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        Reid

      

      

      

      Weddings make me want to get drunk. And punch things.

      Well, I always want to punch things.

      But, this particular wedding?  I want to be ass to the wind, shit faced, gutter drunk. It’s an open bar after all but what’s even better?

      I’m the one footing the bill for this circus.

      And it’s not even my fucking circus.

      “Another Stoli.”  I rap my knuckles on the mahogany bar top, holding my empty rocks glass up with the other hand. The young man in the white shirt and black bow tie nods my way. “No ice this time.”

      The ice is slowing the intoxicating effects of the vodka  and I need a good buzz in order to make my official entrance and the obligatory introductions that will follow. I ducked in the service entrance to the ballroom after paying off a busboy out in the hallway and slipped into a spot at the back corner by the bar.

      It was a hundred dollars well spent, giving me precious few minutes to numb myself before I pretend to be the proud brother of the bride, who for all intents and purposes has taken on the traditional position generally reserved for the father.

      The anger bubbles again. It percolates like a thick rancid stew in my gut.

      The weight on my shoulders is one thing, I’ve learned to live with being the responsible one. But, it’s the mangled mess inside me.  The way my heart feels like it’s in a cage, barely able to beat. No amount of meditation or controlled violence—mental or physical—seems to be able to untie the knots that have become my all-consuming burden.

      The name of the first knot is Reginald Taylor Andrew, Sr., my father.

      He was a fucking cliché. Going out for milk when we were kids and vanishing into the ether, leaving me holding the man of the house bag and fuck was it heavy.

      I shake off the thoughts, trying to get into the spirit of the day as I take a sip of my fresh drink and feel the burn, swallowing as the fucking chicken dance song comes on and the knot of tension at the back of my neck tightens.

      “Bride or groom?” A feminine voice comes from my left and I cock my head to see an older woman slipping onto the barstool next to where I’m standing.

      “Sorry?” I clear my throat as she smiles. Despite her age, which I’d garner to be late sixties, maybe early seventies, she’s not unattractive. Her make up isn’t too heavy, her dress is a dark fuchsia, fitted but classy.

      “Are you here for the bride or the groom, honey?”

      I glance down the bar, where the servers taking orders and passing out drinks, then look back at her.

      “Here for them both,”  I answer as she tucks a long strand of silver-gray hair behind her ear.  “But, to answer the spirit of your question, I’m on the bride’s side of things.”

      “Very nice.”  She spins her straw in the pink liquid and ice at the bottom of her glass. “I’m a friend of Martin, the groom. An old friend.” She raises her tinted eyebrows and there is kindness in her eyes. “Hard for an old gal to have a chance these days when the men my age are marrying girls my granddaughters’ age.”

      She tips her head toward the dance floor and I work up the courage to look.

      There’s Stacie, my younger sister by twelve years, flapping her elbows and laughing louder than anyone else.  Next to her is Martin, her shiny new husband. I only know him from photographs, but it’s him.  He’s hard to miss.

      I’m no gym rat and I know I’m considered pretty fucking bulky but Martin could use a few turns on a Peloton.

      He’s husband number two for her, and my sister is just four months past her twenty-first birthday. Her man picker could use some work, but truth is, I don’t even know Martin. He’s older. She says he’s an entrepreneur but when I asked for details, Stacie made some excuse why she didn’t know and changed the subject.

      “Oh well.” The woman next to me slips her empty glass to the server, then tilts her head, looking hard at me. “Lots of young women here tonight. I’m sure you’ll be a hit if you’ll quit hiding over here in the corner.”

      “Maybe.” I offer her a smile, my mind already on getting back to my office here in Charlotte tomorrow. I flew in from New York, where my headquarters is located, but keeping a presence here in North Carolina where I started out has been important to me. Women and dating were never a priority for me, even in my younger days when I should have been out sowing my wild oats like my buddies. I meet the woman’s eyes for a second before asking, “So, Martin, you said he was a friend?”

      She flutters her hand between us. “Yes. Well, we worked together many years ago. I used to babysit his daughter as well. He lost that business and never quite recovered.  He’s tried every quick money game he could find ever since, but nothing seems to stick.  Makes me wonder how he can afford such a lavish party.”

      She looks around the taffeta-strewn walls, the fifty tables littered with champagne bottles, glasses and sterling candelabras decorated with white roses and orchids, not to mention the five-tier custom cake.

      “Beats me.” I throw back the rest of my drink.  The need for another is strong, but sloppy isn’t my style.

      “Weddings these days are so unconventional.”  She spins her head, looking at the bride and groom wagging their rear ends with the music.  “They met and married after knowing each other just a couple days. Those sort of things happen in Vegas, I suppose. Still, odd to get married, then have a reception a month later, complete with white dress, tuxedos, gift registries…”  She shrugs. “Things are just different now, I suppose.”

      “That they are.”

      She presses her hand over her mouth for a moment before letting out a long sigh. “I’ve had one too many, I think. I talk too much when I drink.”

      “It’s fine. I’ve enjoyed chatting with you.”

      It’s the truth. I rarely talk about anything but business because I have no patience for life outside of work. Even now, I feel like breaking the glass against the wall because being here is a waste of my fucking time as far as I’m concerned.

      Winning is the only thing that gives me a momentary balm to the coiled dark tension inside of me. When I was younger, winning fights was my main focus. Then, winning on the football field. Then it was college and I thought winning both in academics and sports would finally settle me.

      Nope.

      After college, I set out for the ultimate win.  Becoming a Navy Seal.  I achieved that goal, but it only taught me to control the weight of rage, it did nothing to dim it.

      “Thank you, young man.”  She blushes and waves for the bartender to bring her another pink whatever she’s drinking. “Again, strange to me, but the bride and her new stepdaughter could be sisters. Almost the same age. Like I said, I used to babysit Milly when she was little. Her mother left when she was a toddler, then died a few years later. So sad. From what Martin says, she and Stacie are like two peas in a pod. I love happy endings, don’t you?”

      The dreadful song ends and I watch my sister glowing as the crowd around her claps and my temples throb. Being the center of attention is her drug, along with any sort of male attention. I don’t blame her really.  I know absentee fathers affect girls different than boys.

      I did my best, but nothing can replace a present, loving father.

      The band leader calls for requests and I know I need to go congratulate my sister and meet her new husband, and quit hiding here at the bar, but hiding is sort of my thing.

      I’ve grown pretty good at it over the years. That and projecting a gray corporate forgettable vibe. It helps people overlook me, even with my size drawing attention and that’s exactly how I like it.

      I haven’t even turned to face the woman next to me. I’ve come to unconsciously keep the right side of my face away from people.  It’s not that I’m embarrassed, I just hate the looks of pity or the way people suddenly look away or think I somehow need to be handled with kid gloves.

      I shift my back to the bar, ready to bite the bullet and head over to Stacie, and get the formalities of the evening started, when I hear the sharp inhale from next to me.

      I know what she sees. It’s the tip of a scarred iceberg that starts on my jaw and finishes down just above my left hip bone. Memories of my days as a Navy Seal, as brief as they were. An IED sent our Humvee ten feet into the air, blowing the left side of the vehicle nearly completely off.

      I was lucky to come out with the injuries I did. Two of my buddies weren’t so lucky. The thick, silver evidence of the hell we lived for six months makes me remember them, and somehow that keeps them alive for me in some small way.

      “I’m going to go powder my nose.” The woman’s smile is tight now, avoiding eye contact. “It was nice talking to you.”

      “You too.”

      She moves around the bar and I turn back.  One more drink and I’ll be ready…

      I wave at the bartender who is at the other end of the bar. He nods, holding a finger up, asking me to give him a second as he leans forward to grab a glass.

      And I see her.

      She’s smiling at some guy standing next to her, but I can tell she’s not having any fun. Her eyes are flat, her lips tight, as her left hand strokes her neck. Her almost white-blonde hair falls around her face like an icy fortress. Her bangs brush just above her warm brown eyes which are already telling me a lifetime of stories about who she is. She’s about as big as a minute, making me wonder if she’s even legal to vote, but I’ve watched the bartenders checking IDs, so she must be at least twenty-one.

      How didn’t I see her before now?  Jesus fucking Christ, she’s like a siren calling to me. This shit never happens to me.

      I’ve had plenty of attention from women—before and after the scars—but this is different. She lights a lamp of concern glowing deep inside me. Wondering what she’s thinking. Does she want that fucking asshole that’s talking to her to go away as much as I want him to?

      Her eyes flick toward the wall, then down at the two empty glasses in front of her. She raises a finger to the bartender, who nods as I spot the slick black nail polish tipping her tiny fingers.

      She’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Like a goth pixie with luminescent pale skin, pink cheeks matching her plump little lips.  Around her neck is a strip of black lace. She looks sure of herself, but at the same time like a bunny ready to scamper away and hide.

      Before I can stop myself, I’m moving around the bar. I hate the guy standing next to her, talking away when she’s clearly not interested.  She nods now and then, but when the bartender brings her another drink, she tosses it back in a single gump, making a face like it’s the most god-awful thing she’s ever had in her mouth.

      I can think of something else that she should be doing with her mouth.

      The thought has me warming inside. A low vibration starts in my balls as my shaft thickens.

      As I come around the corner at the other end of the bar, I see she’s dressed entirely in black.  From the turtleneck of her sweater down to the thick lace-up boots.  She’s like a precious little dark princess, and there’s something about her that eases the bricks that weight my chest.

      I motion to the bartender for him to pour me another, and another for her.  He slides them across the bar as I catch her eye, just as the guy next to her leans down, fingers her hair and takes a sniff.

