace my hands on the floor, I’m so ready to scream. 

      But just before I stand, my heartbeat encouraging me to do it with the speed it’s picking up to, I hear a voice. 

      It’s someone I recognize, and even though it takes a minute to place, the familiarity is enough to sit my ass back down. 

      “Hey, babe,” Charli says, loud enough for me to hear that it’s really her. “It’s me and Claire. Can we come in?” 

      “How the hell did you get in my room?” I ask, not giving them permission yet. “Wait…or know where I was?”

      “Don’t get us in trouble, but we might have bribed a maid to let us in,” Claire answers. “And definitely don’t get the maid in trouble, because we basically badgered her, saying how you were dying in here, until she let us in.”

      I don’t smile, but I consider it for a second. 

      “What did you bribe her with?” I ask. It’s all I can think of to say.

      “Well, Tom doesn’t know it yet, but I may have pimped him out to give her a lap dance. So you’d better let us in—there’s absolutely no way any of us are missing that,” Claire says as she cracks the bathroom door open.

      I can’t see her or Charli; they’re still waiting on the okay. 

      And I swear, I try to laugh about their joke, but it gets stuck in my throat. A lump blocks all sound. I wish it blocked the emotion that’s simmering in me too. 

      Obviously that maid shit can’t be true, so I make a note to have them tell me how they really got in here later. 

      “Come in, babes,” I say. 

      It’s not as loud as I meant for it to be, so when there’s a hesitation, I wonder if they heard me. I don’t think I have the energy to say it again, though. So I just wait. 

      When the door opens slowly, I readjust my position so the angle is less revealing. Hopefully they won’t get the full peep show. With my arms still around my legs, I set my chin on my knees and watch through the glass shower door as my friends come into the bathroom. 

      “Why didn’t you tell us?” Charli asks me as I look toward the floor instead of at her. 

      “Tell you what?” I say. 

      When they don’t answer, I try again. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      But when the silence stretches, I finally look up, and there’s no give in either of their faces. 

      Fine. 

      “I didn’t want to tell anyone,” I say, my eyes moving up to the ceiling. “There wasn’t any point in sharing it. It was just fun. Just a fling. So why get everyone involved when it was going to be over soon anyway.”

      I almost believe the lightness to my voice. It sounds so matter of fact, so plausible. 

      They don’t buy it though, based on Charli’s furrowed brows and Claire’s pursed lips. 

      “Fine,” I say—louder than I mean. “I might have been scared about admitting it. Because that would make it real, and then I’d have to tell everyone when it ended too,” I explain. 

      Hearing it out loud sounds even more depressing than I thought it would. 

      “But why did you expect it to end?” Claire asks and Charli nods alongside her. 

      “Well, all relationships do. Especially ones with friends,” I say, hugging myself even tighter. But as my eyes flick back and forth between their beautiful faces—the two of them both in relationships—I stumble over myself to add more. 

      Foot in mouth. 

       “Okay, not all relationships for everyone. But all of my relationships have ended. So that’s what I expected.”

      “You know…just because others have in the past doesn’t mean this one had to end,” Charli says with kindness, like her words are trying to hug me since she can’t at the moment. 

      “And babe, you’re fucking blind if you don’t see the way he looks at you. The way he’s always looked at you. From day one,” Claire says, her words a lot less soft. 

      “He’s been in love with you for years. And if you can’t see that, you’re either in denial, or delusional. Or both,” Charli says, trying to make me laugh. 

      It’s almost works. Claire smiles. 

      But all I can do is shrug, shaking my head. All of my energy to argue is spent. 

      “Okay, well believe us or not. But you don’t have the option to wallow anymore. Get your ass up,” Claire says. 

      “Bossy, bossy,” I mumble. 

      “We’re going to have a girls day. Pampering session and then a girls-only dinner too,” Charli says, all instructions and business now. 

      “Got it?” Claire asks with a smirk. 

      I nod, sighing, knowing there’s no way they’ll let me out of it anyway. And maybe I’ll feel better, like I should anyway. 

      No matter what they say, I did the damn right thing. 

      “Finish up. We’re not leaving without you,” Charli says. 

      “And if you take too long, I’m going to break into the mini bar, on your tab,” Claire adds with a wink on her way out of the bathroom.
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      When I get home, I think I need to invest in a massage package somewhere. I don’t think my muscles have ever been so relaxed in my entire life. 

      Maybe the girls were right, and a spa day is what I needed. 

      Because this pedicure is almost as heavenly as the massage was. 

      I do wish I wasn’t alone getting my pedicure, but I got the most expensive one, and I don’t regret all the extra time and attention. Though, it would be nice to chat with my babes too. 

      They’re already on to their manicures. 

      And too much time by myself is either going to be great or twist my insides up a little more—just when I got everything all smoothed out. 

      Leaning back into the massage chair, I let my eyes close, and try to focus on the scrub that’s being rubbed on my calves. Tune almost everything else out. Feel the relaxation dig into me. Listen to my breathing and the soft music playing through the spa speakers. 

      For the first time since…for the first time this afternoon, I start to feel better. Not just my body, because the massage was heaven on the physical parts of me. But inside. My heart isn’t pinching quite like it did before. 

      I’m definitely not thinking about Colton. 

      No way. 

      Though, it gets harder to focus on what I’m trying not to think about when a couple other women sit down a few chairs over for their own pampering. 

      And since there’s two of them, they’re talking. 

      Not that they shouldn’t, because the world doesn’t revolve around me—as much as I sometimes like to think that it does. But if I’m honest, I mostly feel like a creep for eavesdropping. 

      But after a few seconds of trying to meditate the chatter away, I just give up and listen intentionally. They’re so loud. I swear I can’t help it. At least, that’s how I’m rationalizing taking in their gossip. 

      The woman who sounds farther away is clearly a horndog. 

      More power to her too. 

      But apparently she can’t quite snag the guy she’s been chasing. 

      “He’s an idiot, I swear. I wish he’d have stood me up instead of showing up to say anything,” she complains. 

      My feet soak in the warm water for a few minutes before whatever the next step is. And the vibrations beat into my back. 

      And while I’m here for all the complaining, her friend is having none of it. It would look so fucking creepy, awkward to the max, to smile while my eyes are closed and relaxing. So I bite down on my lip, hard, to keep from reacting to the conversation. 

      “Girl, move on. We’re in paradise. There are so many other guys you can get instead,” the second one tells her. 

      “He must be blind. Or going there. Because this body is rocking. And I know I’m more interesting than his other choices. Plus, I have the skills where it’s important. I mean come on. Total package. He’s just dumb for losing out on all of this,” she talks herself up. I guess we all have to feel superior when we can. 

      Even though my eyes are closed, the urge to roll them is overpowering, and I actually open them as I do it. It’s like a reflex, or instinct. I swear I can’t help myself. 

      But in the movement, I get a glance at something I wish I could unsee. I’d take back the damn sassy eye roll if I could. 

      The complainer, the one who’s so full of herself that she can’t believe anyone would turn her down unless they can’t see properly or they have something else wrong with them…it’s Stacy. And her whole voice sounds different when she’s not flirting. 

      But she’s definitely the Stacy who was chasing Colton. Complaining about Colton.

      My Colton. 

      Though, I try to flick that little word away as soon as I think it. Closing my eyes again, I hope that maybe I can start humming to ignore them now that I have less than zero desire to hear it. Negative wants. 

      No such luck. Stacy’s friend goes back to her earlier comment, not letting it go. And I kind of like her a little. Though, she has terrible taste in friends. 

      “But why would you rather have been stood up anyway? Isn’t an actual conversation, with closure, better? Now you’re not wondering. Now you can move on,” she says. And it’s probably just me inserting that disdain into her voice, but at the very least, she doesn’t get Stacy’s stance on this. 

      I could totally be friends with this woman. In other circumstances, maybe another life. I like her a lot more than Stacy anyway.

      And this time I really want to hear the answer, eavesdropping be damned. So I hold my breath, not even caring if that’s cliché or maybe doesn’t work. It feels like it’ll help. 

      “He just pissed me off, that’s why. He told me he’s in love with his best friend. And he has been since the moment they met. Love at first sight or some bullshit. He actually said to me that if he can’t have her then he doesn’t want anyone,” Stacy says with incredulity. “Isn’t that the most pathetic thing you’ve ever heard?” she adds. 

      “Actually, I think that’s kind of swee –”

      But I don’t stick around to hear the rest. Hearing that, my own stupid heart swells, and it’s so fucking clear how I feel. So instead of sitting still and waiting, like a normal person, my hands start going crazy and my lips get ahead of my brain; I start babbling. 

      “Sorry. I’m sorry. I have to go. No, don’t finish,” I say to the manicurist—or is it pedicurist?—loud and rushed. “Really, I’m sorry, but I have to go right now,” I say. 

      It’s sort of a shout, and I know everyone starts looking at me as I hop up, jumping from the huge chair and to the side of the poor woman with huge eyes. 

      And like I deserve, when I jump up, nail polish goes spilling everywhere. I didn’t realize she’d been ready to start applying it. But at least the turquoise liquid goes all over my legs instead of the other woman. 

      Okay, I guess some lands on the floor too, because I slip for a second as I try to start running. There’s a moment when I worry—like actual panic tightening my chest—that I’m going to eat the damn floor and chip a tooth or break my nose. This fall won’t be as soft as when I hit the sand.

      But I regain control after just a moment, only taking half a second to stoop down and grab my shoes afterward. Then I’m running toward the doors, in a legit mad dash. 

      “I have to do something,” I shout at Charli and Claire as I run past them. “I’ll pay you back,” I add realizing I’m dining and dashing too. 

      He better like hot messes, because that’s me. A thousand percent. 

      Charli starts whistling, and Claire cat calls. 

      “Go get that dick,” one of them yells just before I’m out the doors—running barefoot and dripping nail polish everywhere—and out of earshot. 

      Oh, I will. 

      I have to.
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      My nails can’t get any shorter. 

      I’ve been biting them since I got on the plane. And now that I’m standing here, in front of Colton’s apartment door, my nerves are even worse. I should have saved one nail for right now. For standing here, ready to do what I took the whole plane ride to plan—which by the way has us home a day early.

      Colton flew home while we were on our girls day. 

      When Tom told me that, I think that’s when I started really freaking out. Because he left. He left vacation. And he left me there. Because I told him to. 

      I don’t know how long I’ve been standing here, gathering up courage. But I refuse to look down or evaluate how I look in any way, shape, or form. I ran straight from the spa to my hotel room to grab my suitcase, and then went straight to the airport. And when we landed in Minneapolis, I came straight to this door, bag in tow. 

      Honesty, I’m just glad I remembered to stop for my luggage in the first place. 

      There’s still nail polish all over my legs—it’s probably fused itself to the stubble that’s very much growing in at the moment. I think there’s a chunk between my toes too. But I don’t care. There’s so much more to focus on right now, right here. 

      And actually, that part earlier isn’t totally accurate. I made one stop after landing, on the way to where I’m standing. But only because it was an important one. 

      Essential to hopefully making this work. 

      I just hope it’s enough. 

      While we were in the air, over ocean waters and sparkling cities, I had plenty of time to think and strategize—playing devil’s advocate as often as I needed—in hopes of getting this just right. Because I’ll lose everything if I don’t.

      Or well…I’ll lose it all again. 

      But now, with ratty hair and god knows what kind of breath, I don’t know if it’s as perfect as it seemed just a couple hours ago. Not that there’s really time to make any changes. 

      Fuck. 

      I’ve waited enough. 

      I’ve made Colton wait more than long enough. 

      So I raise my hand to knock, finally, but as my knuckles move toward the solid wood it pulls backward. I suck in a breath of surprise, almost choking, at the unexpected. My eyes close, a weird instinct, as my stomach jumps up into my throat. It’s like if I can’t see the thing that’s scaring me, it’ll just go away. But when my breath returns from wherever it sucked down to, I let out a scream. It’s a lot higher pitched than I’ll ever admit after this very moment. 

      And then in the midst of everything, my hand keeps moving, and I end up smacking Colton. 

      I fucking knock on his face instead of the door. 

      “Oh shit, fuck,” I spit out as Colton jumps backward. I don’t know if it was from the knuckles to his forehead or a delayed reaction from the scream. Or both. 

      “Damnit,” I add as I finally focus on his face. 

      There are so many things I want to start saying, telling him how wrong I was. But my lips won’t move. Though my eyes don’t have the same problem, and they search his face—every laugh line, every fleck in his eyes—I take in every inch, trying to memorize it. 

      Just in case. 

      And as I watch him, both of us embarrassed from whatever the hell that greeting was, the most awkward silence of my whole life starts to grow between us. 

      All the things I’m not saying start to press against me, pressing into me, hurting me. But I don’t look as hurt, as defeated, as he does. The sadness in his eyes is what breaks me. 

      It shakes something lose, getting me to wake the fuck up. 

      Before the quiet can stretch too long, or any longer anyway, I suck in another breath—this one steadying instead—to start. 

      “This is so not how I wanted to start this conversation. I imagined things going a lot smoother. But fuck it. I’m not going let any of that stop me. I have to keep going. Nothing I do comes out quite the way I intend anyway. Right? Especially when it comes to us.” I laugh, waiting for him to say something, to agree. But he just stares at me. 

      Unreadable. 

      He tips his head to the side, silently begging me to tell him whatever the hell I came here to say. To get it over with, maybe.

      “Right. Okay, well, the point,” I say, wanting to let go of his solid gaze. The floor would be so much safer. But I can’t. So I let my lips rattle together as I breath out quick, trying not to let my shoulders fall downward. “I know I’ve done all of this wrong. I know I’ve screwed things up and not given you what you deserve. If I had done all of this right, it wouldn’t have taken me so long. But if I’m honest, if I’m the kind of honest that’s scary—terrifying—and actually hurts to admit, then I would say I was afraid. I was petrified of losing my best friend. Nothing scares me more than the idea of losing you. Nothing,” I say with force. “Somewhere inside my stupid brain, I thought that if I pushed you away before I lost you, then it wouldn’t really be losing you at all. If I was in control of it then I could make sure that we made it back to what we had before.”

      My eyes almost hurt from being locked on his for so long. And this might be the longest speech in history, but I’m not even close to done. 

      The temptation to turn and run is strong, just to avoid the rejection that might be coming my way. Not that I wouldn’t deserve it. I know I would. But that doesn’t make it any more appealing. 

      I don’t, though. 

      I just blink, swallow, and then keep going. 

      “I think that we’ve both been dancing around the idea of us for a long time. You dated girls so wrong for you for so long, and part of me thinks that maybe it was because you were killing time. Waiting for me to wake up and realize what was right in front of me. And you know what? I’m glad you did. I’m glad you never fell in love with any of them. Because I did need to wake the fuck up. I needed someone to shake me and show me what I’d been missing for so long, what I knew deep down even if I couldn’t voice it,” I say. 

      After all of that, after the hard stuff—I get to what I’m ready for. The easy parts. Even if he slams the door in my face, I’m so excited to finally say what I should have years ago. 

      “That I’m in love with you too. That I have been for…I think since always. It took me almost losing you to realize it. And for that, I’m so fucking sorry,” I say and then gulp. 

      Colton is still frozen. I don’t even know for sure if he’s hearing any of this. 

      “But I also wanted to let you know that I stopped at the leasing office downstairs, and I put in my notice to move,” I add with a lightness that feels like a soft breeze in the spring. 

      Colton’s face falls, though, his eyebrows pulling together, and his chin dips toward his chest. I can see his hands clench at his sides, and I can’t rush fast enough to continue, trying to undo the wrong idea I’ve already given him. 

      “Would you rather have your best friend forever, as so much more than just friends—but she moves in with you—or would you rather she keep her piles of dirty clothes and freezing feet in her own apartment?” I ask him. 

      He stares at me. 

      He could be a statue right now. 

      “Because we already know everything about each other. And I’m so in love with you. I thought maybe we could skip ahead in our relationship to the part where we move in together,” I explain. “I mean you’re the one with the bigger apartment, so I didn’t think you’d want to move into mine.”

      He’s still unreadable. 

      Maybe in shock that I’m so stupid. 

      But I can’t give up, not until he tells me to fuck off. 

      So I try one more time. 

      “Would you rather be with me forever, and move in together? Or would you rather I walk away?” I try again. One last time.
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      And finally. 

      Fucking finally, Colton’s stony face starts to give something away. His mouth, just one corner, starts twitching as he holds back what I hope is a smile. 

      “Can you say that again, Ev?” he asks me. 

      And I can see the dent in his cheek from the spot where he’s biting it. It could be to keep himself from swearing at me and screaming curses or insults. But just in case, in the sliver of hope I still have left, I can do it all over again. 

      “I know I’ve done all of this wrong. I know I’ve screwed things up and not given you what you deserve,” I say. 

      But I’m interrupted by Colton’s magical laughter. 

      And as much as I want to hear it, it gives me pause. 

      I won’t give up, though. So I try again. 

      “This is so not how I wanted to start this conversation,” I say, rewinding even farther. 

      Colton laughs even harder then, shaking his head. He’s smiling, and his eyes crinkle in the way I love. And before I can try one more time, he pulls me to him—a handful of my shirt in each of his fists once he gets a hold of me. 

      His lips feel like they were made to fit mine. They’re perfect, warm and so soft. 

      I’ve never wanted to kiss someone back more than this. My lips part, letting him into me once again. It’s gentle; it’s everything we haven’t had a chance to experience yet. Because of me.

      He pulls back, his eyes still closed.