      I lurch forward, setting the two drinks down, spilling the clear liquid over the rims and shoving myself between them.

      “Hey!” The guy turns belligerent, but he’s no match for either my skills, my size, or my rage. “What the fuck is your problem?”

      I size up the situation.  Time slows, I see a flicker of encouragement on her face, tugging her lower lip between her teeth as she fights back a smile, hair falling over her cheeks as she turns away, as if to say, Go ahead. Do it, I don’t want him here either.

      I’m on it little one. I’m here for you.

      “My problem is you are touching my girlfriend.”  The word sounds perfect on my lips as I growl at the guy.  “You can leave now. Or not, and we can finish this outside. I don’t want to get blood all over this fancy floor.”

      “You? And her?  Right.”  The guy snaps his tongue against his cheek, Looking me up and down.

      Sure. I’m wearing my usual. Three-piece navy suit. White shirt, red tie.

      I could be giving a state of the union address. I like neatness. Since I gave up my military uniform, I’ve adopted this instead. I know it screams uptight asshole, which isn’t too far from the truth, I suppose.

      “What? You think we don’t go together?”  The little noir pixie hands me my shot of vodka, taking the other for herself on a wink, then holds her glass to her lips and I follow in kind.

      We both tip our glasses back and then slam them down on the bar, making the asshole jump as he shakes his head.

      “I thought you’d never get here.” She sidles toward me, her hands roaming up my chest, leaning her head back making my dick come to life. “Don’t I get a kiss?”

      Holy shit, her voice. It’s like a warm bath after nearly freezing to death. She’s so fucking small, and yeah, I’m fucking big.

      God, she’s more gorgeous up close, but it’s more than that.  I’ve seen plenty of beautiful women and never, ever, have I had this sort of reaction. My throat is dry and I feel like her eyes are seeing my god damn soul.  Something I’ve never shown anyone.

      The guy is standing there, staring, as the ache down deep feels like it’s going to splinter my bones.

      “Fuck, yeah, you get a kiss.”

      You’re gonna get a dick too.  I might be a virgin, but I know when I’ve found what I’ve been looking for.

      And it’s a tiny goth pixie with lips that taste like sunshine.
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      So, this is what kissing feels like.

      I wonder if it’s different if it’s not a stranger? I doubt it could be better, because, shaaaazam, this is beyond.

      The second I saw him coming around the bar it was as though all the noise in the crowded ballroom was sucked into some vortex and all I could hear was my pulse rushing in my ears. My skin prickled and an odd sort of tunnel vision took over.

      He’s not a boy, he’s a man. Thick, looming, brooding and hurting. I can sense it, but there was nothing about him that frightened me. Not even the deep, twisting scars that line his cheek and jaw and tug the skin tightly down the side of his neck, disappearing under the immaculate white collar of his shirt.

      I barely notice the other guy anymore, the one that was blistering my eardrums, droning on about his Dodge Charger and his most recent trip to Vegas, which is where he met my father.  I don’t know a quarter of the people here at this disaster of a wedding, and up until a second ago I didn’t want to know any of them.

      But, strike a match and call me tinder, because I want to know this tall drink of chilled vodka—speaking of which, the latter is probably what’s responsible for this kiss that has my girly bits snapping like Pop Rocks.

      He’s godlike. Or maybe that’s the vodka talking, but whatever.  I’ve never consumed alcohol before, but this seemed an appropriate time to start.

      A month ago, my father returns from some business conference on crypto investing without risk.

      I expected him to come back with a hangover and some new dumb business ideas but no.

      He comes back with a wife.

      Named Stacie.

      Who is my age.

      To say I’m salty about this entire fiasco of a marriage is putting it mildly.

      Fast forward to today. Factor in four, or was it five, shots of Stoli and now I’m kissing a tall, dark and dreamy stranger and I don’t give a good god damn.

      Fire feels like it engulfs my entire body as his warm tongue winds around mine. I arch my back and neck, my toes aching inside my boots, trying to make myself as tall as possible because this cool drink of water would have to duck to get through most doorways.

      I barely notice how fast my heart is beating until we pull away and I look into his silver-gray eyes, then notice a vein on his forehead that looks dangerously close to exploding.

      I shrink down and back, pressing my fist over my lips, the delicious taste of his kiss still coursing through me.

      “Uhhh…” I start, clearing my throat, looking around to see if anyone I know may be watching.  They aren’t, because like I said, I barely know anyone here except my father and Stacie. “I’ve been…drinking…”  I stammer, popping my lips together, trying to think of how to appear less crazy right now.

      “I have too. Weddings will do that to a person.”

      My mouth falls open and I give an enthusiastic jab of my index finger into his chest which is hard and wonderful.  “Exactly.” My eyelids feel heavy as I attempt to flutter them but this larger-than-life man seems to be on the same wavelength as me, despite looking like some cross between a heavyweight fighter, a Baptist Minister and a conservative Fortune 500 CEO. “The whole happily ever after thing is just so unrealistic.”

      I do believe that, so…weird. Why am I like, vibing all over this guy?  He’s not wearing anything black. Not even his shoes, for chrissake.

      The liquor is clearly going to my head and my heart.

      And other parts.

      Parts that are suddenly wildly warm and soaking wet.

      It’s got to be Riley’s fault. She’s the one that cursed me when I was talking to her this afternoon, whining and complaining about this whole disaster. The fact that my father didn’t even invite my best friend of, like, a hundred years—or from birth at least—to his wedding, so I would at least have a wing-woman, tells you just how much I factor into his thinking the last few years.

      I was going to bring her as my plus one, but neither my Dad or my new step-mom bothered to ask if I wanted to bring anyone.  Anyway, Riley was trying to keep me from getting even more crashy about it all, telling me maybe I’d meet the man of my dreams tonight.

      Not that I ever had any idea what that might look like, but I can tell you, I never imagined it to be Mr. CEO. But sometimes, we have no idea what we want until it’s thrust into us.

      I mean, upon us.

      Right.

      Shit. I’m not good at this drinking thing.

      “You make a habit out of kissing strange men?”  he asks, his voice like some lusty thunder rumbling down inside me.

      “Uh, no. Not at all. You’re like, really, my first kiss, kiss. With tongue.”

      I see the way his jaw muscle flexes, and I swear I hear a little pop from the pressure he’s putting on his molars.  Apparently, vodka also works as a truth serum.

      I’m afraid if he throws out the simple, So, how are you doing?, the pity party deluge that would ensue would surely send him back from whence he came.  He doesn’t want to know that my up and coming business that made the ‘Hottest New e-commerce UP-AND-COMER’ list two years ago is about to go full tits up if I can’t figure out how to draft some hotshot MBA or VC investor to save my inexperienced ass.

      And, if I can’t, then it’s goodbye to the only thing in my life that makes me feel I could be someone. Doing something that makes me stand out. Something that makes me proud of myself.

      It will not only mean financial ruin for me, my staff will have to be let go, even the ones that believed in me so much they worked for free for the first six months.  The house I bought five months ago for me and my dad will be gone and—God forbid—he and Stacie will be homeless.

      Maybe we can all live in my van.  Start a vanlife blog…

      “Are you listening?”  His voice cracks through my manic stream of consciousness, and I squint, then open my eyes again to make sure I’m not dreaming.

      “No,”  I say. “I honestly wasn’t. I was sort of…” I press my fingertips to my cheeks and pull down, then let go, realizing I’m making myself not only seem crazy, but look crazy too. “I was just…distracted.”

      “That I understand. You have me very distracted. I’m…”  He hesitates and I see the way his skin pulls around the scars when he talks, and it only makes him more attractive. More…expressive, somehow. “Reginald. What’s your name?”

      “Mildred,”  I answer, using my full name instead of my nickname only because Reginald sounds so…formal and grown up. I guess I didn’t want to seem childish and insignificant, because that’s sort of how I feel looking up at this magnificent man specimen.

      “I am taking a leap here, Mildred, but that guy was not your plus one for tonight.”

      “Oh, God no.”  I brush my hands down the front of my sweater as though I’m brushing the last of the unfortunate interaction with Mr. Wanna-go-for-a-ride-in-my-Dodge Charger away. “No plus ones for me.”

      Reginald gives me a questioning look as I shift my weight back and forth, trying to remember what it is you do with your hands when you are talking to someone.

      “You mean, tonight? Or at all?”

      I regard him for a moment, the last shot of vodka making my legs feel like I’ve spent too long on a boat in turbulent water.

      “What is it you are asking, Reginald? Let’s not be coy, shall we?” I tuck my hair behind my ears as the band plays the last bit of One, Two, Three Times a Lady, and I wonder what song is coming next in this fresh hell of a music parade.

      “What I’m asking, my dark little pixie…” He licks his top lip slowly, his hand moving toward my cheek in slow motion, then I feel his fingers tracing what I swear to all the dark Gods that are toying with me right now is a heart. His fingers move to my other cheek and it’s confirmed.  He’s tracing hearts on my cheeks. Actual hearts. How am I supposed to resist whatever this hunk of dark magic is doing to me?  “I’m asking if you have a boyfriend…”

      I snort, then choke on a laugh and shake my head.

      “No boyfriends. Or girlfriends. I mean, I have friends that are girls, a few boys long ago that were friends too, but no boy-friends or girl-friends. What about you?  You got a plus one here somewhere ready to jump me and gouge my eyes out with her fresh, jewel-encrusted manicure?”

      I look around and immediately regret my frame of reference, but I’m already jealous of a woman I don’t even know exists.

      His brows cinch together and I know I’m embarrassing myself but I can’t seem to stop, and I know I can’t blame it all on the Stoli.