      “Do you want to know the real reason why I call you Ev?” he asks, rubbing his nose against mine. I don’t answer. I could nod, but I don’t want his lips any farther than they are right now. “Because you’re my everything. Since the day we met in the dorms, since the moment we met and became friends. You’ll always be my everything.”

      With that, I pull away a little more, wanting to look into his perfect eyes. Just enough to look up at him. 

      “Would you rather,” I say between breaths, realizing what he meant about wanting to hear again. 

      But his lips find mine again. And it’s not so sweet or slow anymore. There’s a frantic need, a desire that starts from my toes only getting hotter and more intense as it moves upward. 

      Clothes start coming off before his door is even closed, but when it is, I back up to let the wood hold me up. 

      “You still haven’t answered,” I say, a palm on Colton’s chest, where I feel his heart matching mine, desperate beat for desperate beat. 

      His smile falls a little, but it doesn’t tip downward, only gets serious. 

      “I’ve always loved you,” he says. But then the grin is back as he keeps going. “You dope. I’d rather have you, even if it meant letting go of everything else. It’s only you. It’s always been you,” Colton says, making my knees go weak. “It will always be you.”

      My fingers curl around his shoulders and yank him to me. 

      He doesn’t hesitate, needing me as much as I need him in this moment. 

      Our lips crash into each other one more time, and he’s lifting me up. I wrap my legs around his waist, holding with arms tight around his neck. This I what home feels like. This is why nothing else has worked out before.

      My head falls back against the door as he slides into me, and I don’t even try to quiet my gasps. I won’t ever try to quiet how I feel about this man ever again.
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        A shameless playboy. A sassy virgin. A match made in hell.

      

      

      

      Tanner McGuire receives a phone call that brings him back to Houston, a home he had avoided for years. When his father landed in the hospital due to a car crash, his old man requested him to go settle a business deal in Las Vegas. Losing his father’s love and trust in the past, he had to work with the plain secretary in the company. Though her sharp tongue made his blood boil every single time they crossed paths.

      

      Since Stacey Nelson’s boss had helped her escape poverty, she decides to help repay his kindness by agreeing to work alongside his son. Though she can’t stand the sight of him or the scent of his musky cologne, she’s determined to endure the situation. She hadn’t failed to do a task yet and isn’t going to now.

      

      They have until Christmas to work out a business deal and stop a takeover. Even though Tanner and Stacey despise each other, they will have to combine wits and come up with a strategy to capture a deadly foe hiding in the dark. Will they set aside their grudges and help resolve things before the company is forced into bankruptcy? Or will they lose their lives?
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      Will misfortune strike him again?

      He stood in front of the elevator and tapped his foot as the dread in his heart thumped like beating drums. On the left side of the lobby, individuals bypassed him as they pushed the wheelchairs carrying their loved ones out of the hospital. Several people carrying bouquets strode through the entrance to visit their families. In the lobby, the noises coming from patients didn’t even disturb the panic in his heart.

      Tanner glanced at the red number on the elevator for the fourth time, which the lift hadn't descended from the eighth floor in the past three minutes. He snarled and slammed his fist into the wall. He tried his best to ignore the glare from the bystanders as they persuaded him to stop making ruckus.

      Why is this darn thing taking so long? Did it get stuck somehow?

      Tanner couldn’t wait for the door to open so he headed for the stairs. He sprinted two steps at a time to reach the Intensive Care Unit on the fifth floor. Dashing through the hallways, he evaded all the patients and nurses along the way to reach his father's room. The strong smells of medicine and germs lingered in the air, reminding him of dried rotten blood in the butcher shop. He cringed as he covered his nose to stop the revolting stench from making him vomit.

      The scent caused him to remember the incident from eight years ago about the horrible accusation that ruined his reputation to the point that he nearly lost his life. Ever since he was laid up in the hospital for nearly six months due to his suicide attempt, he never liked the smell of flesh and blood. The terrible incident was like a sword that slashed his heart in half. He wanted to forget his awful memories.

      All the time, Tanner had continued living in New York with his friends, since he got released from the hospital. Since his happiness vanished long ago, he drank alcohol, played cards at the casino, and frolicked with girls to escape the painful reality that he wanted to erase from his life.

      He planned to amend for being an irresponsible son, though his father never once called to check about his wellbeing in the past eight years. With no courage and no method to resolve the grudge between his father and himself, he stayed as a wanderer in Manhattan by using the money his mother sent to him once a month. Tanner hoped it wasn't too late for him and repay his parents.

      It’s already 3 PM! Father, please don't leave yet. Wait for me to reach you first!

      Strolling past the nurses in the hallways, he marched to the room. Tanner glanced at the room plate, realized the number was correct, and opened the door with a bang. He strode inside with hurried steps.

      “Hudson, is my father all right?” Tanner glanced at the butler, who was standing in front of the bathroom door, pouring a cup of water. “What does the doctor say about his condition? Will he live for another day?”

      Before the elderly fellow answered, a pillow flew out of thin air and smacked Tanner right in the face. He stumbled back against the doorframe while clutching the soft item in his hand.

      What in the world? Is my father awake?

      “You ridiculous fool! What do you mean by that?” an enraged voice growled. The mattress creaked. “Do you really want me to die that soon?”

      Tanner frowned, recognizing that tone. Glancing around the white walls of the room, his gazes landed on the hospital bed. His father, wearing a blue gown, sat up straight, a white blanket covering from the waist down. Besides losing more gray hair on his nearly bald head and the increasing wrinkles on the temple, his father was safe and sound.

      Turning a blind eye to his old man, who tried to escape from the butler’s hands, Tanner sighed from relaxation. He was happy from the strong reaction from his father, but Tanner became annoyed for falling into a trap. Even his father’s face flushed deep red and he was attempting to throttle him, even though Tanner stood nearly ten feet away.

      “So, you’re still breathing, old man.” Tanner huffed in annoyance. I’ve been fooled big time. How dare he use this ugly trick on me?

      “Please, young master,” Hudson pleaded as he bypassed Tanner and shut the door. “Your mother couldn’t come in time since she needed to watch over the company. With no family members here, I had to pretend to be your uncle to accompany your father until you arrived. Your disturbance will make the nurses kick us out of the room. So, please stop yelling.”

      Tanner raised his brows and reevaluated his father’s body again. His dad wasn’t even pale. The only thing the old man had were scratches and bruises on his forehead. Tanner narrowed his eyes at his father, trying to control the rage in his heart. He folded his arms, wrinkled his brows at his dad’s scuttling fists, and refused to soothe his father’s ego with any calming words. In the end, he didn’t budge one inch from his spot.

      “Your condition is not even as dreadful as the phone call I received earlier from your secretary made it seem. What’s up with the ‘Your father won’t live past tonight’? Hm… Tell me!” Tanner snapped in frustration. He stared at the white board to check for the patient’s information. “I want to speak to your doctor. How terrible is your condition that you have to use this awful method to lure me here?”

      “So, you’re telling me that you’ll only visit me when I’m six feet under the ground?” his father growled as he threw another pillow at his son. Tanner dodged at the last second. “Why on earth did your mother give birth to an ungrateful son? Oh heavens, what have I done to receive this retribution of a devil spawn?”

      Tanner groaned at his father’s dramatics. The old fool was still the same as ever, exaggerating every small thing. He had wanted to patch things up with his father, but fear caused him not to act at all. Now, his father’s words shattered the last emotion in his heart. Why should he be here if he clearly wasn’t welcome? Their relationship had already been so tense from that incident eight years ago.

      I can’t stay to face him anymore in this room. Too uncomfortable! I better leave before I make our relationship worse.

      “If you’re fine, then I’ll head back now,” Tanner uttered in a slow breath. “I won’t disturb your rest.”

      He turned around to walk out of the room, but the butler’s voice stopped him again. “Young master, please don’t leave yet. I’m sorry on behalf of the secretary’s phone call. The doctor said your father only had slight injuries, but he broke his left leg in the car accident. Are you really not going to have any sympathy for your father, who will be bedridden for the next two or three months?”

      Tanner whirled around to glance at the bed once again and finally saw the cast on his father’s shin. He hadn’t seen this injury earlier, probably since the blanket had been covering his father’s lower body. At last, he had calmed down the bitter feeling within himself and he sat on an empty chair and poured himself a cup of tea.

      “So, spill it. What do you want so badly that you have to call me back from New York?” Tanner scowled as he drank his tea. “Is there an emergency that requires my presence?”

      Tanner’s father stopped moving on the bed as he shoved the butler aside. The elderly fellow glanced back and forth between his two masters to realize the commotion had settled down. At last, he stood on the right side of the bed, waiting for orders from either man.

      “I need your help to go visit this client on my behalf.” His father pointed to a binder on top of a pile of work on the cot. “If I wasn’t injured, I’d go to the meeting myself.”

      After Hudson snatched the folder and put it on the table, Tanner took the papers inside and glanced over each document. He frowned at each word on the contract, and then stared at his father. Was his old man serious?

      “I don’t think I can help you much. In this contract, the client indicated discussing business with Joseph McGuire.” Tanner tossed the file on the table. “You’re not asking me to impersonate you at the meeting, right?”

      “Of course not, you fool.” Joseph growled and slammed his fist on the food stand. “My secretary already informed the client earlier about my car crash and persuaded them to have my son visit in my place. Everything is all settled so you just need to be in Las Vegas from December fifteenth to December eighteenth.

      “That’s in three days!” Tanner exclaimed, standing up and approaching the bed. “I have to head back to Manhattan in four days to attend a friend’s birthday celebration on December sixteenth. Can we reschedule the dates? I can’t really make time for this meeting at all.”

      “This business discussion is more important than your friend’s party!” Joseph shouted, pointing a finger at his son. “You should stop hanging out with those guys. They only know how to frolic with girls. I’m getting old now, and you should start being responsible and take over all my duties. I’m not even sure how long I’ll live. You’ll inherit my position. Do you understand?”

      Come on, I don’t have time to deal with your nonsense! Tanner let out a heated breath, calming the anger bubbling in his heart once more. His dad had complained earlier how Tanner had overemphasized his health, and now his old man was using his wellbeing to manipulate him. He wanted to give his father a piece of his mind, but he didn’t want to increase the resentment between them more than necessary.

      “I’m not sure if I’m the perfect person for this task since I haven’t done any business with your company in eight years,” Tanner interjected as he reviewed the contract one more time. “I think you should hire one of your employees to go on your behalf. They have better experience.”

      The butler interrupted them. “Don’t worry, young master. The boss can ask his secretary to tag along and give guidance on the job so you won’t have to go alone to the meeting.” Looking at his watch, Hudson scratched his head. “The time is already 4 PM. Shouldn’t your two secretaries be here by now, Master McGuire?”

      “Go and call them for me,” Joseph ordered as he settled back down on the bed. “I want them in my room in the next thirty minutes so we can continue with the discussion.”

      Hudson took out his own phone to make the call. “All right. I’ll reach out to them now. Since the young master was already here, you don’t have to worry about putting more pressure on your leg now, Master McGuire.”

      “I’ll only agree to go after I hear more details.” Tanner nodded. “And I hope this important client won’t be very difficult to deal with.”

      Tanner relaxed back into the brown chair. Moving the documents to the edge of the table, he poured himself more tea. His cell phone rang from inside the pocket of his blue jacket. He picked up his cellphone, glanced around the room, and stood up in an instant.

      "Father, I need to answer this right away," Tanner mumbled as he headed into the hallway to answer the call. "I'll be back after I take this call."

      Joseph was startled at the interruption. "Where do you think you're going? I'm not finished talking with you yet, you lousy son of mine!"

      Ignoring his father’s reprimanding tone, he sighed and closed the door. Even standing in the hallway, he could still hear his old man shouting. What was his problem?

      He walked a few steps away and answered the phone. “What’s up, Devon?” Tanner walked farther to get more privacy. “Is there anything wrong on your end? I can’t hear you clearly.”

      His friend laughed out loud. “Dude, the music from the karaoke is too noisy! There are so many girls here! You need to speak louder!”

      “Ah! Those girls must be gorgeous! I’m mad I can’t be there.” Tanner’s heart jumped with joy when he heard about those giggling voices in the background. “I can’t come to your birthday party since I have to help my family down here in Texas. So, I’ll see you guys after Christmas or New Year’s instead. Remember to save a few ladies’ phone numbers for me. I’ll get in contact with them after I come back to Manhattan.”

      “Sure, dude. You’ll just miss all the fun for now.” Devon chuckled. “You should just enjoy the warm weather in Houston instead of coming back here to freeze in the snow. I’ll catch up with you in January then.”

      Tanner hung up the call, put the phone in his pocket, and strolled back to see his father. He didn’t realize he’d ambled far enough from the room that he had to make a turn. Bumping into someone, he looked up to see a young woman. The tea she was holding splashed on her arms and sleeves.

      The woman was in her early twenties and dressed in a white blouse with a black skirt and black cardigan. Her blonde hair was tied in a bun. Was that a pen sticking out of her bun like a hairpin? Her face was pale like snow and her skin dried in the winter season. Blue eyes glowered from behind round, black glasses.

      Darn! She looked way older than his mother and she was fierce like a tiger too! What did I do to get on her bad side?

      Tanner had never become rude to a woman in his life, regardless of their looks or status. So, he forced a grin on his face. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to cause you to spill.” He grabbed a napkin from the table and gave it to her. “You can use this to wipe off the tea.”

      “Are you blind, you moron!?” the woman snapped and tossed the cup into the trash can that leaned against the wall. “Do you need glasses to see your surroundings? Don’t tell me that this is your way of hitting on girls?”

      What the fuck!? Did she just reprimand me? Who did this lady think she was?

      The woman took out a handkerchief from her purse. Dabbing at her sleeve, she tried her best to dry it.

      Tanner smirked at the poisonous viper as he stepped toward her. “Watch your mouth. You're not even my type, so don't flatter yourself. You don’t have to be that angry. I already apologized, didn’t I?”

      “Stay away from me!” The offended lady shoved him as she stumbled a few steps backward, suffocating from his smell. "I hate that repulsive odor emanating from you."

      What the… Did she just say I stink? Is she, by chance, referring to my cologne? This is high-brand perfume from a top company in Manhattan! I didn’t even spray too much peach scent on me. Either she had a bad nose, or she just wanted to attract my attention.

      A man, in his early thirties, walked out of the elevator to stand alongside her. Tanner frowned as he gawked at the visitor staring at him. With jet black hair and deep brown eyes, he was dressed in a dark blue suit. His body wasn't that much different from his own form too. The only difference was that he was a few inches taller than Tanner.

      Is this man her boyfriend? Do I look like a prude just now for hitting on someone else's lover?

      The other gentleman surveyed the lady from top to bottom and then interjected himself into their conversation, “Calm down. Your outfit is fine. This is the hospital so you shouldn’t cause a scene.” Staring at Tanner, he instructed in a calm tone. “I hope you can be on your way and stop causing trouble for us.”

      Tanner was startled at the other man’s implication. No wonder this woman had reacted so aggressively toward him for bumping into her. All girls in Manhattan couldn’t wait for him to flash them a smile and they were desperate to serve him every single time he entered a club. Since she was rude to him, then this must mean this young man was someone close to her.

      “I didn’t mean to make a move on your girlfriend,” Tanner stammered, shaking his head. “It wasn’t her fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

      Before the two visitors could answer Tanner, Hudson's voice reached them from the other side of the hallway. “Young master, there you are. Your father told me to check on you, in case you ran off with your tail between your legs. I think you should get back to the room.”

      Tanner hadn't had the chance to turn around before the butler faced the two people standing next to him. “You both are finally here, Mr. Thompson and Ms. Nelson. Master McGuire was waiting for the both of you. Please hurry up and join us in the room too.”

      Did I hear him right? Hudson said my father called me a deserter. I guess my father still doesn’t trust me after all these years. Wait! Does our butler know these two people? Who are they?
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      She had never met a man as insufferable as the disgusting man standing right in front of her. Why did she feel such bad vibes from him? Or was that only her imagination?

      Stacey raised her brows at the announcement, sneaking peeks at the unbearable jerk. The butler, that she had met yesterday, scolded the sleazy man in an affectionate tone. She hadn’t been sure if Hudson had already left the hospital to go home to change into a new outfit.

      Didn't I already warn the butler to keep a good watch on our employer? I even told him to not let any people disturb the CEO's rest. Master McGuire needed more time to heal from his illness. Wait a second! What was that again? Please don't tell me...

      “Hudson, why did you say that?” the older man asked, turning to look at Tanner. “Are you saying that he is…?”

      The butler nodded. “I’ll introduce all of you.” Hudson turned to Tanner and waved his hand at the two individuals. “Young master, both of them are employees working for your father. They're Ethan Thompson and Stacey Nelson.” Pointing to Tanner, he glanced at the two secretaries. “Both of you, this is the only son of our boss, Tanner McGuire.”

      Stacey's mouth fell open as she stared at the intruder. Shivers crawled down her back from his touch earlier. She hadn’t expected the sleazy man to be her second boss. What a twist of a fate. She’d finally met the black sheep of her employer's family.

      In the past six years that she worked at McGuire Design Corporation and she’d heard of the son's bad reputation. The rumors floated around, indicating the son was a traitor and was banned from entering the conglomerate. More repulsive buzzing tattletales indicated that with one glimpse at the second boss, any single woman would become pregnant.

      She hadn't believed the latter farfetched gossips. Until now. Glancing at the sleazy guy again, she noticed that his gaze resembled a fox preying on a sheep. The thick gel on his blond, spiky hair indicated a bad boy, but his expensive shirt and pants showed that he was a rich man. He even had the nerve to smile at her during his apology.

      Does he take me for an easy target to fool around with? Darn, I can't breathe at all.

      Stacey had a strong sense of smell so she caught the strong offensive cologne on his body. She disliked men like her father, who impressed women with their body and then abandoned them the moment they got what they wanted. This second boss was probably the same based on those rumors, though she knew she should be professional in her current position and not let her name be tarnished.

      She lowered her head and reached out her hand toward Tanner. "I apologize for my rash behavior. Please don't be offended."

      "Apology accepted." Tanner grinned and shook her hand. Looking at Stacey up and down, he smirked. “Since you dressed in plain clothes, you'll look prettier when you keep your tongue in check.”

      Did he just compliment me? Or was that an insult? Hmph! He’s such a smooth talker.

      Following everyone closely behind, Stacey sneaked peeks at Tanner again without him noticing. The young master wore a black pants and blue jacket over a white shirt. The first three buttons were undone, showing his collar bones and chest. With his blond bangs dangling on his forehead, Tanner resembled more of a gangster or a gigolo. Swiping her head to the side at the last second, she avoided looking him in the eye.

      Why does he keep looking at me with a suspicious glance? I should be cautious of him and stay far away from him. Getting into a fight with him would land me in hot water.

      Entering her employer's room, Stacey saw her boss sitting on the hospital bed. In front of him were six leftover dishes of food. The cloudy sky outside indicated the approaching evening. On the right side of the bed, the brown cot was littered with seven binders. Stacey waited until the three men selected their own seats before pressing the button on the bed to alert the nurses.

      Tanner stacked the large folders up like a wall between him and his father before he sat on the cot. Ethan sat on a chair in front of Joseph’s bed while his back leaned against the window. As for Hudson, he strolled to stand right beside the end of the bed that was right near the bathroom door.

      Stacey passed Hudson and Ethan and placed her bag on the empty chair. She set her laptop on the table, turned the power on, and logged into her account. The moment a nurse came to take out the dishes onto her trolley, Stacey noticed her laptop had loaded the desktop screen. Stacey pulled out two binders from her sack and placed them next to each other on the food stand.

      “Mr. McGuire, these documents need your signatures.” Stacey opened each binder. “The first contract indicates splitting the royalties of the business transaction between McGuire Design Incorporation and William's Shopping Mall. This contract also added a new clause from the other company to share the news of the production within each conglomerate. The second binder indicates the signing with Blackwood Marketing Corporation to advertise new clothes for the winter and other seasons. Please read through each file and let me know what else you want to change or add on each contract.”

      Joseph reread every single word on each page and signed the first contract. “Did you hear any news from the William's Shopping Mall? Are they still going to promote our outfits?"

      "Yes! I do," Stacey answered, smiling at Tanner's father. "I convinced the client last night to let your son go on your behalf. William's Shopping Mall’s CEO requested a family man to join the meeting." Looking at Tanner, she rubbed her temple and heaved a sigh. "I'm not sure about your son's marriage status. So, please tell me when I should send our response to them."

      Stacey faced the wall to avoid Tanner's stare. She fumbled with the hem of her black dress and focused her attention on her boss. Even though her employer was injured, he still sat firm and straight like a hero, unlike his son, who just leaned his body on the cot.

      Stacey sat down on the chair and opened the browser to buy plane tickets. She searched through the website to check for available seats to Las Vegas in the next few days. As she searched, her employer's voice distracted her.

      “Yes?” Stacey glanced at her boss. “What did you just say? Sorry. I was browsing the internet to look for plane tickets for the trip. I didn’t hear you earlier. Can you repeat your question?”

      Joseph frowned. “Why do you even need to book seats on an airplane? My son and you could ride the company helicopter. No need to go through all that hassle. Instead, you should use this time to search for a hotel.”

      “Okay!” Stacey nodded. “I’ll go ahead and look for any available hotel rooms near the meeting.”

      Opening another tab, she checked for any available rooms during the busy winter holidays, hoping that she could find two rooms on the same floor. After twenty minutes, she found a hotel with several available rooms that was twenty minutes away from the meeting place.

      “Finally!" Stacey exclaimed. "I'll go ahead and book these two rooms at the Bellagio Hotel. We’re good now, boss. Have you gotten an answer for my previous question?”

      Joseph nodded. “I do. Give me a second to verify with my son first.” Turning, he coughed to get Tanner’s attention. “So, have you been married in the past eight years?”

      “No! Never been!” Tanner shifted on the cot to avoid his father’s gaze. “I’ll be single for the rest of my life so I can flirt with all girls I want without any interruption. I guess you should ask someone else to go to the meeting instead.”

      “I wanted to ask your cousin, Augustus Blackwood. However, he’s out of the country for a business trip and won’t be back until the middle of January.” Shaking his head, Joseph turned to Stacey. “Tell William’s Shopping Mall that my son already had a fiancée. I hope this answer would be acceptable for the other company.”

      Stacey whirled to face her boss and bowed her head. "The response would be perfect. Don't worry. I’ll email them right now with that feedback and tell them that your son will marry this spring.”

      Tanner was startled by both proclamations. He scrambled to his feet and snarled at Stacey. “What the hell was that? Don't even bother sending that bullshit to the client!" Turning to his father, he glowered in disappointment. "You can't be serious! Do you know you're ruining my reputation, old man?”

      Avoiding Tanner’s anger expression, Stacey opened her email, typed a quick paragraph to the secretary of William’s company's CEO, and didn’t confirm with anyone before sending the message. In a flash, Tanner strode over and snatched the laptop from her.

      Glaring at the screen, Tanner snapped in a fierce tone, “Are you deaf? I haven’t given you permission to send anything yet. Why didn’t you wait for my approval first?”

      “Master McGuire already gave consent for me to send them this response,” Stacey snapped and snatched her laptop back. “I only take orders from the employer who pays me. So, you don’t have the right to boss me around. Do you understand?”

      Tanner growled and gritted his teeth. “You…”

      “Son, I’m just trying to fix your reputation,” Joseph interrupted. “I guess you should be thankful instead. Even if you have no fiancée now, I’ll talk with your mother about looking for a bride for you soon.”

      Tanner was flabbergasted. He ambled toward his father, determined to change his mind. Stacey interjected her own opinion and interrupted Tanner before he could get a chance to open his mouth.

      “I heard from the secretary of the William Shopping Mall that the CEO wants to use the business meeting to promote a romance book his mother wrote. That’s why he recommended a family man to discuss the details. Are you sure your son knows anything about living a happy life with a significant other?”

      Joseph rubbed his chin and turned to his butler. “Hudson, I want you to take my son to the library and look through books based on marriage. Make sure he learns something.”

      “I said…” Tanner started.

      But he didn’t get far with his questions before the older secretary interrupted him. Ethan strode forward and bowed at Joseph. “Are you sure we can lie through this? How about coming up with another suggestion? No need to be so brash.”

      “I made up my mind. Since my wife wants grandchildren soon, this solution works,” Joseph replied. His cold gaze landed on his son. “You better made sure to keep your mouth shut and make sure not to spill the beans during the meeting.”

      Tanner glared at his father. “You can’t just make me do this. I don’t agree with your crazy strategy at all. I want to back out now.”

      “Don’t bother. I’ll let you know now that you can’t change my decision after I have already come this far. Too late to quit now.” Joseph retorted in a fierce rage. Turning to Stacey, he ordered in an adamant tone, “I want you to write a contract of responsibilities for this business meeting. Get this done soon so I can have my son sign the form before letting Mr. Howard accompany him to Las Vegas. If anything goes wrong with this business deal later, then I can sue my son for violating the contract."

      Stacey opened her word document. “All right! I’ll create the contract and bring the form for you to sign tomorrow morning.”

      Tanner finally lost his composure and exploded. “Have you gone nuts from that car crash? What makes you think that I’ll go through with this stupid scheme of yours?”

      “Why can’t I?” Joseph shouted as he struggled to get out of bed. Hudson and Ethan held him down. “You used my wealth all this time, even though you betrayed me eight years ago. I should have disinherited you back then and froze your credit cards. Don’t blame me cruelly when I disown you for good.”

      Tanner stopped moving, clenched his hands, and mumbled, “Father, are you really going to go that far?”

      “Just take your time to go prepare for the business meeting,” Joseph huffed as he leaned back on the pillow. “After the trip back from Las Vegas, your mother and I will send you on blind dates. Hudson, you should take my son and go do what I requested. Don't bother coming back here since my wife will come to check on me in a few hours. Now, I want to continue talking about the company with my secretaries.”

      Tanner glowered one last time at his father silently. Shooting a deadly stare toward Stacey, Tanner swore, hustled toward the door, and strode out of sight without a second glance. Hudson bowed to his boss and followed his young master into the hallway.

      Stacey frowned at Tanner's strong reaction. Since she’d planned to avoid the young master at all cost, she hadn't expected to provoke the young master. How would she face him next time? Stacey hadn't resolved her discomfort around him yet, and she already got on his bad side.

      The three of them waited until the voices of Tanner and Hudson faded into the distance. Stacey strolled forward to close the door to stop any interruptions from outside. She nodded her head to signal to Master McGuire that their surroundings were safe so they could begin their important discussion.

      "Have you gotten any confession from that criminal?" Joseph sighed as he laid back down on the bed. "I read through all the accounting books Ms. Nelson brought last night. I still couldn't figure out why you need me to search through these documents. Does this somehow relate to the embezzlement?"

      Ethan opened his bag and pulled out his sketchpad. "Of course. I figured we have a tough road ahead of us. Thanks to the feedback from your employees and the copies of the accounting data from Ms. Nelson, I discovered another thief still lingering in your company."

      "What was that?" Joseph jumped at the unexpected news. Agitated, he tried to scramble to his feet. "I thought you already captured the criminal. Are you telling me that I might still have a few more enemies in my conglomerate?"

      Stacey approached her boss and tried to calm him down. "Do you remember your doctor recommended that you control your anger? I know that the embezzlement news must be distressing, but the physician says you must not have any more stress. You don’t want to have a heart attack.

      "Ms. Nelson is correct. I hope we can discuss this peacefully without alerting the nurses," Ethan reassured Master McGuire before giving him the research notes. "The amount of money from the past ten years doesn't add up, so I confirmed my suspicions that we might have a second thief. They weren’t even an accomplice of the accountant you reported to our company a month ago."

      Joseph moaned in agony. "What have I done in my past life to receive so much karma? I spent my time and energy creating my company from scratch. At this point, I would lose my business before I filed for bankruptcy."

      Stacey lowered her head, pitying the boss. She was grateful to her employer, who had given her a chance to become a designer at his company even though she had no experience and only a bachelor’s degree. All the years she worked in his company she realized the conglomerate had been a comfortable home. She’d work hard to repay his kindness to her boss. She had been treated well.

      "Don't lose hope yet. I have a suggestion that could help us out in this situation. Please let Ms. Nelson accompany your son to the business meeting in Las Vegas instead," Ethan explained the resolution to Joseph in a strong firm voice. "I went undercover in your company and focus on looking for the second thief. Based on my research, I’ve already narrowed the suspects to be either Mr. Davies or Mr. Hughes. I hope I can catch the criminal soon. And hopefully before he becomes suspicious and escaped from our clutches."

      Joseph pressed against his pounding headache and sighed. "You don't know my son. He is an unreliable man, and I assume you're the only person who can control him."

      "Based on the argument between Ms. Nelson and your son earlier, I trust that she could handle him just fine," Ethan sniggered at the compliment. "I also suggest you send bodyguards with them in case your son wanders to the clubs rather than to the business appointment. I hoped he take his duties and responsibilities seriously."

      Joseph narrowed his eyes and rubbed his chin again. "Based on your presumption, I should just do that then." Turning to Stacey, he sniffed and thanked her. "I appreciate your kindness in the past few months. If not for your revelation of those accounting mishaps, then I wouldn't figure out this horrible scam in my company. Please help watch over my son in Nevada."

      Stacey bowed her head and accepted his gratitude. "Don't worry! I'll make sure we succeed. I already appreciate that you already gave me a raise and even promoted me to become a lead designer. I only happened to find about the embezzlement after delivering coffee to your wife and accidentally picking up the accounts binder in your office. Please take your medicine and sleep now. Your wife said she would visit you at six."

      Joseph nodded. He took two pills, laid down on the hospital bed, and started to snore while she glanced around her surroundings. The clock on the wall already showed five. Mr. Thompson sat on the chair and continued scribbling something on his notepad.

      Stacey strode to the table, put her laptop away, and crouched down to take her sketchbook from her bag. Flipping to her current project, she drew the beautiful gown she had imagined and started coloring the design. Stacey rubbed her temple and eased her tense breathing.

      What a pain in the neck! She had to accompany that playboy. Would that sleazy man even listen to her words?

      Well, I can handle everything. I just hope everything goes smoothly on this upcoming trip. Please, no more hardship.
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      Tanner didn’t expect Hudson to shake him from his beauty sleep. He got up, causing the bed to creak, and his blanket hit the floor. Rubbing his eyes, he saw two servants standing at the doorway. He slammed his fist on the soft mattress while his eyes flashed furiously.

      “What the bloody hell do you want?” Tanner snapped. Shaking his head and squinting at the window, he narrowed his eyes at the dark misted night. “Can’t you let me rest? Why do you disturb me at this time?”

      The butler bowed. “Master McGuire sent me to wake you up and get ready to head to the company. He said if you’re not there within an hour, then I’ll let the servants wrap you in a blanket and toss you in the car.”

      “What? At the crack of dawn?” Tanner was startled at the threats and groaned as he struggled to get out of bed. “Why do we need to head out at this time?”

      Hudson helped his young master to the restroom. “I heard from the master that you need to go prepare for the business meeting at nine in the evening. So, just get ready and join your parents in the dining room.”

      Ever since I got back to Houston, my plans never once went as I wanted. Was I the boss or was I just a subordinate?

      Tanner swore under his breath as he went to the bathroom to get ready. After that, he strolled to the kitchen and that mother and father were already there. His father sat in a wheelchair reading the newspaper while his mother ordered the maids to set dishes on the table. Several dishes of eggs, bacon, toast, fruit salad, and cinnamon rolls. Next to the food, the maids had set out tea, coffee, and water.

      “Come and eat some food before you head out.” Mrs. McGuire pointed to the meal. “You haven’t eaten anything since last night so you must be hungry now.”

      Ever since the incident with the company eight years ago, his mother, Christina Robinson, was the only one who had reached out and bothered to call and text him. In August, she had told him surprising news. She had made plans for the family to reunite in New York. However, his mother suddenly called to cancel the meetup, and then hadn’t contacted him for three months. If his mother hadn’t sent him money each month, he would’ve assumed something had gone wrong at home. He’d expected to see his mother three days ago when he’d returned, but he hadn’t seen her until now. He stepped forward to give her a hug, glad to be home at last. She hugged him back.

      “All right.” Tanner went to sit at the table. “I’m not that hungry so I just want coffee for now. I’ll eat later when I land in Las Vegas.”

      As he was sitting on a chair, he glanced at his mother and father. They still looked mostly the same as they did eight years ago. His mother was dressed in a white nightgown and his father was in a gray robe. He had gotten along well with his mother. She was the only one who believed he wasn’t the one who had sold their company secrets. He focused his attention on his mother and then frowned at her figure.

      “Are you worried about something? Your face is pale, and you’ve gotten skinnier. Are you sick?” Tanner reached to grab a piece of toast from one of the plates. “If you’re not, then you shouldn’t go on a diet. You don’t look well.”

      Christina sighed. “I’m all right. The holidays are right around the corner so work piles up every single day. I was just stressing over work and I hope we can settle this issue soon.”

      Tanner raised his brows. “If work is too much, then hire more employees to help with the load. No need to handle everything on your own.”

      “But we can’t… We have to sav—” Christina started, but her husband slammed his fist onto the table, stopping her.

      Joseph glared at his wife. “No need to discuss the issue with your unreliable child.” Turning to his son, he snarled. “I can handle everything on my own. If you still consider me your father, then you should try your best at this meeting. I hope to hear good news of you receiving the deal.”

      “Why are you mad at Mother? I was just…” Tanner stared at his father’s angry face. “Are you all right? Why is that every time I see you, you always show me the same disappointed expression?”

      Joseph reeled in his temper and put on a poker face. “I'm pissed that you didn’t take the work seriously. Also, I’m letting four bodyguards to go with you and my secretary. Hurry up with your meal and stop stalling.”

      “Bodyguards? Why do you even need them on this trip? I can handle myself, so tell them to stay behind.”

      “I’m directing the guards to watch and report your every move. I still don’t trust you, so just be sure not to spoil anything on this business trip.” Joseph threw the napkin on the table. Turning to his butler, he ordered Hudson in a fierce tone, “Take me to the library, then come back and send Tanner to the company in thirty minutes.”

      The moment his father left the kitchen, Tanner lost his appetite. He excused himself and headed back to his room. He’d enjoyed coming home to see his parents, but the atmosphere in their mansion resembled the darkness of hell that suffocated him. Minutes later, he walked toward the vehicle in the driveway.

      Hudson drove him to the company and set his suitcase on the ground. As Tanner got out of the car, he walked up the stairs all the way to the roof with Hudson following him. The chilly wind blew against his face and snapped him out of his drowsiness. The loud ruckus of the helicopter’s rotors hurt his eardrums and caused a headache. The moment he saw Stacey standing in front of the helicopter with her suitcase, he stopped in his tracks.

      "What is she doing here?" Tanner glared at Hudson and growled. "Where is Mr. Thompson?"

      The butler mumbled in a cautious tone, "He couldn't make the trip so Ms. Nelson had to come on his behalf. She preferred the early flight since she said you need to practice your speech this afternoon before meeting the client."