      His hand curls from my cheek to the back of my neck, strong and warm, as his thumb caresses the spot just under my jaw where my pulse is racing like an Indy car toward the checkered flag. The room is suddenly a sauna and I feel like I’m going to spontaneously combust if he doesn’t answer my question.

      The uncomfortable warmth accelerates down low. The space between my legs is molten and ready to erupt.

      Finally, he shakes his head, opens those sexy lips to answer when the band leader’s voice bellows through the ballroom.

      “Everyone ready?”  The crowd cheers and claps.  “Good, time to do theeeeeeeeee…Hokey Pokey!”

      Kill. Me. Now.

      “Calgon, please, take me away…”  I mutter.

      Before the horror of the song takes hold, strong arms whip around my waist, tugging me next to him, ushering us both through the little throng of guests between us and the door, out into the hall.

      My brain feels like mashed potatoes as Reginald whisks me down the hallway, just as the band lights into the first few notes of the song.  I’m giggling as he basically pulls me against him, his body hard and strong but comfortable, like there is a spot carved there just for me.

      I’m out of breath when we finally stop outside of another set of double doors.  From inside, the blast of BTS is pulsing through.

      “Better than the Hokey Pokey, at least,” he says as his hand roams down, entwining his fingers with mine as the doors fly open and three young women fall out, laughing as only teen girls can in their cheap glittery tiaras and short sequined dresses.

      “This is just what we need to wash the Hokey Pokey straight out of our hair.”  I pull him forward before the doors shut, winding through the tables.  A black Range Rover is parked toward the back of the room, with an enormous pink bow on top.  The centerpieces on each table have pink and gold balloons with twinkling lights inside and there’s an enormous balloon archway across the dance floor with a huge number 16 at the top.

      I drag us onto the dance floor, where a multitude of overly-expressive teenagers huddle together in groups while a few concerned-looking adults look on.

      The booming base vibrates through the floor as I look up, expecting my new fake boyfriend to be horrified or disgusted at my antics, but instead, he’s smiling.

      Well, grinning. Sexy. Crooked. Very old-school Sean Connery sort of smiling.

      On the dance floor, he pulls me toward him, one arm solid around my back, the other clapping my hand, pulling it in that sexy sort of twist, then pressing it over his heart as he literally sweeps me off my feet.

      Two huge men are looking at us then a second later one of them is tapping Reid on the shoulder.

      “S’cuz me.”  He says with a thick Russian accent. “You don’ belong here.”

      “Sure we do. I know the birthday…girl.”  I smile.

      “Oh ya?”  He nods crossing his arms. “You tell me her name.”

      “Ginger.” Reid says, twirling me around then dipping me like Ginger Rodgers. “Or, wait…”  He pulls me back to standing, arms tightening. “Peaches? Right honey? Her name is Peaches.”

      I choke back my laugh as the bigger guy standing behind the big guy steps forward.

      “I take them out.” He says keeping his eyes on Reid. “You need find a party? I find you a party.”

      “No!” I interject, my heart speeding. “Honey,” I widen my eyes at Reid.

      “Baby,” He spins me around, crouches down and nods over his shoulder.  “Hop on. I know when when the party’s over.”

      I squeal and hop on his back as the two men swear in Russian and English.  Reid gives me a bouncing piggyback ride to a side door of the hall and plows through as I burst into laughter.

      He walks down a dark corridor and I hear the mixture of the boy band music and the final verses of the Hokey Pokey from the wedding.

      I’m out of breath from laughter as Reid shoulders us through another door and into a small sort of waiting room of some kind. There’s floor to ceiling mirrors along one wall, shelves stacked with folded white linens, a small table and a gold fabric loveseat.

      “Must be like a bride’s room.” I look around then catch Reid in the mirror watching me and adjusting his hard-on. “I don’t know how you guys walk around with those things. They have a mind of their own.”

      He closes in on me like a predator.  My heartbeat is thundering as he grabs me by the waist and backs me against the wall.

      “I can’t stop thinking of you kissing me.” His voice thickens along with the thickness pressing against my belly. “You liked doing that to me. Pretending I was your boyfriend. Tempting me.”

      The tension between us heightens until my ears are ringing and I open my mouth to speak but the only thing I want to say is take me now.

      He runs his fingers down my throat, over the color of my sweater and down to my chest then palms one of my breasts as I arch my neck and look up to see the fire I his eyes.

      “You think because you’re wearing black, I can’t see the way your nipples are poking out whenever I look at you?”

      He makes me feel like a treasure. A dirty treasure but the way he looks at me, I feel desire but more than that, I feel special like he’s been waiting for me.

      “I maybe thought wearing black I was always hiding something.”

      “You don’t need to hide anything from me little starling. You’re fucking mouth is driving me crazy. I have so many things in store for you.”

      My pussy throbs as my breathing turns labored, rushed like there’s not enough air.

      His lips crush to mine and the tension is so thick I think I might pass out. I slide my palms up his chest, grabbing his lapels and holding on for dear life.

      I’m on fire, inside and out. My skin, my pussy, my nipples, everything is tingling and burning at the same time.

      I arch feeling the hardness against me and for the first time in my life, I want to feel it inside me.

      His hands tug the hem of my sweater upward revealing my bra and he tears away from our kiss.

      “Fuck. Kissing isn’t enough.”

      His mouth sucks my nipples through the fabric as his hand reaches down, moving underneath the slit in my skirt and his mouth feels so good.

      I grind myself against him, wanting to be as close as I can to his cock as his fingers find the edge of my panties.

      “Holy fuck.” He mummers his mouth coming back up to attack my neck and it’s all too much.

      One hand is between my legs, the other slips up under my bra and grips me tight sending sparks over my skin.

      “The minute you called me your boyfriend and kissed me you know what you did?”

      “What?” I manage gasping and clutching now at the back of his neck.

      “You told me you belong to me. This sweet little mouth, these tits, this cunt, even your little asshole. All mine.”

      His hand slips inside my panties, fingers sliding through my wetness as he pushes me harder against the wall.

      “I—I…”  Words fail me. This is crazy but there’s no stopping this freight train, so I decide to go along for the ride. “Oh, fuck it.”  I tug his face down, kissing him as I rock against his hand.

      His thumb works my clit as a long finger teases my entrance.  Stars start to dance in my eyes as I start to moan.

      He pulls his other hand from my tit and slides it up my neck, his eyes turning almost black as my skin heats up and waves of arousal crash into me.

      “Shhhhh.”  He whispers next to my ear, his breath warm and I feel myself coming undone. “Be quiet baby, you don’t want anyone to hear. It’s our secret…”

      Holy shit.

      I cream all over his hand, the snapping bands of tension in my core reaching critical mass and then, he blows it all up.

      He puts his hand over my mouth, grinds his palm against my clit and finishes me off.

      “No one else will ever touch you. You’ll not be talking to any other men tonight, you understand me? This is all mine, now be a good girl and make a mess all over my hand.”

      Bam. Request granted. Just please, keep doing what you are doing.

      His hand muffles my scream as the orgasm blasts off sending me into orbit.

      My heart crashes around in my chest, lungs burning, throat raw as he moves his hand away and I look up to see him smiling.

      “I knew you’d like that.”

      I swallow, panting, my cheeks hot wetness running out from between my legs as his fingers slip from my panties, pat them against my soaking folds.

      “I’ll be coming for these later. Make them nice and wet for me.”

      There’s a click from the door and I gasp, Reid pushes me behind him and the door swings open, the two men from the other party standing there with a security guard.

      “Excuse me, what are you doing in here?”

      “Uhhh…” I start, winking at Reid.  “Well, my brother and I, our parents are in the hall next door…”

      “Then I suggest you get back there.”

      Reid takes my hand, pulls me next to him, leans down and plants a kiss on my lips.

      “Come on sis. Playtime is over.”

      Fuck. I’m so screwed.
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      “I need…” Mildred blows out a breath, running her hand through her hair. “I need coffee. Or something stronger. And the rest room.”

      She glances around, and I point the way.

      “Down there. I’ll get you a coffee. I think you’ve had enough alcohol.”

      Mildred laughs through her nose. “Sure, whatever, Daddy—Dad.” I see the blush bloom like little hearts on her cheeks where I traced my fingers, but the title makes my balls warm as well as my heart. “Whatever. Like, you’re acting like my father. Or the way my father probably should act, I guess…I’m jabbering, I’m going to go. Coffee. Please.”

      I draw a deep breath as I watch her walk away, ass sashaying like a tempting little morsel under that black skirt. Fuck. When she called me Daddy, even though it was obviously by accident…damn, I nearly came in my pants.

      What the hell has this girl done to me? I’m so hard I could crack open bank vaults with my dick right now.

      I turn away, grunting as I lose sight of her, and force myself back in through the doors to the ballroom. And immediately feel a hand on my arm.

      I whip around, ready to hurt someone, but have to pull back when I see my sister.

      “Reid! Oh my God, at last. You’re sooooo…late…” Stacie looks slightly annoyed, and more than a little confused at her own words, but too drunk to hold either emotion for long. “Where the fucksickle have you been, big brother? Everyone! This is my best…absolute greatest brother in the whole wide world!”

      A few people glance our way, a couple chuckle a little at the spectacle. Nobody seems to know who I am, or to care, and that’s exactly the way I like it.

      “Stacie. Congratulations,” I say. “Can I get you a coffee?”