      I want to wring her neck! Why didn’t my father let someone else go on this trip if her boyfriend couldn't accompany me? I’d rather have anyone other than her! She makes my blood boil! I’ve had such bad luck ever since meeting her.

      Remembering those three days in his father’s library, Tanner gagged. Memorizing those books wasn't that painful as remembering the numbers of cards or from the ladies. As he approached the helicopter, the insufferable secretary glared at him. She dressed in the same black clothes, and her expression resembled a grim reaper.

      “Did you just arrive? You must have slept late yesterday,” Stacey demanded as she glanced at her watch. “We need to head to Las Vegas at 6 AM. The time right now was already 6:30. Do you realize we’re already thirty minutes late?”

      Tanner scowled as he stiffened a yawn. “Shut up! The meeting with the client is at nine tonight. We don’t have to rush at all.” He climbed into the cockpit and sat in the corner while Stacey sat next to him. “Don’t bother me so I can catch up on my sleep. If you have anything to say, then leave it until we land in Las Vegas.”

      “Fine! Suit yourself,” Stacey grabbed documents from her bag. “I’ll wake you up once we reach our destination. Your father's bodyguards already took a flight from the airport. They’ll meet us there.”

      Tanner nodded as he relaxed against the comfortable seat. Hudson handed them their suitcases, and Stacey set both on the empty seats. After the butler left, Tanner finally had peace and quiet with only three of them in the helicopter. As the pilot steered the helicopter to leave the rooftop and flew in the air, Tanner closed his eyes and fell into a deep slumber.

      What seemed like seconds later, someone shook him hard. He growled and stared right into the fiery eyes of the annoying secretary. She grabbed his collar and shook him like a ragdoll. No wonder in his dream, he remembered shaking like he was going to fall apart. He glared at her as he pushed her hands away. Looking around his surroundings, he saw the helicopter wasn’t moving. 

      What in the world? The flight from Houston to Las Vegas should take about three and a half hours. Don’t tell me that we’re already arrived?

      "Are you awake? I already tried to wake you up,” Stacey snarled at him as she relaxed her clutches on his shirt. “If you’re not going to get out of the cockpit, then I’ll call the bodyguards to drag you out of here.”

      Tanner pushed her aside as he crawled to his feet. Walking past her, he climbed out of the helicopter and stood near the four bodyguards. All of them led Stacey and Tanner to their presidential suites. Tanner watched one of the bodyguards set his suitcase on the bed and then Tanner headed down to the elevator. Stacey placed her hand on the door, stopping the lift.

      “I took my eyes off you and you’re already in here.” Stacey poked him on the chest. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      He gripped her finger and pushed her aside. “It’s noon so I wanted to get some fresh air. I’ll go play cards so just let the bodyguards come and get me at eight.”

      Stacey frowned and snapped her fingers. The bodyguards dragged him out of the elevator and toward his room. He yelped and roared them to remove their hands, but the plea fell on deaf ears. They all walked into his room. Stacey waved for the guards to stand against the walls while she sat down on a chair.

      “What do you think you’re doing? You should know not to mess with me, or I’ll report you to the police for sexual harassment!” Tanner roared as he strode toward the door. “I should let you know that I’m the son of your employer, so watch your attitude around me.”

      Nodding her head in agreement, Stacey grabbed two contracts from her bag and shoved them at Tanner. “Of course, I remember clearly who you are, but I should remind you about the agreement that you signed. Your contract indicated that you would focus all your attention on the meeting. As for my contract, your father gave me permission to control the bodyguards instead of you. If you want to sue, then feel free to report your father to court.”

      Tanner grabbed the two contracts, read through the pages, and swore under his breath. He couldn’t believe that his father would be this strict. What in the world was wrong with my father that he had to resort to this awful method?

      Does my father still view me as an enemy trying to take over his company?

      With no choice left, he threw the contract back at the secretary and took a seat on the bed. He had given up arguing with this sassy woman and stared at her. He would listen to what she had to say and just deal with her later. He hoped he didn’t have to stay long with her in his room.

      “So, what is it that you want? Based on what Hudson said, you want to practice a speech. Just to let you know, I worked with my father’s company for two years before I left Texas eight years ago.” Tanner heaved a sigh. “I already know how to do business. All I need to do was to negotiate with the client on settling on a huge amount.”

      Stacey gave the contracts to the bodyguards and shook her head. “If you’re talking about royalties, then your father already dealt with the contract. The hardest part was the second request they asked us. I hope you still remember what I said in the hospital.”

      Tanner raised his brows. “Are you telling me to recite what I learned from those books? If you’re interested, then I can tell you.”

      “Leave that for the meeting. I got a phone call on the helicopter ride. The CEO from Williams Shopping Mall requested you bring your fiancé to the meeting too. I hope we can settle that issue soon.”

      Perplexed at the unexpected news, Tanner walked to the table and grabbed a cup of water. He went back to sit on the bed and thought for a few minutes. With no choice, he glowered at Stacey.

      “Where can I get a fiancé out of nowhere? Unless you suggest I bring one of those girls at the club to the meeting, then I guess you have to call them and cancel the contract.” Tanner muttered in frustration as he slammed his fist on the table. “This CEO is too much! I’ll call my father to look for another business elsewhere. We don’t need to work with Williams Shopping Mall. Why is there so much demand?”

      Stacey walked toward Tanner and snarled in his face. “Take that back. I’m sure we can succeed in this business meeting. Don’t bother with those women since we don’t need whores to ruin the deal.” Stacey poked him in the chest as she sat back down on the bed. “We need someone reliable to attend the meeting with you.”

      Tanner scooted away from Stacey as he sat in a chair far from the bed. He winced. He couldn’t believe she would use such foul language. “Like who? Tell me. I’m curious!”

      “Me! I can pretend to be your fiancée! Isn’t that solving our problem?”

      He choked on his water and stared at Stacey with wide eyes. He must have been hearing things. “Are you out of your mind? I can’t stand the sight of you anyway. I’m sure that we won’t fool them anyway.”

      Ignoring his reaction, she pulled papers from her bags and tossed them onto Tanner’s lap. “Here! Memorize everything on there. The whole script mentions my personal information. All you needed to do was memorize that we fall in love at first sight in college and have been dating for the past eight years. Now, we just need to practice acting like lovers. That wasn’t too hard to do. Right?”

      “Look! I’m not doing this with you,” Tanner interjected as he stood up and pulled out his phone. “I’ll rather tell my dad that we have to cancel this contract instead. So, get the guards ready. We’re going home.”

      Blushing, Stacey marched toward Tanner and slapped him across the face. “You’re the most ungrateful child that I've ever seen in my life. You wouldn’t even try to get approval from the client before giving up on everything. Do you plan to kill your father for this failure? He was already stressed due to the company falling apart from embezzlement. Your father was lucky to escape a car accident, but he might die from a heart attack. You don’t deserve to be his child, you jerk!”

      His cheek ached. He grabbed Stacey’s arm and yanked her toward him. “You’re lying. I don’t believe your nonsense. You must be making that up!”

      “If you don’t trust me, then I suggest you call someone for confirmation. Maybe your dad, the butler, or your mother. They wouldn’t dare lie to you, right?”

      Tanner moved away from Stacey as he dialed his mother. Due to the scene that morning, he felt something odd was going on. It took a couple rings before his mother picked up the phone.

      “Mother, it’s me. I heard from dad’s secretary just now. Please be honest with me.” Tanner pleaded, his voice shaking. “Is our company really in trouble due to embezzlement? Is that what you were trying to tell me this morning? Did Father get sent to the hospital because of a heart attack?”

      Christina sniffed. “Yes, the company is in a crisis. Your father had his first heart attack this summer when he discovered the embezzlement thanks to Ms. Nelson. She was the one who found out about the binders with the misplaced funds in your father's office. Your dad already hired a detective and lawyer to catch the culprit. Currently, your father doesn’t trust anyone in the company so he wouldn’t even hire new employees. If not for the goodness of Ms. Nelson, who also helped to persuade and convince the CEO of Williams Shopping Mall to work with our company, then your father wouldn’t rely on her either. I know that you both had a feud, but please don’t agitate him. The stress could send your father into another relapse.”

      Tanner slumped onto the ground, regretting what he’d said to his father at the hospital. His old man had always put on a poker face and showed a strong personality, so he hadn’t seen anything wrong. Tanner had wanted to patch things up with his old man, but he never took the first steps because of his father’s avoidance and harsh words. He wasn’t a selfish coward anymore.

      “Mother, can you please tell me why Father needs to complete this business transaction? Was this the reason you called me?”

      Christina sighed and sounded like she was crying. “I wanted to call for your help, but your father refused. The CEO of Williams Shopping Mall was difficult to work with. Do you know that his success will help back up your father’s company? This is final task your father supposed to complete as a chairman, or the board members would take over the CEO position of our company in January. Thanks to the backup loans from your cousin, Augustus, this summer, your father already had enough funds to go forward with this business deal. If you are truly my son and didn’t betray the company eight years ago, then please help your father with this small request. I hoped that this would help convince the board members to let your father keep his position. And this good deed will also help your father trust you again."

      Closing his eyes as tears dripped down his face, Tanner mumbled, "All right, Mother. I'll do as you say. I won’t live in the past anymore, and I won't let you down. Please watch over father for me too. I’ll go with Ms. Nelson."

      Hanging up the phone, Tanner couldn’t believe what he had heard. He had lived a peaceful life in Manhattan without checking up on his parents. He wiped his tears and stood firm. He couldn’t change the past, but he could change the future. Looking up at Stacey, he tossed the cup in the trash can. “I’m all ears now. So, you want to act like lovers?” Tanner mumbled. “I’ll follow your lead. How should we do this?”

      Stacey didn’t care that the bodyguards were looking as she approached Tanner and hugged him from behind. Looking at the bodyguards, she asked with a smile, “How’s this? Do we look like lovers?”

      “No! You two look way too stiff.”

      The four men in black shook their heads. “And the young master had an awkward expression. You two look like strangers than lovers. Both of you definitely need to practice more.”

      Scowling at Stacey, Tanner had to admit his view of her had changed since his mother had told me how kind she had been. Even though she annoyed him, he had to try his best to get along with her. He raised his eyebrows at her odd acting. Was she bluffing or was she serious?

      “What are you doing? Haven’t you had any interactions with your boyfriend?” Tanner interjected as he pulled Stacey away and turned around to face her. “To be lovers, you need to move like this.” Tanner wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her on the lips. The sudden touch made his mind go blank. She didn’t move at all. Jumping back, he opened his eyes. As his jaw fell open, Stacey’s face turned crimson red. She fanned herself. Tanner’s heart thumped wildly.

      Don’t tell me that she has no experience? This is going to be a long act if I let her take the lead.

      “How about this?” Tanner asked cautiously. “If we are planning to succeed in this business deal, then I should take over from this point onward. I have more experience. Are you okay with everything I just did?”
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      Stacey was shocked at the suggestion and cleared her ears again to make sure she wasn’t hearing things. She glimpsed at his face and was alarmed at his serious expression. He was different than he had been a few minutes ago. What made him change his mind? Had his mother convinced him at last?

      “Will you act like a jerk?” Stacey probed as she crossed her arms against her chest. “Remember, we’re only practicing, and you better not take advantage of me.”

      Tanner nodded. “Sure, you have my word. I won’t proceed further until I have permission from you. Are we going to start now? Or do you want me to sign a contract?”

      She gawked at the exasperation in his voice and his firm posture. Even though Stacey had brought her laptop, she didn't want to have to go print a hard copy at the local store. Rather than going through the hassle of creating a contract to waste time, she preferred focusing on getting comfortable with him and improved their relationship.

      "No need!" Stacey pointed to the four bodyguards. "I’ll alert them to help me anytime whenever you carry things out of hand. Let's finish up in fifteen minutes. I still have plenty of assignments I need to finish for your father.”

      Hearing her consent, Tanner smiled. “First of all, we need to get familiar with each other. So, let's start calling one another by our first name."

      "T… Tan… Tanner," she stuttered, nearly gagging as his name reverberated through her mind. The current awkward situation made her uncomfortable. Stacey hadn't planned on getting close to him. "How about that? Your turn now."

      Winking at her, Tanner spoke in a confident tone. "Stacey, right? To be true lovers, I recommend we cuddle in the front rather than in the back. This way, we can see each other's face.”

      Hm… He’s not awkward around me. Don't tell me he has that much experience. How many girls did he date?

      "Is that so? Tan… Tanner!" Stacey huffed, pronouncing his name with difficulty and giving him a disapproving look. "If you're that good, then show me how we should interact."

      He pulled her into his chest, squeezing his arms around her shoulders. “When two people fall in love, they want to be close to each other. Not even a wall can separate them. Now, repeat what I do.”

      Darn! We’re too close! Breathe in, breathe out. Relax. Even though I haven't dated before, I’ve seen a lot of movies.

      Her heart thumping, Stacey surveyed him again. Cuddling against his body, she looked into his green eyes. He wore a faded red-and-white striped shirt along with black jeans. He looked more charming than he had at the hospital. Her heart thumped rapidly. Was she more attracted to him when he dressed more presentably?

      "That's it?" Stacey asked as she hugged him and squeezed her arms tighter around his waist. "This wasn't so bad after all. Anything else I need to know?"

      Pulling away from her, he clutched Stacey’s hand. “While we’re dating, we need to let people know how much we love each other.”

      Squeezing his hand, her palm started to sweat. She realized for the first time how big his hand was. She sneaked peeks at Tanner's face. His cheeks and ears flushed red, and his smile was more sincere. Was he finally showing true affection toward her?

      “Wonderful! This was easier than I imagined.” Stacey looked toward the bodyguards. "Do you guys think we look passable? Or do we need to practice more?"

      Three of them shook their heads in approval, but the last bodyguard spoke without shame. "I guard Master McGuire when he attends parties with his wife. Both convince the public that they're deeply in love. Although, your acting looked a bit stiff, I don't think you two looks good enough to pass for an engaged couple."

      What else do we need to do? We already held hands and hugged each other. Don't tell me the bodyguards expect us to go further…

      Stacey stared at the four men in black and then glanced at Tanner. "What does he mean? Are we doing something wrong? How do your parents act in public? Maybe we should copy them to look a believable couple. What else do you think we need to do?”

      Tanner scratched his head and didn’t speak for a few minutes, pacing around the small room. “Come up with cute nicknames for each other? Maybe with sweet talk, we’ll look more like an affectionate couple rather than using harsh words and biting each other's head off.”

      “Cute nicknames? You mean like, darling, honey, or something like that?" Stacey cringed and waved her hand dismissively. "No need! I'll leave the sweet talk to you. I’d rather use my persuasion." Turning to the bodyguard, she demanded, "Explain. I don't understand at all."

      The bodyguard nodded and continued with his words. "When Master McGuire and his wife glance at each other, they look at one another in an adoring way. The two of you show no emotion of an affectionate couple. The only time the both of you had an expression on your face is when you both kissed."

      Tanner snapped his finger and turned to Stacey. "I understand his point now. Let's practice kissing again. If it's too hard for you to pretend to like me, then assume I'm your boyfriend. I hope we prove them wrong. All right?"

      Boyfriend this. Boyfriend that. Does Tanner think I'm dating Ethan? We're not dating, but I shouldn’t mention anything, so Tanner won't try anything. Besides, my employer doesn't want me to reveal that Ethan’s a detective.

      "Fine. Let's try then. I hope this won't be too complicated." Stacey nodded as she glanced at Tanner. "Am I making the first move, or are you?"

      Smirking at her, Tanner stepped forward and wrapped his arm around Stacey. He leaned toward her mouth and kissed her. Without being able to tell if he was acting or not, she followed his lead and deepened the kiss. Tanner pressed his body against hers.

      Feeling his hard on, Stacey gasped, giving Tanner a chance to stick his tongue into her mouth. His hand wandered up and down her back as he rubbed on her lower body.

      The sensation caused a thrill to go through Stacey's body, exciting her. She had never been this close to a man in her life. She felt herself blushing as her hands roamed his chest.

      "Ah…" Stacey moaned as she felt a deep desire between her legs. "Tanner, please…"

      One of the bodyguards sneezed, and another coughed. "Sorry. Something got stuck in my throat."

      Due to the interruption, Stacey snapped out of her thoughts and glanced around the room. For goodness sake! They had an audience. She was horrified at her wild actions, which resembled a craving beast.

      "My apologies," Stacey refused to look at him in the eye. "I got carried away. I won't do it again."

      Tanner snickered. "No problem. I guarantee that you’ll pass the test now. Stacey, remember to keep this feeling in mind. You’ll need to look at me like you can't keep your eyes off me. This way, we can convince the client."

      "W-what?" Stacey stammered, wrinkling her brows at Tanner. "You must have heard wrong. The secretary mentioned that Mr. William wanted to meet us at the restaurant at nine."

      Tanner was startled at the news. "What? We're not meeting in this hotel. If we're going to meet at that restaurant, then I assume we should wear more professional attire. I suppose we won't be talking about business most of the time."

      "I guess. By the way, how should we greet him at the dinner tonight?” Stacey rubbed her chin. "Are we going to show up holding hands like earlier?"

      Shaking his head, he raised his right arm. "You should hold onto this arm and walked alongside me. It shows that we're serious. Is that clear?"

      "That make sense. I hope our plan goes smoothly." Stacey mumbled as she stared Tanner right in the eye. "We must work hard to convince him to sign the contract. Don't make any mistakes."

      Tanner nodded. "Trust me. We'll get this done. Do you have anything else you want me to do? If not, then I'll head downstairs for lunch. Do you want to come along? Or are the guards enough to watch over me? I promise to come back in time to get ready for the meeting."

      Thinking for a second, she hugged him again. She leaned her head on his chest and heard the beating sound from his heart. Was he as nervous as she was? She hugged him tighter around the waist. Without asking for permission, she sniffed his clothes and realized he didn’t smell like a rotting peach anymore.

      “You smell so delicious,” Stacey complimented and then stared at his unshaven jaws. Brushing his shoulder, she patted his chest playfully. “Have you decided to get rid of that foul cologne for good?”

      Tanner stumbled for a second before he balanced himself. “No! I was too tired this morning and forgot to put some on me. I’ll be sure to use the cologne later. It’s one of my favorite brands.”

      “Don’t bother! I can’t stand that foul smell,” Stacey warned and pinched his arm. He hissed at her. “You better not use any, or else I'll let the guards watch you shower. When you’re done, I’ll even order them to dress you themselves. If you value your privacy, then you better not cross me. Understand?”

      Holding back a growl, Tanner frowned. “Fine. I’ll leave that cologne aside. So, you better keep your words and not let the guards disturb me later when I’m getting ready.”

      “Deal! If you can dress yourself, then I don't have to worry about hiring a valet. When I'm ready, I'll knock on your door.” Stacey stepped away from Tanner and turned to the two bodyguards standing by the window. “Both of you tag along and watch over the young master for the next few hours. Be sure to guide him to his room at seven. As for the other two guards, please stand in the background and watch for anything suspicious. Is everything clear?”

      The four bodyguards nodded. Stacey strolled back into the hallway with them. She watched Tanner and the two guards head down to the elevator. As for the other two, they disappeared out of sight.

      After checking her surroundings, she headed back into her bedroom. Stacey set her suitcase near the window, took out her laptop, and set it on the table. She made a cup of coffee and then sat down on a chair. The laptop booted up and she scheduled appointments, reviewed documents for her employer to sign, and prepared a slide show for the business meeting.

      Her phone rang suddenly, snapping her out of her concentration. She walked to grab it from her purse and glanced at the caller ID. Realizing the call was from Ethan, she answered the phone.

      "Yes? Do you need something?" Stacey sat back down. "I'm still working. Why are you calling me? Do you happen to find out the thief already?"

      Ethan’s voice was firm. "Since you’re speaking in a normal tone, I assume you must be alone. I'll get straight to the point. But you mustn’t let Mr. McGuire know about this. As a matter of fact, I did catch the thief this morning in the account room."

      "Agreed. I won't tell him then," It took a moment for Stacey to register what he said. "What? You find him in the company? Was it Mr. Davies or Mr. Hughes? Was it easy to catch the thief? "

      Ethan sighed. "Exactly. Mr. Davies wasn't even dangerous as the accountant I caught last time. Mrs. Medina Wood, who already in jail for embezzling one hundred thousand in the past six years. Do you know why Mr. Davies confessed to stole ten thousand dollars to pay for his daughter's surgery?"

      Thinking for a few seconds, Stacey sighed in frustration. "Maybe Mr. Davies regret his action, or his daughter asked him where it came from. Who knows?”

      "His daughter is only ten years old, and a thief won't have any sympathy for any crimes he commits. So, I don't think it’s any of those reasons." Ethan snorted at her ridiculous assumptions. "If my suspicion is correct, then I'm sure Mr. Hughes blackmailed Mr. Davies into taking the blame."

      Stacey was shocked at the news. "I thought you said there is only one thief. How did Mr. Hughes get involved in this mess too? Are you sure you did your research correctly? Will you try agai—"

      "Listen, Ms. Nelson. I understand you're good at math and that was how you found out about the unbalanced funds," Ethan snapped, interrupted her rambling. "Even though Mr. Davies had confessed to stealing ten thousand a month ago, I hacked into his bank account and discovered he doesn't even have more than a hundred dollars in it. We’re looking for the suspect who embezzled one million dollars over the past ten years."

      "So, you suspect Mr. Hughes is the thief. How do you know though? And why are you calling me?" Stacey shook in fear. "How can we trap him?"

      Ethan sighed. "Now, we're on the same track. I hacked into the employee database and discovered that Mr. Hughes only has payments that he received from his position as a boardman. So, I wasn't sure until I found out from Mr. Davies that he was blackmailed by Ms. Lewis, who had caught him stealing two months ago. She told him to take the blame, or else she'd reveal the truth. Based on that information, I hacked into her account and found out she had around one million dollars sent to her bank account over the past ten years."

      "For real?" Stacey stood up abruptly, causing her chair to tip over. "We should report this to Mr. McGuire or the police. She'll be the suspect instead of Mr. Hughes."

      Ethan interrupted her again. "No, more like an accomplice. We have ears everywhere, so we can't say anything until we lure Mr. Hughes back into the United States. He took a three-month vacation in Spain after finding out about the police apprehending Mrs. Wood. He must be cautious and hiding now."

      "Darn! Then, what should we do?" Stacey slammed her fist onto the table. Her coffee sloshed over the side of the cup. "We don't even know his location. How will we drag him back?"

      Ethan spoke in a slow but adamant tone. "Remember my words clearly. I found out that Ms. Lewis is a designer in your department. Mr. William expected to have a tuxedo and white gown done for the New Year’s promotion. I want you to show her design during the meeting."

      "What? Are you out of your mind?" Stacey stammered. "I just started working in the design department. I didn’t even see her work. I also hear Mr. William is a picky person and has to review the design. I'm not even sure he'll like the drawing. Will this method even work?"

      Refusing to back down, Ethan continued with his strategy. "I'm sure. You should start complimenting her skills and let her know that she'll receive thousands of dollars. I bet Ms. Lewis will be able to lure Mr. Hughes back into the United States since she already made Mr. Davies a scapegoat. I'll think of a plan on how to proceed and call you later after the meeting."

      Stacey nodded at last. "Okay! I understand. I'll go ahead with this plan. I trust your judgement. I hope we apprehend them before Christmas. Take care then."

      Hanging up the phone, Stacey stood up and used a towel to wipe up the mess on the table. She opened a tab to view an employee profile. Looking at the top of the photos, she saw Ms. Lewis was also a designer lead. Stacey growled and her eyes widened. Feeling a headache coming on, she huffed and logged out of her laptop. Stacey tumbled on the bed and sighed.

      One hassle after another. If that picture was indeed Ms. Lewis, then I know for sure she isn't even a good artist. I wonder how she got hired with no degree and experience. How am I going to convince her to design a wedding gown?

      With no choice left, Stacey got up from the bed and picked up the phone. She had to get this task done, no matter how awkward she had to be to persuade their perpetrator. Hearing rumors that Ms. Lewis was a stubborn and sly woman, she hoped the accomplice would fall for her tricks.

      Recalling the work number on the screen, Stacey dialed the phone. It rang for a few seconds before the other side picked up the call. Stacey spoke in a clear and firm voice without showing her fear.

      “Hello! Is this Ms. Lewis,” Stacey asked, sitting down on the bed. “I’m calling you to let you know that you were selected to be the designer to draw a sketch for the business deal with Williams Shopping Mall. I hope you can submit a design in the next three days.”

      Ivy Lewis paused before speaking in a suspicious tone. “Are you sure? Why hasn’t I heard this from the higher up? This sounds like a joke.”

      “I’m being serious. I’m the secretary that works for Mr. McGuire.” Stacey stood up from the bed, picked up her binder off the table, and flipped through the papers. “Searching through all the previous art projects, Mr. McGuire told me that you had quite the art skills. This isn’t a prank. After acquiring the signed contract from the CEO of Williams Shopping Mall, we plan to have a conference to discuss the next project.”

      Ms. Lewis didn’t speak for a few minutes and Stacey wondered if the line had been disconnected. Ivy finally spoke in a demanding tone. “When do you need the design? How much would I get paid?”

      “Mr. McGuire’s son and I will be back in three days. We hope to have the conference in five days. So, I was hoping you could create something in four days.” Stacey placed the papers on the table and sat back down on the bed. “Mr. Williams says this is an important project for his mother, so he’ll pay one hundred million for the project. If you succeed, I suppose you can earn thirty to fifty percent of that. Are you still interested, or should I call another designer?”

      Ms. Lewis became excited. “I’ll take the job. With my skills, I can create anything in a day. I’ll do my best to send my design before the conference.”

      “Okay then. Thanks for understanding,” Stacey replied, putting more binders on the table. “Sorry for the noise. I have to create more schedules and process documents for Mr. McGuire. Goodbye.”

      Stacey placed her phone on the nightstand. Sitting back on the bed, she relaxed for a moment. She hadn’t had decent sleep since she’d discovered the embezzlement. She checked her watch and realized it was already two in the afternoon. Deciding to catch up on her sleep, she was about to close her eyes before her phone rang again. Hissing in frustration, she picked it up and noticed an unknown number on the caller ID. She didn’t answer the call until the fourth ring.

      “Who’s this?” Stacey demanded. “If this is a sales call, then I’m not interested. Stop calling me! I don’t have time right now.”

      Tanner chuckled. “Chill out. It’s me. I hope I didn’t disturb any of your work. I just want to call and ask if you know the title and author of the romance book our client is promoting.”

      Stacey was startled, realizing the call from Tanner. “How did you get my number? I don’t recall leaving my phone number anywhere. Anyway, I heard from the client’s secretary that the book’s title is called Once More and written by Sophia A. Belina.”

      Tanner ignored her probing questions. “I had to call Hudson to get your phone number. Since you told me what I needed to know, I’ll hang up now.”

      Stacey still had more questions, but Tanner had already ended the call. Blinking in confusion, she sighed and placed her phone back on the nightstand. Finally, in peace and quiet, she laid back on the bed and relaxed her mind, falling into a deep slumber until the alarm woke her up at six. She rubbed her eyes and sat into a seating position.

      Finally! Time to get this meeting over with. I already revised my preparations several times so I hoped I could convince Mr. Williams to sign the deal.
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      Turning off her alarm, she headed to the restroom to wash up. She opened her suitcase to pull out several outfits. Recalling their earlier conversations, she set aside the black business outfit and picked out a red dress. Never fond of makeup, she still brought several brands and dabbed a bit on her face. After curling her hair, she looked in the mirror and was shocked at her reflection. She hadn't done makeup in a long time because of her sensitive skin so she wasn’t used to it.

      It was five minutes to eight, so she packed up her things and set them in the corner. She brought her purse and went to knock on Tanner’s door. She paced around the hallway for a few minutes until she heard a click behind her. Turning around, she saw Tanner wearing a dark blue suit with white and black stripes. He also carried a white plastic bag in one hand.

      Tanner paused at the entryway and his mouth fell open. “You’re gorgeous!” Glancing around, he smiled at her. “Is this Ms. Nelson, or am I meeting the wrong person?”

      “No need for flattery. Save that sweet talk for the meeting.” Stacey blushed. “Are you ready? By the way, what's in the bag?”

      Tanner nodded. “I’m all set." Glancing at his arm, he avoided the question. "It's nothing. Let’s get going now.”

      Following the four bodyguards, Tanner and Stacey headed to the elevator and rode down to the underground parking lot. They walked toward a black van and sat in the back. The four bodyguards sat in the front, and one of them steered the vehicle toward Caesar Palace.

      Once they arrived at their destination, Stacey and Tanner got out of the car and followed the bodyguards to the elevator. They rode to the top floor. At the far table, a lady in an emerald dress stood up and waved to them. Stacey assumed the woman was the secretary she’d talked to on the phone.

      "I think the man sitting over there is our client." Stacey pointed to the table. "Let's head over there now."

      Nodding his head, Tanner walked alongside Stacey as they approached the table. Four water glasses were set at each chair, but no foods had been brought to the table. Tanner and Stacey nodded at the woman. A man in a black suit with a white and gray tie closed the newspaper and stood up to shake their hands.

      "We're happy to meet you here. The man next to me is my fiancée, Tanner McGuire." Stacey stated, glancing around. "Tanner, these two are our client and his secretary, Daniel Williams and Natalia Jones."

      The client just nodded. The secretary answered. "Nice to meet you two. We just got here ten minutes ago and haven't ordered anything. Let's start looking at the menu."

      Tanner pulled out a chair for Stacey before sitting in his own seat. Everybody looked through the menu for a few minutes before calling for the waiter. The secretary ordered a salad for herself and a sirloin steak for Mr. Williams.

      "How about you order for us, Stacey?" Tanner flashed a smile at her and set the menu down. "I'm okay with anything you select tonight. Just be sure to add whiskey too."

      Raising her eyebrows, she nodded. "Okay. I want two ribeye steaks with vegetables and mashed potatoes. Please bring two whiskey bottles and four glasses for everyone."

      The waiter wrote down their orders, took the menus, and left their table. Stacey peeked around the surroundings. The wind blew noisily outside. Customers chatted, laughed, and ate with their loved ones.

      This location is crowded and noisy. Is this even a good place to have a business meeting? Why did the client ask us to meet them here? Stacey wondered.

      “Mr. Williams, I heard from my fiancée that you want to talk with a family man,” Tanner started talking, finally putting an end to the silence. “Do you have a loved one and plan to get married soon? I can help you win the woman of your dreams.”

      Daniel was startled at the request. “You’re wrong. I’m more interested in you answering my questions. What’s the most important element in a husband and wife’s relationship?” Mr. Williams picked up the newspaper and started reading the front page without sparing them a glance. “My mother kept asking me this question. It’s been three years now. No matter how much I avoided it or gave her a simple answer, she won’t stop bothering me with her nonsense. Since I don’t have a significant other, I had hoped you could help me.”

      Stacey stared at the client, who was rudely ignoring them. She didn’t know what they had done wrong and couldn't differentiate Mr. Williams' personality. Turning to Tanner, his face showed an indescribable expression.

      "No worries. That question wasn't hard at all," Tanner replied, smirking at Daniel. "From what I’ve read, I assume children matter most. I guess your mother wanted a grandchild. Do you want me to help you look for a woman? I have plenty of numbers."

      Daniel slammed the newspaper on the table and snarled. "Mr. McGuire, I would really appreciate it if you didn't provoke me. If you don't know the answer, then you better keep your mouth shut."

      "Let's calm down," Stacey interrupted, hugging Tanner's arm and pinching him. Hearing a hiss, she glanced toward Mr. Williams. "I saw the waiter bringing our food. Let's eat first and then we'll continue with the discussion."

      Three people approached their table, set the food and whiskey down, and left the four of them to enjoy their meal. As all of them lifted their utensils, Stacey felt the air was still tense so she poured whiskey into four glasses and encouraged them to drink. After eating most of her steak, she shot Tanner a glare to warn him to watch his tongue. He paid no mind as he ate his meal.

      Fearing that Tanner might ruin the discussion, Stacey kept pouring whiskey. "Come on, keep drinking. I heard this is the best alcohol in Caesar’s Palace. We shouldn't waste it."

      The three people didn't know how to respond as Stacey kept filling glass after glass. As all four of them drank for the next hour, Stacey felt herself becoming drunk. The three people around her appeared in doubles or triples.

      "Mr. Williams, I heard you're promoting your mother's romance book. You must be a reader and enjoy her novels a lot," Stacey stammered, trying to shake off the dizziness. "Can you tell more about the novel you're promoting? What did you love about the book?"

      Daniel took a few seconds to respond. "I hate reading romance novels. I’ve never read any of my mother's books. They're too cheesy for my taste. I prefer nonfiction books that help me earn money." Hiccupping, Daniel mumbled, "If both of you are really engaged, then where are your rings?"

      Stacey was shocked at his honesty and couldn't believe that she didn’t think of putting on a ring. She wasn't sure what to do next, so she blurted out an unbelievable statement.

      "We were almost late, so I forgot to put my ring back on." Stacey mumbled and tried to look for another plausible answer. "I mean…I was getting ready earlier and misplaced my ring. I hope you're not offended."

      Daniel glared at them as he threw his napkin on the table. "Stop with the excuses. I already saw through your acting from the beginning. I really hate liars and refuse to work with you." Looking at his secretary, he motioned for her to get up. "Since I never planned to work on this book promotion, then let's go on our way."

      Standing from their chairs, Mr. Williams and Ms. Jones only took a few steps before Stacey stood up to stop them. The client's secretary shook her head as Mr. Williams tried to walk around Stacey, avoiding her.

      "I admit that we're at fault for faking our relationship, but you’re wrong on one thing,” Tanner hiccupped, staring at Daniel with disappointment. “The plain girl next to me was my father’s secretary and also stood by my parents’ side. She watches and takes care of them when I’m not around. My parents trusted her, unlike the woman I dated eight years ago. My ex-girlfriend didn’t even care if my parents breathed. Even now, I don’t qualify to give Ms. Nelson a ring, but I’m willing to give her my heart and my life, rather than having a fiancée that my parents forced on me.”

      Stacey stared at Tanner’s crimson face. “Oh lord, are you drunk? What’s with all the rubbish you’re spouting now? You better cut it out. Do you hear me?”

      Ignoring her demands, Tanner continued and stopped Mr. Williams and Ms. Jones again. “But I’m also disappointed in you too. Daniel, was it? Do you realize that both of us don’t deserve our parents?”

      Daniel turned around and snapped. “What do you mean by that? Look here, Mr. McGuire. I’m not really here looking for a fight, so I’ll warn you again to watch what you’re saying.”

      “Am I wrong?” Tanner laughed out loud, earning himself a few stares. Stacey moved to stop him, but Tanner pushed her aside and continued with his rambling. “You’re just like me. Eight years ago, I was a fool that fell in love with a gorgeous woman. Not only did she sell the company secrets to another conglomerate, she also cheated on me. Now I see why you’re deeply in love with a woman too.”