      Her brows draw together. “Coffee? What? No. Another one of these.” She holds up her cocktail glass, the dribble of liquid in the bottom sloshing over the sides, then raises her voice. “He’s paying for all of the drinks!” She cheers then cups her hand around her mouth, leaning toward me. “You’re paying for everything, sure, but they all don’t need to know that.”  She ends on an exaggerated wink and the fireballs of anger start ping-ponging around inside of me again.

      I’m not sure if it’s so much my sister’s narcissistic behavior. That’s not new and I’ve grown more indifferent and accepting about it over time.  I think the anger is flooding back because Mildred is out of sight. I feel like when I can see her, touch her, she’s the antidote to my ever-present churning rage.

      Stacie’s little announcement about the drinks gets the cheer she was hoping for, and she laughs on a dramatic bow, then raises her hand to her mouth, making a retching face, and I’m thinking she just threw up in her mouth a little bit.

      Classy.

      Before I can move back to the bar, my safe place at weddings, Martin sidles up beside Stacie, a look of confusion on his flushed face, as he struggles to stay at the helm of his wobbly legs.

      “This…” Stacie says, grinning and throwing her arm over his shoulder. “This is my new husband. Of course, you already know that from the pictures I sent. Anywho, Martin, this is my big brother, Reid. He’s very successful. In business anyway. Love, not so much.” She laughs, pressing her nose into Martin’s cheek for a moment and they both sway, and I wonder if they both started to fall if I would try to stop it. “Honestly, a girlfriend or what do they call it now?” Martin looks at Stacie, but she is oblivious. “The girlfriend experience? Would do you good. Make you a little less…uptight.” She creases her face in thought, then just waves her glass up and down, indicating all of me.

      Normally, I’d have a hard retort, storm off. But right now, the word girlfriend just sets my pulse racing as I glance around, wondering when Mildred will be back. I need her near me, I need to see her.

      I need to make sure no other swinging dick is so much as glancing in her direction.

      “Thanks, Sis, I’ve gotta—”

      “Nice to meet you, Red,” Martin says, still frowning, and I don’t even care that he doesn’t know my name. “You need to meet my daughter, Milly. She’s around here somewhere. She’s been hiding in corners the whole night… She’s your new sister-in-law. Or is she your niece-in-law? Stacie is her new mom.”

      He and Stacie laugh like it’s the funniest thing in the world, and all I want to do is hire a team to comb the place and find Mildred.

      Mildred.

      I mean, what’s in a name, right?

      But, Mildred?  It doesn’t suit her at fucking all.

      “It’s Reid,” Stacie says, pushing her face into Martin’s. “R—eeee—d. Not Red.”

      “Sorry…son. Reeeeeed.” He grins.

      “Yeah, hilarious,” I say, deadpan. “Look, I need a drink.”

      “Me too!” Stacie cheers.

      “Make that three,”  Martin adds, but I spin on my heel, leaving them to deal with each other before I pop a rocker arm and ruin the evening for the newlyweds and everyone else within ear shot.

      As I turn, a high-pitched squeal from the mic has people wincing, hands flying to cover ears as the room goes quiet. I’m still trying to weave my way to the bar but the guests sort of huddle into groups, looking toward the stage, blocking my retreat and it’s either stay where I am or start flinging them across the room like footballs. Right now, I could go either way.

      “Attention! Your attention please!” says the band leader, and Stacie looks annoyed.

      “What’s he doing? He’s supposed to be singing, not being the main attraction.”

      “Everyone gather round. It’s bouquet and garter time,” he continues. “Where’s the bride? Stacie? Martin? Where are you?” He holds a flat hand to his forehead, scanning the room.

      Stacie’s mood changes as she squeals in delight, clapping her hands and doing a little dance as she turns my way. “Promise you’ll be festive, Reid. Try to catch the garter. I can’t wait for you to be married just like me! Think of all the babies.” She rubs her stomach and bile tickles the back of my throat.

      Stacie as a mother would be far from ideal. Not until she realizes, children are the center of attention, at least most of the time, and a battle for that position between mother and child does not a nurturing relationship make.

      Growing up with our mother should have taught her that.

      I don’t answer, and I don’t need to. She’s already grabbed Martin and is heading for the stage, and lucky me, a slim pathway toward the bar opens, and I shoulder through.

      But, I look around, no Mildred.

      She should have been back by now. Fuck. Something isn’t right.

      That twitch in my cheek starts, along with the sensation that somehow my scars are tightening.  It’s a telltale sign my anger is starting to bubble up and my control is snapping, thread by angry thread.

      I swivel my head, looking above the crowd to the right, left, center, while in the background I hear Stacie as she takes the mic. God, that girl loves a microphone.

      And an audience.

      God knows, we were both starved for attention as kids. While I started competing and fighting to get people to notice me, she surrounded herself with friends and threw herself at every boy that showed a little interest. I don’t blame her, I just know my family is going to be different.

      My family?

      Where the fuck did that come from?

      Mildred.

      That’s where the fuck that came from.

      One kiss and I already knew.  I was going to soak her with my baby-making seed. Something I never dreamed I’d want before now. Something I’ve fought against my whole life.

      No one, not even my so-called closest friends, know…I’ve never fucked. Never could find the person that made me want to slide what I believe is a part of me that deserves the best, if I do say so myself, into anything second best.

      I wanted the one.

      First place.

      The gold metal of pussies, attached to a woman that made me feel something other than the weight on my chest. The clench of my fists. I never believed she existed, so I quit looking. Quit thinking.

      Until now.

      Stacie’s on the band platform, holding her hand over her mouth like she’s about to weep tears of joy and appreciation.

      “…it’s so lovely to be surrounded by so many friends. So many…really good friends.”  She waves her hand over the crowd and I look around. Who the fuck are all of these people?  “I’ve known some of you for only moments and others for a really long…few…weeks, in some cases. But I love you all and I want you to celebrate with us—”

      “Where’s Milly? I don’t want her to miss this.” I hear Martin’s voice, the mic squealing again, making a hissing sound as he taps it with his fingers. “There you are! My daughter, everyone!” He laughs, holding his arm out toward the side of the crowd and I turn.

      She’s like a perfect pale gemstone, set in black, shining out all the more beautiful for the stark contrast. Standing there in the middle of a sea of gray foam as other girls and women are gathering into a tense ball, jockeying for position to catch the bouquet. I see her roll her eyes at her father, but she presses a tight smile to her lips as she moves toward where Martin points, heading for the back of the crowd.

      Mildred.

      Milly. My new sister—or niece— in-law.

      My little starling.

      Dark but fierce. Small but mighty.

      I head in that direction, watching her turn, her eyes lighting up as they meet mine.

      Stacie’s voice sounds muffled as I start lumbering towards her. Everyone ready? Three, two, one, catch! Milly grins, her gaze locked solid on me, biting into that luscious, deep, pink-lipsticked bottom lip. A lip I want to suck into my own mouth, to taste, to feel against my own again.

      There are yelps, squeals, the movement of the mass of women like a school of fish evading a predator.  They are a mosh-pit of updos and desperation, but my attention is on my little starling. My dick at attention, leading the way.

      And then the bouquet smacks her in the side of the face, flower petals exploding into the air in slo-mo as Milly’s eyes flutter open and shut, her hands darting out on instinct as the crowd of women groan in unison.

      “Jesus, ouch. What the—”  Her eyes drop, looking down in disbelief, discovering that she’s caught the flowers. I watch, the flicker in her eyes tells me she’s considering throwing them back, but it’s too late.

      The other girls glare, eyes roll, whispers start, annoyance clear on their faces. She was just the outsider. Now, she’s the enemy.

      “That wasn’t supposed to happen,” Stacie says, the mic down at her side but it still picks up her voice. “Martin, should I throw them again, or…can you get them back?” She stomps her foot and pouts like a toddler.

      “No. No, you can’t. It’s bad luck…or something…” Martin laughs uncomfortably, grabbing the mic, realizing everyone is listening. “Hopefully you won’t be getting married anytime soon, huh, baby? No boys on the horizon for you, my little pumpkin.” The crowd shift nervously, some breaking off from the group, others chattering and pointing to Milly, and I want to knock their empty heads together. Martin tries to save the moment. “Let’s, um, let’s move on to the garter. Gents, gents, gather round. No pushing. Now, let’s see. Lift your dress a little, baby.”

      There are a few guffaws and lecherous chuckles from the men as they move to replace the ladies. I frown and grit my teeth as I watch Martin lifting Stacie’s dress so high we all get a flash of ass. Not a part of my sister I needed to see, even though she’s laughing and playing along, running a hand down her thigh as she glances at the men in the crowd, bobbing her eyebrows and playing coy. Martin finally tugs the garter down, over Stacie’s foot, but I stay solid in my spot.

      Unfortunately, the group of men flow and gather to my left and I step farther away. I’m not going to be part of this, I want to be next to my girl. I’m watching Milly as she crosses her eyes and gives me a ‘wha-da-ya-know’ look shaking the bouquet in the air.

      What was it she said earlier? She doesn’t believe in happy ever after.

      I nod and point back toward the bar and she winks back on a thumbs up, turning that way.

      “Here it comes. Get ready! Catch!” I hear Martin but I’m focused on my girl. I see some big guys jump out of the corner of my eye, laughing as they leap, snagging air as it sails high over their heads.

      Way to the left.

      Heading right for me like a heat-seeking missile.

      My instincts take over. I was an athlete in college. A navy SEAL. I have quick reflexes even after a few drinks.

      Keeping eye contact with Milly, I reach up and pluck the darting blue and white silk missile from the air, and hear my sister’s squeal of delight.

      “Reid! That’s my handsome brother, Reid! You caught it! Wedding bells, wedding bells, ladies! I wonder who the lucky girl will be?”