      Daniel strode forward, grabbed Tanner’s collar, and snarled in his face. “You better watch your tongue. My secretary is like my own sister. I don’t have any feelings toward her. Keep talking nonsense, and I’ll sue you for defamation.”

      Stacey and Natalia sighed as they jumped into the middle and pried the two men apart. Stacey held onto Tanner’s back while Samantha held onto Daniel’s arm, preventing him from moving.

      “Control your temper, Mr. Williams,” Ms. Jones told Daniel as she glanced around the room. “We’re attracting an audience now. Are you drunk? If not, then please behave. What do we do if news spread online that you got in a fight with a dishonorable man? Please think of your reputation.”

      “Is that so? I guess it’s true after all,” Tanner laughed as he slumped into his chair, almost causing Stacey to topple over him. “When I was in the hospital due to my suicide attempt, I regretted that I didn’t trust my parents’ words that my gorgeous girlfriend was an evil woman. She was my first love and also my childhood friend, so I was shocked at her betrayal. She used my name to sell our company secrets to earn money for herself. I’m really a dishonorable son, and so are you, Mr. Williams.”

      Daniel tried to shove Natalia aside as he strode forward, but Stacey blocked his path. “I’m sorry, Mr. Williams. My fiancée had a little too much to drink so he’s not in his right mind now. Please reschedule another meeting when we’re all sober. I promise not to let you down.”

      Staring at Tanner, Daniel sneered at him. “Explain your reasoning. Why do you call me dishonorable? I don’t understand your gibberish. If you’re not making sense, then don’t bother rescheduling for another meeting. I don’t want to see the both of you again.”

      Tanner crouched down to pick up the plastic bag. He pulled two books out of it and shoved one of them toward Daniel. “I do agree that your mother's novels are cheesy and even have too many sex scenes. But, do you know the importance of this book? The mother in the novel wants her son's attention because she's a widow, same as your mother."

      Daniel stepped forward to pick up the book and glanced at the cover. "How did you make the connection? Don't tell me that you researched my background?"

      Shaking his head, Tanner took out his wallet, pulled out a card, and shoved it toward Daniel. "I didn't. My friend, Devon Sinclair, researched your past for me. He's the president of The Heartthrob Billionaire Alliance and I'm the vice president. The motive of our group is to help resolve inquiries from other people about their education, romantic relationships, health, or anything the clients desire."

      Daniel snapped. "How is any of that related to me?"

      Tanner frowned, blinking at Mr. Williams. "You still don't understand. I guess you really did mean it when you said that you never read your mother's book. I'll give you a free service." Pointing to the book, Tanner explained. "In the plot, the hero was a workaholic that worked in another country for a long time. He didn't even know his father had passed away. The only way to reach her son was for the mother to hire the heroine to seduce and bring him home. At last, she not only earned her son's attention but also his hatred because he finds out about the deception. What I mentioned earlier was not your secretary, but your company."

      "You don't mean—" Daniel started, but Tanner interrupted him.

      "The marriage vows you mentioned a while ago from your mother indicated the last part that says 'Till Death Do Us Part'. I guessed she had been lonely ever since your father passed away three years ago. She wants your love, attention, and support to help her escape her depression. But you always turned a blind eye and became deaf to her calls. To escape her suffering, she poured her feelings to write her novels. Thanks to her hard work and good luck, she has finally become a bestselling author. If you don't believe me, then open to the back of that book. She leaves more information about her desires to become an author."

      Daniel thought for a few minutes and then opened the book for the first time in his life. Reading the questionnaires about his mother, he stumbled to his feet. In the process, the book slipped from his hands and landed on the floor. Samantha had to help back him up after Daniel slumped to the ground.

      Tanner sniffed, pulling a napkin from the table. "I really pitied both of them. In the novel, the hero's mother chooses death to escape loneliness and regrets. Your mother chooses to write books to escape depression, but she'll be sad forever after she discovers her only child doesn’t read her novels. Do you know why she wants you to help promote her book?"

      Stacey noticed people staring at them. Her faces flushed as she tried to stop Tanner. His words had really touched her heart, but it wasn’t proper for them to discuss personal matters here. She covered Tanner's mouth to stop the rambling, but he shoved her away and continued.

      "Since you haven't answered me, I guess you really don't know. Your mother wants to show off that she has become successful. To you, the cheesy novels and the author title mean nothing. But to your mother, both of those are worth a lot to her." Tanner stood up, swaying a bit. He grabbed the book off the ground and set it next to his business card. "I recommend you read the novel and think about your actions. Will you help promote her book and accept all the hardships your mother raised you? Or, would you prefer to be like the hero in the book, who waited until his mother died in his arms before he patched things up with her?"

      Whirling around toward his chair, Tanner fell to the floor. Stacey stood up and caught him. Signaling for two bodyguards, they helped set Tanner on his chair as Stacey fanned him with the newspaper. She wasn't paying attention to her surroundings as she focused her attention on Tanner. In the long silence, Stacey assumed the client had left and disappointment flooded her. They had failed the business deal.

      "The contract," Daniel answered after an extended pause. He pushed Natalia away as he took out his pen. "If you still have a copy, then I would like to sign the form now.”

      Stacey turned around, excited to hear the response. She opened her purse, took out the folded document, and placed it on the table. She backed away as Daniel strode forward to sign the contract. Stacey's eyes sparkled at their success. Had Tanner's words finally persuaded Mr. Williams to work with them?

      After signing the form, Daniel picked up the card and his mother's book from the table. "I'll have my secretary call you later for more details. We still have three business meetings in Las Vegas so we'll be on our way. We'll take care of the bill too."

      "I'll be waiting for your call then." Stacey shook hands with Mr. Williams and Ms. Jones. "Thanks for showing up and give us a chance. Take care on the way."

      Shooting a look at Tanner, Daniel walked out of the restaurant with Natalia following closed behind. Stacey stood up, swaying in the process. She held onto the table to prevent her fall. Good lord! She must have drunk more than she thought. Signaling to the bodyguards, she held onto one of them as two of them held onto Tanner. The last one led them down to the elevator and headed to the parking lot. They all got into the car and the driver drove them back to their hotel. Walking from the elevator to the secretary's bedroom, two bodyguards laid Tanner on the bed and one helped Stacey sit on a chair.

      One of the bodyguards asked, “What should we do next?”

      “I’m fine. You guys don’t have to worry. I’m heading to bed,” Stacey mumbled, clutching her head. “Bodyguards, please charge my phone on the nightstand and leave my room when you’re done.”

      The four men stared at the secretary and the young master on the bed. They glanced at each other, raising their brows, but they did as they were asked. With the door closed, Tanner and Stacey were the only one in the bedroom.

      Stacey waited for a few minutes until the dizziness died down. As she touched her aching body, she tried to get up from the chair. She wanted to head to the shower to stop the burning sensation. Stumbling to her feet, she took a few steps before she tripped and fell flat on the bed, right above Tanner. With him this close, the desires in her body increase every second. She really wanted to cool down this hot flame from within her.

      Hovering above him, she kissed his lips as her hands roamed his chest. In the process of fumbling on his clothes, she shoved his vest aside, pulled his tie loose, and unbuttoned his shirt. She licked and pressed kisses from his mouth toward his neck and chest as she rubbed circles against Tanner's lower body, causing him to groan.

      “Ah… Ahhh...” Stacey moaned, feeling the itchy in her body calm for a second. Realizing this part, she humped on his privates as she continued to kiss and licks his chest. She felt his hard on poking her as she continued to rub and moved faster against him. "Ah… Tanner…"

      Feeling the hot sensation, Tanner stirred from his drowsiness as he pulled her closer into a hug. His hands roamed her back as his lower body reacted and he humped her. Frustrated and annoyed that he couldn't unzip her dress, he gripped the hem and tore it in half. Revealing her skin, his hands roamed from her neck all the way to her waist. He groped her butt as he pushed her harder against him. In a few seconds, Tanner turned them around as he pushed Stacey onto the bed.

      Damn! Why did Tanner do that? I'm so close to cooling down. I want to hump him so badly.
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      Tanner refused to budge, stopping Stacey from switching their position. He kissed her lips for several minutes as they both gasped for breaths. He took that chance to stick his tongue inside her mouth. While their tongues swung against each other like swords clanging, his hands roamed across her front chest down to her waist and thighs.

      He soon groped both her two mounds and massaged them, causing Stacey to skirm. Tanner gripped the hem on her chest and ripped them in half, revealing a white bra. He unclasped it, massaged her breasts, and twirled her nipples with his fingers while he continued humping on her body.

      "Ah… Ahh..." Stacey moaned between their kisses. She pulled away and her head thrashed on the pillow as he licked and kissed from her neck down to shoulders. The heat increased in her body, causing sweats appearing on her skin and her hair damped. She couldn't control the desire anymore as her hands tried to pull down his shirt. She mumbled, "Tanner… Ah… Please… I… Ah… Ah..."

      Tanner paid no mind as he took one nipple into his mouth and sucked on it like a baby. Stacey thrashed on the bed as the desires suffocated her. In that instant, Tanner’s hand crawled down her body and rubbed her maidenhood between her legs. Stacey groaned at the sensation as he continued to switch to the other nipple and sucked on it too. She couldn't breathe anymore. The calming heat in her body increased every second as her moaning voice became louder too. Her vision started becoming blurry due to their heated passion.

      “I… Ah… I can’t anymore… Ah…” Squirming under him, she couldn’t rip off his shirt so she undid his belt and pulled it from his waist. She also unbuttoned his pants and pulled it down to his thighs. She groaned in frustration. “Can you... please hurry up? Tanner… Ah...”

      Moving away from her, he kneeled on the bed and took off his vest, shirt, pants, and boxer. He pulled off the ripped mahogany dress along with her white bra and threw all their clothes onto the floor. He crawled on top of her again as he continued to suck on her nipple. With skin to skin, Tanner felt his hard on thicken and ready to pounce on her. He tried his best to control himself as he got her ready for penetration. His right hand crawled under her white silk bikini, and he inserted a finger into her maidenhood as he started pushing back in and out in a slow paced rhythm.

      “Ah… Tanner… That’s better… Ah…” Stacey moaned, thrilling at the sensation as she started humping. She moved her body faster at his increasing speed. As she started to get used to his fingering, he inserted another finger and continued pushing back in and out. “Ah… Agh… I can’t… Ah...” She groaned, pecking his lips and humping on his finger. She thrashed back on the pillow and gripped the bed sheets as her body convulsed in an orgasm. “Ah!!! Tanner...”

      Looking at Stacey laying and gasping on the bed, Tanner felt the juices around her maidenhood. He removed his fingers and sucked her sweet juices. He wanted to swallow more so he ripped off her white bikini and threw it on the floor. He lowered his head right in front of her entrance and lapped all her juices. No matter how much Stacey squirmed and tried to get away, he held her legs tight in place as he thrusted his tongue and licked her folds. He flicked her clitorus as he continued sucking on her womanhood. Stacey thrashed and squirmed, losing more sweet juices from her entrance.

      “Ah… Please... Tanner… Ah… I… I want you now… Ah...” Stacey moaned as the sensation sent thrill throughout her body again. In the next few minutes, the tightness in her abdomen increased as her body shuddered. She gripped the mattress again as she gasped and cummed again. Lying on the bed, she begged in a heated breath. “Ah… Can you... take me now… Ah… I really want... you to get... inside me… Agh...”

      All the sweet juices that flowed from her entrance, he swallowed them all without leaving any behind. Looking at the woman in front of him, her nakedness and her sweet moans made him lose control. He spread her legs wider and positioned himself in front of her entrance. With one deep thrust, he broke through her hymen and continued pushing himself in her vagina. Although Stacey groaned and tried to kick him off, he held tight onto her waist until he inserted himself fully into her body. He finally started pulling back out and pushing back in as he started going on a slow rhythm.

      “Ah… Ah… Tanner… Faster… Ah…” Stacey moaned and begged as the pain from her lower abdomen disappeared. Now, she only felt pleasure throughout her body as her body moved along with his own. She wrapped her hands around his shoulder as his repeated thrusts sent her body moving up and down on the bed. “Harder… Ah… Ah… Tanner… Faster… Ah…”

      Tanner started increasing his speed as he started pounding faster and deeper strokes, causing their skin to slap against each other. Their intertwined body caused more juices to drip onto the bed as he continued thrusting inside her. He even switched angles in order to go deeper into her body. He felt his body getting closer to release, so he wrapped her legs around his waist as he started pounding faster.

      “Ugh… Ugh… Stacey… You’re… You’re so tight!” Tanner groaned as he pounded into her at a rapid speed. He leaned down to suck on her left swollen nipple while he massaged the right breast. As his other hand went down to flick her clitorus, he continued thrusting into her body. Looking at her lovely expression in the misted night, he groaned. “Ah… Stacey… I’m… I’m going… to cum…”

      As her body rose higher and higher due to their love making, she scratched his back and suddenly screamed, “TANNER!”

      In a second, her body shook and she orgasmed. Seeing white in her vision, she laid back down on the bed as he continued thrusting into her body. Tanner pounced a few more dozen strokes before he spilled his seeds deep into her womb. He lay down on the bed next to Stacey as he gasps for breath.

      In the next five minutes, he was about to close his eyes and drowsed off. Though he felt her hands roam his chest and one of her legs rubbed his thighs. In a second, he felt himself go hard again. Climbing on top of her, he went for the second round.

      Stacey continued moaning and hugging him due to their lovemaking. She didn’t know how long they continued their intercourses since the last thing she remembered was her body shaking for the whole night before she passed out.

      The next morning, the sun shined through the windows. In the room, clothes littered the floor as two individuals laid on the bed. Her phone rang several times, disturbing Stacey’s beauty sleep. She stirred from her rest, picked the phone from the nightstand, and answered the call in a tiresome voice.

      “Who’s this?” Stacey mumbled, stifling a yawn. “I’m still trying to sleep. Why did you call me this early in the morning?”

      “Are you out of your mind? It’s already noon. Don’t tell me you stayed up the whole night? How was the meeting with Mr. Williams? Did you get the deal?”

      Stacey groaned. Rubbing her pounding headache, she remembered the long night of drinking whisky. She lay on her back to ease the tense posture in her body. Her left hand suddenly hit something hard, but soft and warm. What was that? Was someone here?

      She felt her muscles ache and her lower abdomen going to break in half. She pulled the blanket up, seeing slight bruises all over her body. Fear crept into her heart. She finally rolled to the side, flabbergasted. Tanner McGuire, pure naked, was sleeping next to her in her bed! She froze for a few seconds before she moved to a sitting position.

      “Ahhhh!” She screamed. Tanner and Ethan were startled. “What the hell are you doing here?

      Tanner sat up in an instant. Glancing around the room, he wondered where he was. He rubbed his forehead and groaned at the pounding headache. He finally recalled hearing Stacey's yell, which kept blasting his eardrums. Turning to the right, he saw a shock expression on her face. He raised his brows and looked down on himself. He wasn't wearing anything!

      Weren't we still at Caesar Palace? Wait, what happens? This is Bellagio Hotel, right? How did I get back here?

      "Why are you in my room?" Tanner asked as his gazes landed on her again, speechless at her nakedness. "What's going on?"

      Stacey became flustered and slapped him. "This is my room! Why are you in here?" She scrambled to her feet as she tried to wrap the blanket around her. "Before I called the bodyguards, get the hell out of here. Now!"

      Tanner's jaw dropped as he pulled the coverlet in a hurry to cover himself, causing Stacey to fall on the bed. In the process, she accidentally clicked on the speaker, causing Ethan's voice to speak through the phone.

      "Are you okay? Tell me what's happening over there? I can't understand with all the screaming," Ethan demanded. "Is Mr. McGuire with you? Hello! You there? Speak up!"

      Tanner became shocked at the demanding questions. How did he get into this situation? Did he look like a prude who slept with someone else's girlfriend? What should he do now?

      Oh lord! I better settle this crisis before they break up. But I don't know what to do in this situation. I guess I should apologize first.

      "Listen, I don't know how I got into your room," Tanner stammered, trying his best to soothe the anger in Stacey. "The last thing I remembered was the dinner at Caesar Palace. I didn't really mean to have this happened. I'll try to amend my mistakes, so please tell your boyfriend to not go after my life."

      Stacey stood up and blurted, trying to hide her panic and embarrassment. "Watch your tongue! Mr. Howard is not my boyfriend, but a detective that your father hired to search for thieves that embezzle more than one million dollars from the company. Now, can you get out of here?"

      Without no responses from either Stacey or Ethan, silences stretched for a long time in the bedroom. Tanner didn't know why Stacey revealed about the misunderstanding. But his mind rather focused on the latter part and couldn't believe what he's hearing. A million dollars?! How could that have happened?

      His blood boiled to a certain point that he wanted to smash something since he couldn't control his anger anymore. Standing up from the bed in a hurry, he showed Stacey his naked body. He ignored the red blushing on her cheeks and picked a white, cotton robe from the bathroom. He dressed himself and stared at her.

      "How long had this embezzlement happened? How did the thieves steal so much money?" Hearing no movement and response, he yelled. "Didn't you hear me? Don't tell me there are many thieves there? How could they steal a million dollars?"

      Stacey snapped out of her thoughts. Trying to hide her embarrassment, she blurted the truth without second thoughts. “I have no idea. From what I know from Mr. Thompson, the only three suspects are Medina Wood, Anthony Davies, and Lucas Hughes. I don’t know much details since I’m not involved in the research.”

      Tanner strolled to the table and turned the power on the laptop. After the screen appeared, he asked, “What’s the password?”

      “Type my last name with my birthday year,” Stacey mumbled as she dashed inside the bathroom in the white blanket, carrying her suitcase on one hand.

      Tanner entered the word and logged into the laptop. He opened the company website and searched for the employees data of those three people. He went to snatch his phone from his vest and took a picture of those three people. He sent all those images to his friend Devon. He even texted a message to his friend to call him as soon as possible if Devon found any news about them. While waiting for the call from his friend, he glanced at the mess on the floor. His gazes landed on the bed and he gawked at the red stain on the mattress.

      Was that blood? Oh lord! Did he finally take her virginity? She’s going to kill me.

      During that time, Stacey already did a quick rinse of her body and she walked out of the bathroom in a new outfit. He could hear she talking to Mr. Thompson. He was surprised that they’re not really dating. Now, he had to settle this issue with her. Tanner just hoped their relationship was not that bad.

      “Okay! That’s good news. Our plan finally succeeded,” Stacey mumbled, stifling a yawn. She winced as she sat on a chair. “It's good that your detective spies alerted the company that Mr. Hughes will arrive in the United States in a few days to join the business meeting. We finally trapped him. So, what’s the problem?”

      Tanner listened to the conversation too while he busied himself to clean the mess in the room. As he picked up their clothes from the floor, he couldn’t believe that he had a one night stand with his father’s secretary. He had never laid with any employees in the past. This was the first time for him.

      “What?” Stacey startled, gasping at the news. “You’re telling me that Mr. Hughes used Mr. Davies’ wife and daughter to hold them as hostages in order to threaten Mr. Davies to confess to the crime. What should we do? Are you sure that Mr. Davies won’t take the blame and committed suicide to hide the truth? If he did, then all our plans will be for naught.”

      Tanner interrupted the conversation. “That won’t happen. I’ll ask a favor from my friend, Devon. He could take Mr. Davies’ wife and his daughter leave the current hospital to a new one. This way, the whole family will be under protection until we apprehend Mr. Hughes.”

      Stacey spoke no words as she continued to talk to Mr. Thompson. Tanner avoided them as he sat on a chair and waited for any news. Devon had to take one hour to call back, and Tanner picked up his phone on the first ring.

      “So, how was it?” Tanner asked urgently. “Did you find any whereabouts of each person I sent to you?”

      Devon sighed on the other side. “Of course, I’m a computer expert. I can find things easy. For Mrs. Woods, I believe your father already sent her to prison three months ago. I don’t find anything interesting about Mr. Davies besides having a wife and daughter. By the way, do you know who Mr. Hughes is? You won’t believe what I find out here.”

      “Who? Tell me?” Tanner exclaimed as he pressured for more answers. “Mention all the details you find out about him.”

      Devon spoke in a loud and firm tone. “I find something odd about the background of Mr. Hughes. He was a poor man in his younger days, but he somehow became rich eight years ago and created a company from the secrets that were bought from your father’s company.”

      “What?” Tanner roared as he stood up instantly. “Is that really true? How could this have happened? I thought it was her…”

      Interrupting his rambling, Devon continued with his results. “Do you know that the woman who betrayed you in the past is currently dating a man, who might be the lovechild of Mr. Hughes. That boyfriend of your ex is currently a CEO in that company. If my assumption is correct, then you were made a scapegoat eight years ago for that theft. So, this time Mr. Davies is the one who will take responsibility for Mr. Hughes’ crimes.”

      “That won’t happen,” Tanner snarled as the anger in his heart boiled to the point that he saw red. “I hope you can help me protect the family of Mr. Davies. I’ll text you the address of the hospital to you later, so please help me with this favor. Now, it’s time for me to get my revenge. I’ll stop him from ruining my family relationship and this takeover.”

      Devon agreed. “I’ll watch for your message then. Let me know soon, so I can start right away. The most I can do is resolve this issue in three days or so. We can start taking action in those days. Wait for my news.”

      Hanging up the phone, Tanner turned around and saw Stacey had finished her call. “Look, I really apologize for what happened yesterday. If you want to sue me in court, then feel free. But please wait until I capture this criminal. You can take your anger out on me later.”

      Stacey had no choice, but nodded her head. “Here is the address for the hospital Mr. Davies’ daughter is residing in. I’ll forward the address to you, so please send this to your friend now. I’ll let Mr. Thompson know about these plans, so we’ll take action in three days then.”

      Tanner waited until he heard the ping from his phone and he forwarded the address to his friend. He stood up to grab his clothes and planned to head back to his room. “Let’s hurry back to Houston. We should discuss the plans with Mr. Thompson. I want to know more details on what he had planned for the next three days.”

      “Sure, I’ll explain in the helicopter,” Stacey mumbled as she packed her bags. “Since we already got the deal, this is no need for us to stay in Las Vegas anymore.”

      Tanner nodded. “Go ahead and have a late lunch first. I’ll need to dress up and eat in my room. I’ll meet you here in two hours.”

      Walking to his door, he let himself inside the room. He tossed his dirty suit on the bed as he walked into the restroom. He went to take a quick shower. Recalling all the news he just heard, the cold water couldn’t even calm down the anger in his body.

      This time. You’ll receive your karma. I’ll be the one to send you straight to hell.

      Tanner never had been this impatient for the next three days. Ever since they rode the helicopter back to Houston, he had already discussed plans with Mr. Thompson. He agreed to all the strategy, but they would need to act until they heard the news from Devon. He didn't want to act when one family was in danger. The call that he waited from his friend took forever to reach him too. Tanner didn’t want to alert the enemies so he pretended to be the same as usual. He just walked out of a company meeting when his father approached him.

      “What do you want?” Tanner muttered as he tried to hide his gloomy expression from his old man. “It’s already ten in the morning. I’m quite busy right now since I need to finish this paperwork for the afternoon meeting. Do you have something that you want to say to me?”

      His father growled at him. “I’ll be out of the company for a while since I heard they capture the second thrive who embezzled money from our company. I  hope you can handle everything here while I’m gone.”

      “Sure, I’ll do my best,” Tanner mumbled as he started walking to his office. “I’ll take care of the business meeting in your place. Let me know how it goes.”

      Master McGuire expression of Tanner had changed the moment he gave the signed contract of Mr. Williams. He had never seen this happier expression on his father’s face. He hoped their relationship could last for a long time. Right now, Tanner’s main focus is on capturing the enemy in their company. He walked to his office and started getting preparations for the business meeting.

      In the next thirty minutes, he finally received the phone call from Devon. He picked up the call and whispered in a low voice. “How does it go on your side?”

      “Everything is all taken care of now. You can start taking action. It’s good luck that the hospital you sent me happens to belong to my family. I already moved Mr. Davies’ family to another location of our hospital in the suburbs. Don’t worry. I also let several men guard them. Go arrest that enemy now.”

      Tanner sighed. “I owe you one. Thanks so much for your help.”

      Hanging up the call, he texted Stacey on her mobile and told her to come grab papers from his room. She didn’t reach his room until ten minutes later. Closing the door, she walked toward his desk.

      “What’s with your odd request? Why do you tell me to come here?” Stacey glanced at his expression and noticed the smile on his face. “Are we ready to start taking actions now?”

      Nodding his head, he pointed outside. “Be sure to let Mr. Ethans know the truth now. I hoped we could tackle him during the business meeting in the next two hours. I’ll wait for you guys for more directions.”

      “Don’t worry. Mr. Thompson already handled everything. He knows that you won’t fail him, so he already let the police forces pretend to be employees. I’ll go send him the signal now. We can send the staff to another department while we apprehend him in the meeting room. So, act the same and don’t let anything go wrong. I’ll meet you in the conference meeting.”

      When Stacey disappeared in his room, Tanner sat back on his chair as he waited for the next two hours. The time ran so slow that he already snarled in anger. He wasn’t even paying attention to any of his documents as he stared at the time. As the clock struck three, he stood up and marched to the conference room. He met Mr. Thompson and Stacey in the hallway.

      “How’s everything going?” Ethan asked as he glanced around the surroundings. “Good thing that I lured your father away from the company. Since the CEO is still handicapped, he should stay home instead. But he was a stubborn fool, so I hoped him being away won’t distract our plans.”

      Tanner nodded. “I agree. Thanks for leading him away. He’ll just be a distraction anyway. Let’s start heading toward the room now.”

      They walked to the business meetings. The staff stood in the entrance as they headed to sit on their chairs. Mr. Hughes was one of the people who sat in the middle on the right side. Stacey sat on the chair next to the chairman’s chair while Tanner sat on the one across from her. As the meeting started, Mrs. Lewis started talking about her own design on the protector.

      The meeting lasted for thirty minutes before the police knocked on the door. One of the women at the door opened the entrance to the police. Four of the officers dressed in a blue uniform walked into the room and headed toward Mr. Hughes. They stood in front of him as they prepared to apprehend him.

      One of them asked, “Are you Mr. Hughes? If you are, then you need to come with us to the station. You’re a suspect for the embezzlement of this company.”

      Mr. Hughes was startled at the news. “You must have heard wrong. I had nothing to do with any of this. Please don’t misunderstand.”

      The police interjected. “The suspects pointed you as accomplices in the embezzlement, so please come with us. You’ll need to answer some questions that we had for you at the station.”

      Moving a few feet back, Mr. Hughes shoved two of the staffs toward the police. As he dashed toward the door, the two women and two men from the staff jumped and stopped the police from escaping. The staff screamed and stampeded in the small room.

      Tanner got up from his chair as he dashed through the crowd to chase after Mr. Hughes. Several staff strolled toward the hallway as the other employees who might be police officers chased after Mr. Hughes. He followed the group as he chased them around the corner of several hallways. With no luck finding Mr. Hughes in this crowd, he strode back toward the meetings. In the end, he stopped at the next corner.

      Mrs. Lewis held a knife to Stacey’s neck. The woman that he started to become close had a pale face as fear engulfed in her heart. As her culprit tended to lead her down to the elevator, Tanner jumped in their path to block their way.

      “Let go of her, or else I won’t let you go,” Tanner roared as he walked closer to them. “This has nothing to do with Ms. Nelson, so let her aside.”

      Laughing out loud, Mrs. Lewis snapped. “Do you think I’m a fool? I’ll only let her go until I have a car that I can escape from this company. She’s my ticket to help me escape from this place.”

      Stacey shook her head. “Don’t worry about me. You should go ahead and apprehend Mr. Hughes. I’m sure the police will come and help me instead.” Wincing at the sharp edge on her skin, she gasped. “You shouldn’t come close to her. She really meant business. I forgot about her in the meeting ever since everyone chased after Mr. Hughes.”

      Tanner followed Ms. Lewis closely as she approached the elevators, but several police officers came out of the lift. Mrs. Lewis changed her stance and led Stacey to the stairs instead. As they walked three floors down, Tanner tried to stay close behind the officers to find an opportunity to stop Mrs. Lewis. When they reached the company’s lunchroom, Tanner noticed Ethan standing behind a column in the kitchen. Mr. Thompson even sent a hand signal to Stacey too.

      He didn’t understand the hand gesture, but Tanner somehow got the meaning based on the expression from Stacey’s face. He waited to see what both of them planned to do next as he walked closer to Stacey and Mrs. Lewis. As both of them got closer to Ethan’s hideout, Mr. Thompson signaled to Stacey again while he also threw a ball toward them.

      Mrs. Lewis got sidetracked from the ball so she didn’t pay attention to her hostage’s actions. In a second, Stacey stepped on Ms. Lewis’ feet and then threw her perpetrator off her. She ran towards Ethan’s arm, who pulled her to safety. As for Tanner, he jumped on that opportunity to block the knife that Mrs. Lewis slash in the air. Tanner felt a sting on his right arm. Ignoring the pain, he dodged the next attract and turned around to hold onto Mrs. Lewis’ arms from the back. In that situation, the police officers came forward to cuffed her two wrists.

      “You tricked me, you bitch,” Mrs. Lewis snarled as she kicked her feet and tried to throttle Stacey. “I shouldn’t have trusted you.”

      While the officers dragged her away, Stacey strode toward Tanner to check the wound on his arm. “You’re hurt. You need to get that wrapped up in case the cut will be infected.”

      “I have more demanding matters now then this small cut. I need to look for Mr. Hughes, so you should follow some police officers and stay hidden now.”

      Just as Tanner finished his words, the police officers screamed ahead to warn Mr. Hughes to stop running. The area was already all surrounded by their men. Tanner walked around them as he followed those voices in the distance. Stacey and Ethan followed close behind from Tanner as all of them joined some police officers and detectives along the way.

      “Why can’t you apprehend him? What’s the trouble?” Tanner demanded as they followed them toward the company entrances. “Is he that difficult to capture?”

      Ethan spoke instantly, “The officers let me know that Mr. Hughes came prepared with some of his men. Those servants had disrupted the police from capturing him. We should think of some ways to take care of those men that Mr. Hughes had with him.”

      As all of them reached the entrance, Mr. Hughes stayed behind a dozen men dressed in several different color suits. Some of them fought with the officers bare fists while some others already snatched the guns from the police men and started shooting guns everywhere. In the scuffle, Mr. Hughes snatched a gun from one of his men and shot toward them too. Ethan pulled Stacey behind the wall while Tanner hid behind the opposite side.

      As he tried to walk closer to the entrance, he fought with several men with his own fists and legs. Even though Tanner hadn’t learned any martial arts, he still knew how to dodge and attack his enemies. He defended himself well even though he earned several punches and kicks. The moment he kicked a follower to the side, he heard the voice of Stacey.

      “Watch out, Master McGuire,” Stacey screamed at the top of her lungs. “Why are you back here?”

      Tanner whirled around and saw his father sitting on a wheelchair just behind the company door entrance. His blood froze as he dashed forward toward his father. How could his father be here at this time? He jumped right in front of his father just in time to take a bullet through his stomach. He gasped as he fell backward onto his father’s arms.

      “Tanner,” Joseph roared, cradling his son in his arms. Glancing toward Mr. Hughes, he glared and snapped in frustration.“What the hell is going on here? What’s the meaning of this? Why do you even dare to attack us?”

      Mr. Hughes strode forward. “Thanks to you for being stupid and blind all these years, I have lived a wonderful life for past eight years. I can’t believe that all my plans had been ruined due to your son. I’ll send both of you two to join your ancestors in hell. With both of you gone, I can finally have this company at last.”

      “Eight years…” Joseph mumbled in shock. “So, you’re the traitor who stole my company secret several years ago. It wasn’t my son. He never betrayed me.”

      Aiming his gun at Master McGuire, Mr. Hughes smirked. “You’re too late now. When you find the truth, I already send your son to hell. Don’t worry. You’re next, Mr. McGuire. Go and join your son in hell so he won’t be lonely.”

      Before Mr. Hughes could shoot his gun, someone shot him on the shoulder. He screamed and fell to the floor, causing him to drop his gun on the floor. As more people with weapons entered from the side of the lobby, they started shooting gunshots to the followers. Most of the other police officers hide on the walls to protect themselves from the gunshots.

      When all the bad guys lay wounded or dead on the ground, the police officers come forward to arrest them. Mr. Hughes tried to crawl forward to grab a gun, but Ethan jumped out from his hiding spot and kicked the weapon away. The other police officers came and cuffed his wrists.

      “Who had the nerve to shoot me? Come out and show me your face,” Mr. Hughes snarled as six police officers dragged him away. “Show me your ugly face, you coward.”

      Stomping to his face, a person snarled. “I was the one who shot you. Who do you think you are to call me that? You’re just too blind and didn’t see me attack you in the front. I’m not like you who attacks people from behind their backs.”

      Looking up at the person who spoke, Tanner smiled. “So, it’s you, Devon Sinclair. You finally made it here. Thanks so much for your help again.” Turning to his father, he gasped and mumbled. “I’m really sorry, father. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

      “You'll be alright. Don’t worry,” Joseph stammered, looking at the crowd. “What are you guys doing? Hurry up and call the ambulance. Son, don’t leave me. We still have a lot of talking to do.”

      Looking at his father’s face, he noticed his old man didn't have that suspicious look anymore. Tanner snuckled. “I have no more regrets. I can die in peace now.”

      Tanner didn’t hear much of the conversation anymore as his vision became blurry. Before he lost consciousness, he heard Stacey voice telling to hold on since the ambulance already arrived at the company’s entrance. He even heard his father sobbing in the distance.

      He didn’t know how long he had slept. Everything that happened so far had been like a dream. He tried so hard to open his eyes, but he was still drowsy. Peeking around the surroundings, he saw a nurse checking his temperature and IV fluid. He frowned at the location.

      “This wasn’t heaven,” Tanner mumbled. “I thought I’m on my way to join the Lord.”

      The nurse heard his rambling and glanced at him. “Ah, you’re finally awake. I’ll go ahead and call your family now. They’re all so worried about you.” She opened the door and walked out.

      In a few seconds, his mother, the butler, and Stacey entered the room. Madam McGuire saw his son in his drowsy state and she dashed toward the bed. She threw her arms across her son as she sobbed.

      “Thanks, Jesus Christ. You finally spare my son,” Christina glanced at her only child. She patted his hair and kissed his forehead. “I’m so glad that you’re still alive. Do you know how worried your father and I have been through the moment you lost consciousness?”

      Wincing at the pain, Tanner mumbled. “Mom, I’m glad you're happy, but you’re hurting me.”

      His mother let go of her arms as Stacey strode forward to help her get back on his feet. As they stepped a few inches away, they stared at Tanner, who kept glancing around the room.

      “Is something wrong, my child?” Christina asked, frowning at his odd expression. “Do you need something? Are you hungry?”

      Tanner stared at his mother and Stacey, “This is the hospital, right? How long have I slept?”