      “Come on up here!” The band leader’s dulcet voice takes over at the mic. “Both of you. Was it Milly? And Reid? Come on up, you aren’t done!”

      Milly frowns as she stops in her tracks, the flowers drooping in her limp grip as I approach. “I don’t want to go up there. I don’t want everyone looking at me—”

      She doesn’t get any further than that, as the crowd starts to clap and cheer, urging us along, up to the stage, where Stacie is whispering to the band leader.

      He starts to laugh as he turns back our way, offering his hand to Milly to help her up onto the stage, but I growl and step forward, knocking his hand away as I climb up then lift her up with me.

      He looks put out, but is soon back on the microphone, leading with his best master of ceremonies voice.

      “I’ve just learned that these two are brother and sister-in-law. Or, would it be uncle and niece in law? Either way, way to in-law , wink, wink, in the great state of North Carolina!” He gets a few laughs, but as I look out at the drunken faces, all I want is to get her away from here. Get her somewhere more private, taste her kiss again, know what she sounds like when I make her come— “Okay, now, there’s a tradition to all this. The lucky groom-to-be needs to put the garter on the lucky young lady! Don’t be shy, we’re all friends here—and family, as it turns out!”

      “I think I should probably throw the bouquet again,” Stacie says, arms crossed, huffing, and I shoot her a deadly look. “This is a circus. Milly shouldn’t have tried so hard to catch it.”

      But this dance is already in motion and I’m not stopping it now.

      At the mention of putting the garter on her, my beast took over. Fuck, yeah. Get my hands on those legs? Get to see what’s waiting for me? I’m on my knees in front of her in an instant, ignoring her yelp of surprise.

      “What…what are you doing?” Milly hisses, but I see the shine in her eyes, the nervous tilt of her shoulders, the way her tongue keeps tracing her bottom lip. She knows exactly what I’m doing, and exactly what I’d like to be doing while I’m down here.

      Just a shame for us both that it’s going to have to wait.

      The garter isn’t going to go over her thick black Doc. Marten’s, so I start unlacing the boot, moving tenderly, pulling at each lace to loosen the leather, then slipping it off her foot. I take her ankle in my hand, fishnet tights giving tantalizing glimpses of her flesh as I caress her foot, slipping the garter on, and then up. Her breaths are coming fast and a little raspy, like each one is a struggle. I can almost hear her heartbeat, can smell her scent...

      Everything but us fades away. We are the only two people in the world right now, I look at her magical brown eyes, the gold flecks in her irises glittering, her pupils dilating as my fingers work up her leg.

      In that moment, I already know…we’re going to be together, forever.

      She’s mine and I’m hers. These are the first moments of the rest of our lives.

      As a waiter comes to offer the bride and groom champagne, she reaches, blocks him with her arm and grabs a glass for herself on a smile.

      The waiter nods, tossing Stacie an apologetic look. But if she’s going to embarrass Milly up here, I swear to God, I won’t hit my sister, but I will pick my sweet Starling up and carry her out of here and we won’t be back.

      Luckily, Stacie stays silent, until Milly’s other hand darts out, grabbing a second glass of the bubbly giving me a shrug.

      “When in Rome,” she says, and a moment later she’s downed the first as my hands disappear up beneath her black skirt, sliding the garter into place, feeling the warmth of her skin through her fishnets, making my mouth water.

      “All right! Let’s hear it for Milly and Reid!”

      There are cheers, Milly raises her other glass, then empties it in two swallows.

      I push to my feet, grabbing her hand and pulling her up next to me as we face the crowd, taking a little bow.

      Just a brother-in-law and sister-in-law, on their way to be husband and wife.

      Then, I see the looks. The uncomfortable stares. The averting of eyes. I recognize it all.

      The scars. It’s always the scars.

      But right now, there is only one person whose approval I need.

      I turn to Milly, but she’s intent at something in the crowd. I follow her eyes toward a group of women who are barely hiding the stares and pointing fingers.

      My heart feels like it’s wrapped in barbed wire.

      Does Milly see what they see? The mangled skin. The horror movie in the making.

      I should say something, let her know it’s okay. I don’t know how I’ll survive, but I won’t keep her against her will, like some monster in a storybook. The rational part of me tries to convince myself if she wanted to go, I would let her.

      But, deep down in my marrow, I know that’s a lie. Still, I offer civility, trying to play the part for the moment.

      “Milly. It’s okay, if you can’t—”

      “Little bitches,” she mutters, then without warning she turns my way.

      In an instant, her hands are locked around my face, and she’s pulling me down. She’s so tiny, I have to bend in half to come face to face with her, but I don’t resist. I’ll never resist her. I’m born to serve where she’s concerned. Her every whim will be my mission.

      Her little hands are on my face, fingers dancing on the flesh, and when her lips meet mine the world stops.

      That kiss is everything. Stars and lightning, thunder and fireworks. It sets synapses firing in my brain that I’m sure never existed until now. It makes my dick thrust forward as I lift her into my arms, not caring what anyone else might think. I’m sure she feels what she’s doing to me, but I don’t care. This is what it’s all about, this is what I’m living for.

      A burst of applause rises from the crowd.

      I hear Stacie’s offended screech as we steal her limelight, telling Martin to pull his floozy of a daughter off her brother.

      But a trailer winch couldn’t pull her out of my arms right now.

      When we finally come up for air, all I see is her.

      Milly’s lips pull up on one side. Then she turns back to the group of girls who are now staring, gape-mouthed, and sticks her tongue out, eliciting gasps and shocked laughter from the onlookers.

      Maybe we are a spectacle, but I don’t give a shit.  I’ll be a spectacle with Milly any day.

      Every day.

      From now until the end of time.

      “Milly!” Martin growls as he stomps up beside us, but I growl right fucking back and even drunk he’s aware enough to pull it back, his head whipping around to Stacie. “She’s just drunk. Milly, you’re making a scene. And you, Reeeed, stay away from my daughter.”

      “Him?” Stacie stomps her foot. “Your daughter basically jumped on him. He didn’t stand a chance. You’re damn right, she’s drunk. Embarrassing us in front of all our friends.” Stacie starts the weepy shit again and I’m done.

      Martin tries to calm his new bride. “Baby, let’s—”

      “Don’t baby me.” The fake tears are evaporated by her venom. “Come on, let’s go. Everyone is staring. At them.”

      As they continue arguing, I meet Milly’s eyes. “Milly, huh?”

      “Since I was about eight. I don’t know why I said Mildred, I guess I wanted to seem a little more sophisticated. It’s clearly such a formal and sophisticated event, Reginald.”

      I laugh and nod. “My dad’s name. I hate it almost as much as I hate him.”

      I see the thoughtfulness in her eyes and I have no idea why I just told her that.

      “You ready to jet?”  She crinkles her nose once again easing the discomfort rising inside of me.

      “Limos are already booked. You’re riding with me.”

      She starts to sway, then puts out her arm, nodding. “Lead the way, brother-in-law. I believe I’ve had enough.”

      Enough alcohol, maybe.

      Enough of me?

      Never.
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      Two things occur to me as I ride in the back of the limo with Reid.

      First, I’m uber-drunk. Those two glasses of champagne were beyond unnecessary.

      I can’t stop the giggles or the spinning feeling that’s taking over.

      Second, I kissed my new brother-in-law. More than kissed.

      I rode his fingers like a porn star and filled his hand with the results of an orgasm that practically popped my fillings out of my molars.

      And I want to do it again.

      Right now. And more. Way more. All the mores. In every position.

      Virginity be damned.  It’s time and he’s the place.

      “What were the chances of us both—”

      I cut him off, lunging across the back seat and planting my lips against his. Even though it must take him by surprise, he doesn’t seem unprepared, his arms wrap around me like that handle they pull down on a rollercoaster before it takes off.

      Please keep limbs inside the ride at all times.

      I feel the hard ridge pressing up into my body from between his legs, barely able to register that that thing is supposed to somehow fit inside a woman’s body.

      Inside my body. Mine. God, yes.

      We shouldn’t be doing this. It’s all wrong, totally wrong.

      My dad is married to his little sister, which, sure, that whole thing confuses the hell out of me. Are we brother and sister-in-law?  Or is he like my uncle now? Uncle-in-law?

      I use my tongue to distract me from our relational confusion but either way it still makes us related.

      Me and Reid.

      Reid and me.

      Reid and Milly, sitting in a tree, K.I.S.S.I.N.G…

      First comes love…

      Comes, snort. I’m like two years old right now.

      Oh, God, I am so drunk.

      Deciding to try out an open bar at your father’s wedding to a girl who could have been in your graduating class on your first venture into the slithery snakes of alcohol’s effects, may not have been the best decision of my life.

      Did that sentence even make sense? It’s too long. Red pen, scratch it all out.

      Whatever. Tomorrows are for regrets.

      Tonights are for throwing caution to the wind, and man, it’s windy in here.

      I reach down between us and hear Reid grunt in pain as my fingers dance over the bulging head behind his zipper. I grin into our kiss, starting to giggle again, and he breaks our contact.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I don’t know…my dad’s probably right. I’m just drunk.”

      He shakes his head. “No.”

      “No what?” My laugh sounds high-pitched and girly. Like a giggle. I’m not this person. I’m black lace and sullen silences, not fluffy bunnies and giggles.

      “Not just drunk. Sure, you’re drunk, I’ll give you that, but that doesn’t make you do things you don’t want to do. It just turns off that little switch marked inhibitions. You’re not doing anything you don’t want to do, are you baby?”