      Hudson answered right away, “Young master, you had slept for a week now. We’re so scared that you won’t ever be able to wake up since your injury happens to occur near a vital organ.”

      “A week?” Tanner repeated as he finally remembered something. “How about father? Was he safe?”

      Sitting next to her son, she reassured him. “Don’t worry. Your father is all right. He’s currently at the company now and discussing with the press about the last week's shooting incident. He also needs to settle the feuds at the company too.” Looking up at Stacey, she ordered. “Please call my husband and tell him that our son had woken up.”

      “Okay! I will,” Stacey answered as she headed toward a corner to make the call. In a few seconds, she walked back towards them. “Mr. Thompson says Master McGuire will be here in thirty minutes.”

      In half an hour, Joseph finally reached the hospital and reached the room. He strode forward to the bed to check his son. Four bodyguards in black suits followed him from behind. Joseph smiled at his son even though tears dripped down his face. He wiped his tears away.

      “I’m glad that you’re safe,” Joseph muttered as he also went to hug Tanner. “I’m so sorry, son. I’ve blamed you all these years without even checking the truth of that incident eight years ago. Please forgive me.”

      Tanner couldn’t return the gesture, so he mumbled instead. “It’s totally my fault for trusting someone who had messed up my relationship with my family. I’m glad that you’ve forgiven me now. I promise to be a better son from now onwards.”

      Glancing up at his son, Joseph stammered. “No, I was the one at fault. I raised a snake who had come back to bite me. I happened to meet Mr. Hughes in jail a few days ago. I can’t even hold the shame that he dared to laugh at my stupidity all these years. I’ll be better at judging people from this moment.”

      “All right, you shouldn’t hold onto our son for so long,” Christina strode forward to pry her husband away. “Do you know that he’s still injured from his wounds? Let him rest for now.”

      In a few minutes, Stacey’s mobile phone rang. The awkward disturbance interrupted the family happiness. Stacey apologized as she picked up the phone. She discussed for a few seconds before she hung up the call.

      “Master McGuire, I hope you don’t blame me. The secretary from Williams Shopping Mall called me a few days ago to let me know that Mr. Williams disapproved of Mrs. Lewis’ designs. Since you two are worried about your son this past week, I had no choice but to submit my own artwork to the client. The secretary just called and reported that Mr. Williams approved my own design. He hoped to get these two designs done for the spring so we can use this for a promotion advertisement.”

      Joseph smiled. “That’s fine. No need to worry. Thanks to your hard work, this business deal has gone so smoothly so far. I won’t blame you for anything.”

      Tanner looked at his parents and Stacey. He’s glad that his parents liked and trusted her so much. He opened his mouth and alerted his parents and butler. “Can you please give us some privacy? I want to discuss a few things with Ms. Nelson?”

      Master and Madam McGuire looked at their son and back at Ms. Nelson. In the end, both of them nodded. They told all the people in the room to head out of the room. His mother finally closed the door, leaving Tanner and Stacey alone at last.

      “I meant what I said. If you’re still disappointed about what happens in Las Vegas, then I’m willing to take responsibility. You can call the police to come apprehend me now.”

      Stacey looked at him for a bit and finally let out a tense breathing. “I refused. I had been thinking in the past few days. Since we’re both under the influence of alcohol, we’re both at faults. I recalled a few flashbacks that I was the one who made the first move. I’m not sure if it was lust or love, but I didn’t fear you or anything. I shouldn’t regret what happens and take my anger out on you. I really appreciate your kindness for rescuing me from Ms. Lewis. I just hope we could put the past behind us.”

      “I’m really sorry.” Gawking at her, he didn’t know what to say to her next. He thought for a few seconds before he mumbled, “The way you said made me feel worse about myself. I’ll turn myself in to the police instead if you refused to report me. This way, I can make it up to you.”

      Shaking her head, Stacey strode forward and looked Tanner in the eye. “If you want to make it up to me, then please get better. You should get back in shape so that you can wear the wedding suit of the husband to promote in the video advertisement in the Spring.”

      “Me?” Tanner stumbled. “You sure about this? Where do you hear this from?”

      Stacey nodded. “The client’s secretary told me that Mr. Williams suggested you and I dress in those wedding designs. The client’s mother was really impressed with your words, so she wanted to see the couple who had finally convinced her son to read her books. So, you shouldn’t make me lose face since I always finish my tasks on time. So, please act with me on that promotion advertisement. You heard me?”

      Tanner thought for a few seconds, and he mumbled. “I agree.”

      Glancing at each other, they smiled as they both shook hands. They had settled their differences and decided to begin anew. With this development, they had become closer as Stacey had taken care of Tanner at the hospital. At last, their relationship may bloomed to something else, maybe even love.
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        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.
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      Three months later, Tanner and Stacey stood next to each other under the apple orchards. The buds sprouted on the branches and waved in the wind. White petals scattered from the trees and flew in the air. The sun stood high in the sky, reflecting the sunshine in the surroundings. Tanner and Stacey had to act as a lovely newlywed couple in front of the crowd.

      Standing on the left, Tanner dressed in a black tuxedo with a white tie. He used gel on his hair and spiked it towards the back of his head. Stacey, on the opposite side, wore a white wedding gown with a large skirt with many layers. The hem floated onto the grasses. She carried a bouquet of red roses, and her veil flew behind her curled hair. Their smile expression created a sweet atmosphere around them.

      “Excellent! Nice positions!” the photographer complimented, taking one final shot. “I’m glad you both show a pleasing facial appearance!” Looking towards the crews, he shouted, "It’s noon now. Take a thirty minutes break, and then we'll continue with the second session. Alert the priest and the guests to join everyone inside the canopy tents."

      Tanner and Stacey released their hands. He helped escort her to their resting area in the orchard. Looking at her appearance, his heart fluttered since he had only seen Stacey dressed up for the second time. Right now, she represented a magical fairy from heaven. Tanner had no longer cared about her plain appearance from before since he had preferred to choose personality over appearance. Had he suffered a bad mishap in the past just because he judged a girl based on their looks?

      "You're beautiful. I can never take my eyes off you," Tanner smiled, supporting her from tripping on her high heels. "Besides, I'm shocked that you can draw. You amaze me every single time. Is this one of your new designs? Do you think of me when you created these gorgeous drawings?"

      Stacey snorted, frowned, and avoided his gaze. "You're still the same as always. Stop with those flatteries. I'm under a tight deadline so I had to make a rash decision to submit my own artwork.” Looking at herself, she sighed. “Pity! I planned to use this beautiful gown for my own wedding."

      Facing her, Tanner winked and led them closer toward his parents and Hudson, who sat under the two red and blue stripes umbrellas. "I meant what I said earlier. I appreciate your kindness and gratitude for helping my father to catch the thieves. Our company was saved due to your guidance. If you don't mind, I would like to get to know you better. Can you give me a chance?"

      Stacey paused for a few seconds to think of his request and then nodded. "Since you saved my life, I guess you weren't that bad. I also admire those words you spoke to Mr. Williams at the restaurant. I think…. we can give it a shot. But I prefer we take everything slow."

      "Thanks. I won't let you down. I'll let you take the lead until you get familiar with me." Tanner grinned, loosening the tie in his neck to ease his tensed breathing "When the photographers finished taking photos in the next few hours, do you want to go eat at a restaurant? We can get to know each other personally rather than just being boss and employee. What do you think?"

      Leaning against his ears, she whispered. "Fine. But, we need to keep this a low profile from your parents. I don't want them to know that we're dating until we pass the three months mark. Understand?"

      "Deal," Tanner chuckled. "You're always taking precautions with everything. I should improve myself to become a better man so you'll date me longer than three months."

      Tanner and Stacey kept walking ten more feet until they reached their resting area. Under each of the two umbrellas, a brown table stood in the middle with four chairs on each side. Master and Madam McGuire sat on the right table while Hudson stood filling lemonade on several glasses on the left one. On the table surface, Tanner's parents littered papers and pamphlets while Hudson had water bottles, glasses, fruits on his own table. Several luggage bags were placed on the three chairs.

      Reaching out her hand, Stacey smiled at her boss. "Based on our progress, I hope you're satisfied with the work. Let me know if you need anything changed in the schedules today. I'll have to call and notify our client's secretary."

      Master McGuire dressed in a tan suit and already stood up to greet them. He placed the pamphlet on the table and shook his secretary's hand. "Nice job! With this progressive promotion, I hope we can sell more clothes in the market. I just checked the schedule for today. Do you two know why Mr. Williams still wants to do a wedding scene? I can't stay for another few hours since I need to go back to the company to check on the development of the accounting department."

      Stacey started, “It’s because…”

      She didn't get a chance to finish her answer since Madam McGuire, wearing a turquoise flowery spring dress, interrupted the conversation. “You’re beautiful, Ms. Nelson. This is the first time I see you in this type of outfit.” Striding past her son, she smiled and glanced at the white gorgeous gown. Lifting her camera, she asked, “Please let me take a few more shots of this lovely dress. Okay?”

      “Sure, please go ahead,” Stacey nodded. “Let me know when you’re done taking pictures.”

      Tanner had no choice as his mother started clicking on her camera. Signing in defeat, Tanner waved for Hudson, who wore his black pants and white shirt, to bring him a glass of lemonade. He walked past his father and sat on one of the empty chairs. He set his tie on the table as Hudson fanned him with a paper fan. Relaxing, he stared at his father and shrugged.

      "I heard our client wanted to shoot a video advertisement based on the wedding scene from his mother's romance book. I guess this will boost up more popularity for her upcoming series," Tanner exclaimed as he drank the whole lemonade glass in one gulp. "Later in the day, I’ll talk to Mr. Williams to discuss more details about the next step of our partnership. Father and mother, you two can leave with Hudson. No need to wait for us. We’ll come back on time to join the conference meeting at three.”

      Master and Madam McGuire nodded. As four of them sat down on their chairs, Hudson grabbed a few sandwiches and placed them on the table. All of them ate their lunch and discussed more opportunities for the company's progress.

      The conversation kept going on for the next thirty minutes. In the meantime, Tanner waved for Hudson to continue to pour all of them more lemonade or water for them to quench their thirst in the humid weather. Master McGuire kept droning on to the point that Tanner got fed up with the repeating statements.

      “Enough! I understand,” Tanner stated as he swallowed the last bite of his sandwich. “I’ll discuss with Mr. Williams about finding more opportunities in the near future. No need to worry. Just finish your meal and be on your way."

      Christina interjected in the conversation. “All right. You can take care of the rest. Let me take a few more shots of you two in your wedding outfits. I want to keep these pictures for my album.”

      Tanner snorted. “Fine. Help yourself.” Looking at Stacey’s current situation, he nodded at her and turned back to his mother. “After Ms. Nelson finished eating her sandwich, then we’ll pose for you to take a few more pictures.”

      Waiting until Stacey finished eating her lunch, Tanner wiped his hands on a towel. He stood up, fixed his tie again, and walked to stand next to Stacey. They were a feet away from the umbrella's location and posed in several positions as his mother continued clicking the camera. Tanner already became stiff from posing in the same postures since the early morning, but he still wanted to make his mother happy by abiding her wishes.

      At last, his father and mother marched to the car in the next fifteen minutes. Hudson already packed some of the beverages and stacked it in the back of the trunk. All three of them sat in the vehicle as the butler drove the car away from the orchard. Seeing his parents disappearing in the distance, Tanner took Stacey’s hand as they walked toward the canopy to look for Mr. Williams.

      They strolled past several crews and employees from the photoshoot company. Tanner shook hands with some of the important guests. He needed to build connections with other people in the business world. As they finally reached the canopy, Tanner helped support Stacey to go sit on a stool. Tanner looked around the area and waved to an employee to come and give them water bottles. Just at the right time, Natalia Jones approached them on the right side of the canopy.

      Drinking a few gulps of water, Tanner approached Ms. Jones. “Do you know where Mr. Williams is staying in this area? I want to discuss a few words with him. Let him know that I want to finish this discussion before we begin the second session.”

      Natalia nodded. “Sure. He’s still talking with a few friends on the other side. I’ll head out now and let him know. Please stay here for a bit since we’ll continue in ten minutes.”

      As the client’s secretary left them, Tanner sat on the stool next to Stacey. He hadn’t rested for long until he heard a familiar voice within the surroundings. He cleared his ears again to be sure he wasn’t hearing things. Looking up, he saw the woman who ruined his life in the past. He slowly stood up from his seat as he glowered at the couple in front of him.

      “What’s wrong?” Stacey asked, following his gazes. Standing next to Tanner, she stared at the other couple, who marched closer to their spot. “Do you know those two people? Why are you giving them that kind of mean expression?”

      The woman that Tanner dated in the past still had that beautiful pale face. Though she had short, black hair near to her neck and wore a crimson dress with large golden earrings. The man was taller than her by a few feet, had brown hair, and wore a cream suit. The odd thing about the new couple’s expression was his ex had an awkward look in her eye and the man had a sneer on his face. The atmosphere around them was so tense Tanner nearly no one even breathed.

      Reaching out his hand, he snarled at Tanner. “Nice to meet you Mr. McGuire. I’m glad to have finally met you.”

      Tanner didn’t want to shake his enemy’s hand, but he had to show a good performance in the audience. He followed along and shook the other man’s hand. In the process, he realized the other man crushed his fingers so Tanner returned the same favor and nearly snapped his bones too. They were both in a tug of war trying to break each other’s hands before Mr. Williams’ voice interrupted them. Tanner and his enemy startled and finally let go of their hands.

      “There you are. I was looking for you two. I want to introduce everyone.” Daniel approached them with Natalia following from close behind. Turning to Tanner and Stacey, he said in a clear voice. “This is my university friend and business partner, Liam Lewis. And, this is his girlfriend's name Olivia Miller.” Daniel faced his friend and said, “This is the son of my current client name Tanner McGuire and his secretary name Stacey Nelson.”

      Glaring at the crowd, Tanner snarled at Daniel. “Mr. Williams, I didn’t realize your inner circle was this bad. I need to remind you to choose your friend wisely. Please don’t linger with these types of people.”

      “Why do you say that?” Daniel retorted before he heard his phone ring. Without looking at the caller ID, he answered the call instantly, “Hello! What? Oh no, I’m not at the company now. Do you need something, mother? Huh? Next Sunday. Yes, I’m free that day.” Daniel looked around the surroundings and quickly to finish the call. “Do you need anything right now? Huh? What? You want me to help you out at a book club next week? Okay! I’ll join and help with the preparations."
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        Continue with The Heartthrob Billionaire Alliance in book one, The Book Club of Nightmare. Check the blurb below for more details.
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        The Book Club of Nightmare

      

      

      

      
        
        A workaholic billionaire. A shy bookworm. A twisted fate of meeting.

      

      

      Daniel Williams tries his hardest to help his mother’s author career by promoting a bookclub. He wants to repay her love and become close with her. At an unexpected sighting, a shy librarian that his mother hires to oversee her events caught his eye. Hasn't wooed a woman before, he had to befriend her by becoming extremely interested in their latest tawdry novel.

      Too bad, Ellie Evans barely notices his existence. Loving his mother’s romance novels and having an ambitious dream to become an author, she joins the book club to start her career. She never spares him a smile or glance until he gives his opinions on romance novels, women writers, and the voyeur readers. Touching a nerve, she lashed out at him with her sharp tongue, creating a dispute between them.

      An unfortunate incident of somone leaking his mother’s work to the public destroyed her reputation. Even worse, a famous author sues his mother for plagiarism. In the midst of problems, Daniel also has a turmoil in his company. Trusting her honest words, Daniel joined forces with Ellie to help catch the traitor in the Book Club and to resolve the lawsuit crisis. Unable to balance the time and priorities, will Daniel rather choose to save his mother’s career? Or will he choose his only dream to save his company? Or will he finally lose his only parent?

      Scroll up and one-click to start reading THE BOOK CLUB OF NIGHTMARE today!
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Aria Rae Blossom writes sweet and steamy contemporary romance and paranormal romance. She creates her stories from her woolgathering. When she is not writing, she spends her time plotting her next book. Her writing is often influenced by listening to old Chinese and Hmong songs.

      Born in a refugee camp, she immigrated to the United States at a young age. Aria lives in Minnesota, spending her free time reading Asian graphic novels, listening to Asian folk songs, and watching Asian romance dramas.
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            Upcoming Antholgies

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading Happily Every After, if you enjoyed this anthology check out these upcoming romance anthologies.

        Each is ONLY 99 CENTS and comes with over 20 FULL LENGTH NOVELS!

      

        

      
        You can also

        join our Anthology Readers Group here.

        We’ll have fun giveaways, freebies, and give you a chance to get to know the authors.
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      TANGLED SHEETS includes stories based on second chances, enemies to lovers, office romances, friends to lovers, and happily ever afters—there’s something in store for everyone! Available for a limited time, so find your new book boyfriend and uncover the heat!

      Preorder Now
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      MIDNIGHT WHISPERS is a limited edition collection you don't want to miss. Each book is exclusive and can not be found anywhere else. Grab this ultimate bundle for 99 cents before it's gone forever!

      Preorder Now

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      HATE TO WANT YOU…. but I will have you. Obsessive rivals. Arrogant bastards. Beautiful bullies with dirty mouths and bodies to die for.

      The men are powerful, irresistible, and totally unavailable. The women are gorgeous, witty, and ready to set the world on fire.

      Preorder Now
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      KILLING ME SOFTLY. Are you brave enough to wander on the dark side? Do forbidden desires and tantalizing temptations call to you?

      Get ready to step into the world of lies, deceit and revenge. Worlds where you can't look away. No is not an option.

      Preorder Now
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