      I narrow my eyes. “Is that your way of asking for another kiss?” I giggle. Again. “Sorry. God, honestly, I’m not normally like this.”

      As I pull away, I hear a rumble from deep in his chest, and feel his grip tighten on my back.

      “Let’s just talk,” he says, shifting us around in the back of the car so that he’s sitting across in his seat, legs spread, and I get an eyeful of that rock-solid bulge. “Tonight has been crazy, I won’t lie. Things have changed. But I want to get to know you, Milly. All of you.”

      I put my finger to my chin as I think, then nod. “I’m an open page. Book, I mean. What do you want to know?”

      “Everything. What does family mean for you? I know your dad but what else? Brothers? Sisters?”

      I shake my head. “Just me and Dad. My mom died in California. She moved there when I was really small. Maybe Dad would have liked more kids but he just got me, for better or worse.”

      Reid grabs my hand. “Better,” he says. “Trust me. He’s lucky to have you.”

      “He is,” I agree, grinning. “I put up with a lot of shit other daughters wouldn’t, believe me. But he’s been there for me, raised me on his own. These last few years, he just sort of, went a little wild. Mid-life crisis I guess. I know he loves me. Not everyone can say that.”

      “You’re right, not everyone can,” he says on a sharp inhale that makes me want to soothe whatever the heaviness is he’s carrying. “Me and Stacie, our dad left and our mom died. I stepped up when my dad left, then, stepped up higher when Mom...Stacie needed me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, because I am. I meant what I said, I feel lucky to have had my dad there, doubly so when I hear about others who haven’t been so fortunate.

      “But what do you mean, you’ve put up with a lot of shit?”

      “Oh, nothing serious. I shouldn’t have said that. Like I said, I know he loves me.”

      “But?” He draws his eyebrows together, and I suddenly feel scrutinized. It makes me shiver slightly, but for some reason it draws out the truth.

      “Just, my business, really.” I tell him, thinking about the meeting I have waiting for me tomorrow. My accountant is going to go through the books with me, look at where we can cut things back, or if not…discuss filing for bankruptcy. “When I first started it up, I was only nineteen. It feels like a lifetime ago, not two years… Anyway, I didn’t know what I was doing with taxes and raising capital and hiring staff. When it started to do well, my dad talked me into letting him help with all that stuff. He’s been in the business world way longer than me, it’s just…”

      I meet his eyes, wondering why I’m telling him this. I don’t know a thing about him, and here I am bad-mouthing my father to him. Where’s my family loyalty?

      Although, Reid is family, isn’t he? He’s my brother. That’s what brother-in-law means, right?

      Does that make the kissing even more wrong? And even hotter?

      A little squeak escapes my lips as a trickle of hot liquid seeps out between my thighs, joining the many others from earlier tonight that are all Reid’s responsibility.

      “Are you okay?”

      I nod quickly, feeling my cheeks heat. “Mmm hmm.” The spinning is back, faster. Faster.

      Faster.

      “You need some air?”

      I shake my head, talking to cover my embarrassment. “Dad has all these ideas. Things that he insists are going to make him rich, get him all the money in the world, put him on a par with, I don’t know, Jeff Bezos and Elon Musk. But they never do. They always end up leaving him with more and more debt. It’s gotten worse over the years. When I was seventeen, he was kind of successful, had his own little business fixing up people’s computers. Then he invested that money.” I do hand quotes. “And it’s been spiraling down from there. You know how he met your sister?”

      Reid nods. “They were both in Vegas. Stacie likes to play the slots but she usually sticks to a limit.”

      “Yes, I’m sure she likes to play the slots,” I say, feeling my eyes roll before I can stop them. “Honestly, more power to her, I mean that, especially if she can stop before she hands over the house keys. But my dad? He doesn’t gamble like that. Calls it a fool’s game. No, he gambles on business ventures. He was in Las Vegas for some conference for the next hottest thing. He’s a named partner in my business and he keeps spending the company’s profits on these mad schemes that never come to anything. It’s probably illegal and the fact I know about it probably makes me responsible somehow. We’ll have adjoining cells.”

      “How much do you need?” he says, his mouth set in a line. Jaw muscles flexing. I know what he’s thinking. It’s the same as my accountant is thinking and the same as I’m thinking. I should cut him loose. But I’m not even sure how to do that without going to the police and hanging him out to dry, and at the very least, it would involve lawyers and he would end up hating me.

      I sigh. “What? Are you going to pull it out of your wallet? What do you even do, anyway? How did you get those scars?”

      As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I want to take them back.

      I saw the way those girls were looking at him, but honestly, all I see is a stunning man. I think they make him look like someone who’s been around, seen a lot. Like zebra’s stripes, he’s utterly unique and I’m so turned on by him it’s probably unsafe.

      For him.

      “Sorry,” I say quickly. “You don’t have to tell me. That was uncalled for.”

      I turn away, but the instant I do I feel his fingers on my chin, sending a shiver right down my spine as he turns my face back towards his and I gaze into those serious gray eyes.

      “Don’t apologize.” He shakes his head, then shrugs. “I don’t feel sorry about having them. I’m alive, which is a fuck lot more than I can say for two of the other people who were there that day. I got away with just being an ugly motherfucker. I’m lucky.”

      “I don’t…I don’t think you’re ugly…” I say, then without thinking too hard about it first, I reach out and run a finger down the biggest ridge of scar tissue, tracing the route from his cheekbone, down his chin, along his neck. He stares back at me, unflinching. “I want to know.”

      With a deep breath, he nods. “I was in the navy. Traveling in a Humvee with the rest of my team. There was an explosion.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, scooting closer to him. “Wait, you were in the navy? You seem a bit, I don’t know…corporate?”

      “Seal team five.”

      “You were a navy seal?” I look him up and down, seeing him in a new light. “I guess that explains a lot actually. Can’t help noticing you’re kind of…intense.”

      He laughs. “Anyway, let’s let that go for the time being. Tell me about your business.”

      “It seems a bit lame now after learning you’re a goddamn seal. I sell flowers.”

      “Oh, that’s great baby. I wouldn’t have seen you as a florist though. Lots of red roses and white lilies? Gothic?”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “Not exactly. I sell dead flowers. And black ones. Venus fly traps and other carnivorous plants. Anything a little bit crazy and dark. It’s a bit silly but my best friend, her fiancé cheated on her and she found out like two days before Valentine’s Day.” I pause, the alcohol fog giving me a moment of clarity. “Exactly two years ago today as a matter of fact. So, for Valentine’s, I made her up a bunch of these withered, dead flowers to send to him and the girl. Honestly, they looked like they’d been on somebody’s grave for a month, like some sort of Victorian horror novel. Then another friend asked if I could do the same for her. And then I started getting inquiries, set up a website and the rest is history.”

      He nods. “GothGardens.com, right?”

      My eyes go wide. “Yes. How did you…?”

      “I keep my eyes and ears open when it comes to hot new businesses. You made a couple lists I keep track of. Made a couple of million your first year as I recall. I had no idea I was sitting next to a successful entrepreneur. I’m the one that feels lame now.”

      I frown, and feel my stomach churn, that spinning feeling getting stronger. “Not so successful unless I can pull off a financial miracle—oh, God, stop the car.”

      Suddenly, all my insides feel like they are fighting to find the exit. It hits me like a slap across the face, suddenly and out of nowhere, and I’m desperately looking around for somewhere to throw up.

      I shouldn’t have had so much to drink.

      I shouldn’t have taken a limo drive.

      Especially not with someone I like.

      “Hey, it’s going to be all right,” I hear him say as I wrap my arms around my middle.

      Please stop the car, I think, looking around hopelessly as the limo starts to slow.

      “Nearly there, miss,” the driver says cheerfully, but he’s obviously unaware of how desperate the situation is.

      I look around for a bucket, a bag, anything. But there’s nothing. Reid leans across me, pushing the button to open the window, and I take the opportunity. My head is out of the window in an instant, and I decorate the side of the limo with proof that alcohol is not my friend.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve got my own room,” I mumble as he carries me down the corridor Of the hotel. “You can leave me to die quietly. Alone.”

      “You’re not going to die, little drama bird. Not a chance. I’m taking care of you. Nothing else is going to happen, trust me. But I’m not leaving you on your own. Let’s go get you cleaned up.”

      My cheeks heat at the mention of nothing else happening. I get it. I’m completely disgusting. Good thing he got his kisses before I fouled the vessel.

      But honestly, maybe it’s just the drink, but I would like nothing more than for him to take complete advantage of me right now.

      “You sure you don’t want any of this?” I tease, throwing my arms back over my head, arching my back as he carries me but the sudden movement only makes me more queasy.

      The hotel receptionist looked like she was going to refuse us entry when I arrived with my hair all messed up, paler than usual I’m sure, looking like I was taking the walk of shame into the hotel instead of out the next morning.

      Reid just glared, slapped his hand down, then scooped me up like a rag doll and she handed over the keycards.

      “You’re cute, and yes, I want all of that, but first things first,” he says, pulling me in closer. “Here we are.”

      I feel his arm moving under my rear as he swipes his card through the reader, then lets us both into the room. The truth is, I’ve sobered up a lot after throwing up. And I’ve seen the way he looks at me, it’s not my imagination, and I’m old enough to make my own decisions.

      “I’ll go get myself cleaned up,” I say, wiggling in his arms, suddenly aware that I don’t want the guy who’s making me feel this way to see me like this. “Then I’ll head back to my own room and see you in the morning, when I’ve pieced together the shattered fragments of my dignity.”

      “Nope.” Reid sets me down but grabs my wrist, leading me over and sitting me down in a soft velvet chair next to the desk in his room. “Sit there. Don’t move.”

      I shrink into a defeated heap as he picks up the receiver on the desk phone, his magnificent gray eyes locked on me the whole time, and a shiver shimmies my shoulders.

      “Hi. Yes. Room 326. I need coffee, aspirin, Gatorade, toothbrush.” He turns to me. “You okay with mint Arm and Hammer toothpaste or you want something particular?”

      I shrug. The thought runs through my head: I’m going to be using his toothpaste. Why does that seem so intimate?

      “Food too. Chicken soup, crackers.”

      “I want a cheeseburger, rare. And fries! Yes, I need grease. I’m low.” I snort.

      Reid hardens his jaw, running his hand down the top of my head. “Did you hear that? Also send toast and do you have ginger ale?” He pauses, listening. “Uh huh. Great, sooner the better.” He says, wrapping up the call.

      “Wait!” I sit forward, grabbing the phone. “Do you have cherry pie?” The voice on the other end of the phone answers. “Great, a big slice of your best cherry pie.” I smile and hand the receiver back to Reid, who is shaking his head looking amused.

      He nods, grunts some sound of agreement and hangs up. “Thirty minutes. Time enough for you to have a bath and get out of these clothes.”

      “My bags will be in my room,” I say. “I’ll just head down there and get out of your hair.”

      He shakes his head. “Stop saying you are going to your room because that’s not happening. You’re staying with me. I’ll give you a shirt, and you’re not in my hair. Come on.” He grabs my hands and pulls me up, then starts heading us toward the bathroom.

      “Fine, but I want that shirt.” I point to his chest, the idea of wearing his shirt so damn sexy I can barely breathe. “That’s my final offer.”

      “You’re not in much of a position to be making demands, little starling.” Reid grunts, but I can tell I’ll get my way.

      Before I can protest anymore, he’s tugging the hem of my turtleneck up, and without thinking, I lift my arms over my head. It’s only a moment later the top pops over my head and I feel the cool air against my bare skin.

      The bathroom is enormous, with black and white marble and gleaming chrome fixtures. Reid settles me against the vanity then reaches down and turns on the water into the white porcelain tub.

      “Hey, if I’m getting naked here…” I grin and pull at his belt, but he gently pushes my hands away.

      “I’m not going to take advantage of you, Milly. You’re not getting naked, you’re just being helped out of your clothes so that you can take a bath.”

      “Really? This says different.”

      My boldness seems never ending as I reach down and wrap my fingers around his thick cock through the fabric of his pants. I’ve never been this girl, the one who’s confident, sexy, knows what she wants and takes it. Or tries to, anyway.

      Or perhaps he’s right. Perhaps I’ve always been this girl, and the alcohol has just given me the excuse to set her free.

      I don’t think so. I think it’s Reid that’s given her the excuse. Not the booze.

      “I’m not going to deny, you’re one tempting little slice of cherry pie,” he says, unzipping the side of my skirt and pulling it down, leaving me standing there in bra, panties and fishnet tights. He growls as he looks me up and down, then starts to unfasten my bra. “My body wants you right here, right now. If I wasn’t keeping my fucking beast in check, I’d be diving between your legs as we speak, eating you out until that little honey hole of yours knows who it belongs to now.”

      I stare at him, my mouth falling open. I don’t even seem to care that I’m now nearly naked, because his words are far sexier than any amount of disrobing could match.

      “But I won’t take you like this. Not when you’re drunk. Your virginity deserves something a little more.”

      “I never said I was a virgin.”

      “You said you’d never been kissed.”

      “People can have sex and not kiss you know.”  I blurt out a little put out that he’s assuming I’m a virgin.

      “Milly.” He stares me down. “You have two seconds to answer yes or no or I’m turning you over my knee and spanking the truth out of you. Are you a virgin?”

      I consider the options. The spanking more tempting than I would have thought but there’s something in his eyes, that flicker of some ancient pain that makes me rein in my brat and answer.

      “Yes. I am.”

      “Thank fucking God.” He mummers and the way he says it makes me insides twist and tangle.

      I breathe out through my nose, then spread my legs for him to take the rest of my clothes. He’s right, of course, and it was stupid to play coy like maybe I wasn’t an unpopped little cherry.

      I guess I just never wanted something meaningless.

      He removes my tights, then as he reaches out for my panties I see the look in his eyes. Hunger. I’m suddenly aware that my panties are a drenched piece of evidence that this man has me diving into the warm pool of lust I’ve just discovered.

      Is that bad? Is he going to shrink back from touching them and tell me to finish my bath alone?

      Because as much as I might be making a deal of it, I’m kind of liking the way he’s taking care of me right now. The way he’s denying himself despite making myself available.

      I gulp, waiting, then watch as strips my stockings first. Then he reaches forward and tugs the hem of my panties down, over my thighs, down to my feet. I step out of them, then watch in surprise as he brings them to his nose, takes a long deep breath, then whispers, “Mine,” before stuffing them into the front pocket of his dark suit coat.

      He tests the bathwater, adding bubble bath that’s sitting on the edge along with the other little soaps and such.

      He helps me step in, his hands strong and warm, and I hear him groan.  His touch sends me into orbit and I’m sure a man like him has seen plenty of real women before.

      I’ve never cared much about my body. Like, I don’t loathe myself, but I’ve always been thin, tiny, without womanly curves and an inherent sexiness.

      It was hard growing up, being the skinny kid.  I know body positivity is sort of focused on the other end of the spectrum, but being teased is being teased and these days, there doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with calling another female skinny bitch. Doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.

      “Holy fuck, baby.” His eyes roam over my body and for the first time in my core I feel desired.  That warmth between my legs starts to flow as his eyes darken, looking at my chest as he makes this animal sort of snarling growl.

      Instinctively, I cross my arms to cover myself, but his hands answer as fast, pulling them down.

      “Don’t fucking do that.”  He shakes his head. “So fucking beautiful. I’m not going to touch you baby, not like this, not while your head isn’t clear, but I will tell you, there’s a high probability that I am going to double over and unload in my pants just looking at you. Fuck.”

      Then I step in, and he bathes me gently, soothing every aching limb, making me feel a little more…human again. Halfway through, there’s a knock on the door, and he answers it to room service. The smell of coffee and food should make me queasy again, but it doesn’t. I’m so relaxed here in the bath, with him taking care of me, that I just lean back and luxuriate in the smell and the warmth. Then he returns, his torso is bare and I think I’m going to pass out.

      He’s like I imagined only in 3-D Technicolor. He’s got the soft cut of muscle but he’s full and bulky. Husky. His chest is decorated with warm brown hair as I follow the scars from his neck to where they trail down and disappear under his suit pants.

      “Daddy,” I squeak out, sort of in jest, but I see the flames that practically shoot right out of his eyes at me. “Papa? Father? Dada?”  I kid, but he doesn’t laugh.

      “You’ve let that name slip twice tonight, my starling. Seems you need something from me and I’m more than happy to give it to you.”

      “Oh yeah? A second ago you said we weren’t going to—”

      He cuts me off with a hand on my chin, pinching just tightly enough to command my full attention.

      “Daddy doesn’t mean just fucking, baby. Soon enough, sure, but what I’ll give you is way more than just dick.”

      I’m stunned into silence at the shift in his demeanor.  It’s not bad, mind you, fuck no. It’s so damn hot I’ve lost my voice, so I just sit there as he finishes bathing me, pulls me out, dries me like a precious little doll then brushes my teeth and dresses me in his shirt that looks like it was made for Bigfoot.

      “Eat,” he says as we return to the bedroom, and I do. For once in my life, I forget all my responsibilities. Forget about being the adult in every relationship. Instead, I’m just me, Milly, and I can be the needy one for once.

      “Will you tuck me in?” I try when he puts me into bed, biting deliberately into my bottom lip and pouting a little, but he shakes his head, kisses the top of my head, then climbs in behind me.

      I feel his hardness up against my ass, but something tells me he has too much discipline to be tempted. So instead I just fall asleep, wrapped in his strong, comforting arms.
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      Breakfast was a nightmare, but I resisted the urge to start on the Stoli again.

      I want to be clear today because I feel like I’ve been offered the deal of a lifetime with Milly.

      A deal I plan to close hard and fast as soon as the time is right.

      The morning started off bumpy when I woke up alone in the bed.  I bolted up and out, ready to call in the fucking FBI to search for her.

      I was throwing everything within reach against the walls or onto the floor.  The rage returning,  spiraling, growing in intensity.

      Milly was my antidote. When I found she was gone I wanted to break the wall with my fist.

      Flashes of my father’s face, then my mother’s, then my friends from the accident, ignited a fury inside me stronger than ever before.

      The anger spooled and tightened as I banged my forehead into the wall, trying to outdo the pain that was taking over.

      The control I’d cultivated evaporated into a dark ether. I hate everything. Not having her next to me I can’t find my center. There’s no more balance.

      No one knows this side of me. I hide it but it’s been my constant companion for so long, maybe it cannot be extinguished.

      I pondered my fate without her knowing I already needed her more than air.

      The bricks on my shoulders multiplied until I almost crumbled to the floor, weighted down, needing to go find her. What if she was hurt? What if something happened?

      Even though in my logical mind, I knew I’d find her because for fuck sake, she’s family now, but that didn’t matter to the animal inside of me only she can calm.

      Then, it dawned on me.

      I should have fucked her.

      Why did I wait? I could have taken her and bound her to me already. Her pussy milking my seed into her tiny, fresh body, then barricading the door so she couldn’t change her mind.  Lashing a few of my ties together and securing her to the bed.

      Why didn’t I do that?  It’s necessary. She can’t be away from me.

      I should have already gotten my dick stuffed inside her then explained to her how this is going to go from now on.

      I bolted around the room, kicking shit all over, then tugged a fresh suit from the closet, getting dressed like a madman before lunging to the desk for my phone and wallet where I should have fucking looked in the first place.

      There, on a crisp white piece of hotel stationery, was her note.

      I went to get my stuff packed.  See you at breakfast.  And, just so there’s no awkwardness, I know that we were both drinking a little. Well, me a lot, and I understand sometimes, at weddings especially, things can get…out of hand?  Let’s just be honest. This is a bit unconventional and I get it if we need to have a do over and go back to being like normal in-laws barely tolerating one another.  :)  Kidding, I don’t think I could do that.

      From there, I thought the day would improve, but fuck if the wedding was a damn mess, our family farewell breakfast was worse.

      Stacie and Martin were way hungover and day-old, barking at the wait staff and each other the entire meal.

      I couldn’t wait for it to be over.  I wanted to slap my sister and take Milly’s dad out for a man to man, but more than that, I just wanted to get the fuck out of there with Milly and solidify what I already know.

      She was meant for me.

      We are opposites with a core of similarities.

      We’ve both experienced loss. We’re non-believers that the world will give us our happily ever after. But, I’m going to show her otherwise.

      We fit, like puzzle pieces somehow, and I want to prove to her, and to me, that there is a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, we just need to chase it.

      Together.

      We’ve made it to the lobby, Milly is pulling her black rolling bag and she looks so fucking cute and unconventional in her black jeans with pink socks and these sort of Mary Jane black patent leather heels. A long black zippered sweatshirt with an enormous hood hanging down her back, open at the top and giving a glimpse of the word “cute” underneath, that makes her look like a witch or assassin or something, completes the ensemble. She’s got her hair in two little ponytails at the base of her neck and I want to use them as handlebars when I shove my dick down her throat.

      I’ve never been happier about my eccentric view on getting laid. I know I’d beat myself up for the rest of my life thinking I’d put my dick inside any other woman, knowing now it was going inside Milly. The idea of soiling myself with anyone else then soiling her by association makes my fists ball and I have to settle the anger welling up inside at the very idea.

      “Okay.”  Stacie tears her eyes from her phone, then turns to us, centering her eyes on Milly. “Our limo is here, so please, Milly…” She gives her a condescending roll of her eyes. “You know the movers are coming the end of the week, so please, please get yourself packed.  And don’t use the excuse you are too busy at work. Make it a priority, okay? It’s time for your father and I to make our life together and you need to go find your own place.”

      “Come on,” Martin barks, and I look up to see the black stretch Lincoln outside the glass doors.  He offers me his hand and I give it a crushing shake, making him wince.

      “Have fun,” Milly offers as Stacie walks forward and Martin gives her a quick hug. “Congratulations.”

      “Thanks, baby.”  He sighs as Stacie shrieks for him to hurry up.

      I feel a lightness surround us as we watch them pull away.

      “Well,” she starts as I put my arm around her and walk us forward, then tap a text to my driver who is waiting outside. “I guess this is see ya later?”

      “No, it’s fucking not,” I bark, the thought of her being away from me again making me feel like a cattle prod is zapping me in the worst of places.

      My limo comes into view and all I can think of is getting her alone in the back seat, putting up the privacy screen and diving between her legs.

      I think of when I’ll fuck her for the first time. The back of a limo isn’t right.  She said she needs to get to work, she has a meeting that seemed important, and I have things to get set up as well. Things that involve her and the rest of our lives. But I don’t want to scare her off, so I do my best to play it cool for the moment.

      Inside the car, she settles into the seat across from me but that won’t do.

      “Here.” I point to my lap, outstretching my hand as her eyes roam over my obvious hard on and she licks her lips, only making it more difficult to pretend I’m not ready to blow my load inside my pants just from seeing the lace of her bra peeking out of the low neckline of her t-shirt under the hoodie.

      I gather her into my lap, her softness nearly breaking me as my own demons feel like they’re melting into her. When she wiggles her hips as she centers herself on the stiff cream-filled missile in my pants, her wide eyes sparkle and she lets her lips fall open, her tits right at eye level.

      Fuck, I’m about to break, but there’s a few things I want to get straight first.

      “Hey.” I twirl the blonde hair poking out from her little pigtail between my fingers and it’s so fucking soft I want to die right there. “What did my sister mean about you getting your stuff packed? And the movers?”

      “Oh, well after they came back from Vegas, it was a little awkward. I guess?  Stacie and my dad immediately went on this huge shopping spree.”  Her voice falters and her eyes move to the window on a shrug, then she takes a breath and continues. “I’m not saying anything bad about Stacie.”

      “You don’t need to. I know my sister better than anyone. There’s no Burberry wool over my eyes when it comes to her selfish and tactless behavior. Tell me everything, I need to know.”

      She rattles off the whole disgusting series of events and it’s a good thing Stacie and Martin are on their way to the airport because I’m ready to strangle them both.  The house is paid for by Milly, but her dad is on the deed, so he and my sister just sort of made the assumption it was going to be their home.

      Ordered all new furniture. Stacie basically took over the entire place and moved Milly to the basement, tactlessly letting her know it was a little weird that she would want to be living there with them.  Newlyweds and all…

      Fuck.

      So, they arranged for movers, at her expense of course, to move her stuff out this Friday, even though in the three weeks since it all went down, she’s not had a chance to figure out where the fuck she’s going to go.

      Which is a blessing in disguise, honestly. Less work for me to untangle a lease or get out of a purchase agreement she may have signed because she’s moving in with me. Full stop.

      “If you could live anywhere, where would you live, baby?”

      She worries her lip on a shrug.

      “It will sound dumb.”

      “Nothing you say or think will ever sound or be dumb. Don’t say that. Now, just answer my question.”

      “I’ve always dreamed of living out west. A big like log-cabin ranch. I mean, when people look at me, they make all these assumptions, you know? They see the black, the sort of Tinkerbell goes goth vibe, and they write me off.”

      My heart is shattering as I listen, because I can tell, these are her truths and I don’t think she’s ever shared them with anyone else. My heart swells with the honor and I want to know everything.

      “Keep going…out west, log cabin…what else?”

      “I love that house on Yellowstone, have you watched it?”

      I open my mouth to lie, but lies aren’t going to bring us closer together, so I go with the truth. “I haven’t, little starling, but I guarantee you as soon as I can, I will.”

      “The house is amazing, I mean it’s big but it’s not like obnoxious. And the land, man. The horses too. I’d love to have animals.  My father never let me have even a goldfish. In my dreams, I’d have this like fairytale sort of farm with a garden, an art studio and I’d wear a cowboy hat. And boots.”

      “All black?”

      “Well, I like pink too.”

      “I like pink too. Especially the pink parts I saw last night.”

      I absorb every word, prod her a bit more about her company and from what she said last night when the alcohol had her tongue a bit looser, they are having some growing pains, but I can tell, it’s her baby and she will fight for it to succeed.

      “I have an idea.”

      “What’s that?”

      “How much do you think your company is worth?”

      She shakes her head. “I have no idea. All I know is we did about three million in revenue last year and we are projected to triple that this year. If I can get some things figured out.”

      “Things?”

      “Just growing pains.”

      “I understand growing pains.”  I lean in and brush my lips across hers, thinking what they would feel like kissing the tip of my dick.  “I’ll buy your company for ten million. You stay in charge, of course.”

      She narrows her eyes and screws up her face. “No way. I’m not taking pity money. This is my business and I need to run it. I need to prove I can do it.”

      “You can still run it—”

      “I said no.” She’s dug in and I know I’ll get my way, but breaking her spirit in the process is not a win and I always win.

      “Okay,” I concede for the moment. “You want to do this right, then we will.  I know your company probably needs to level up and that takes cash. Investors. That’s what I do. I’ll set up a meeting. A real meeting with my team later today.  You come, we talk, if they think it’s a good risk, if they’re in, then you let me help. That’s not a pity offer, that’s how we do business. I’m just going to set it up.”

      I see her eyes light up and she starts shifting her hips against on top of my raging erection.

      “That’s it? Those are your terms?”  Her voice lowers, licking her lips, her hands slipping around my neck.

      “There may be one more clause in our verbal contract.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah.”
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      This rollercoaster is going to make me throw up again. Only this time, I can’t blame it on the booze.

      I’m sitting in Reid’s office. It’s magnificent. Glass and warm wood, books and computer monitors.  He’s like a master conducting the orchestra.

      People stream in and out of the office, asking questions as he takes phone calls and fixes problems I can’t begin to understand.  He’s talking about billion-dollar deals. Companies that are household names.

      I Googled him while I was at my office, and holy shit.

      He’s like the savant of venture capital investing.  He did his first deals right after he was discharged from the military because of his injuries.

      Some small start up that had the idea to offer all the money he’d saved to a company called Pitter-Patter, and we all know how that turned out.  That was his first, but he made other investments back then that did well and he just kept going.

      I like that he doesn’t just help the big ballers, he’s helped tons of small nobodies and helped guide them to greater success than they probably would have accomplished with anyone else.

      I knew he was rich but he’s scraping up on the half a billion dollar mark in value, although much of it is in stocks and holdings, but still.  He doesn’t act like that guy and I feel so small sitting here watching him like a magician.

      It doesn’t help that I can no longer lie to myself and say I’m not falling in love with him. I am. Fast. And my heart wants to fling us headlong into the abyss that is Reid Andrew, but reality tells me, and my business has taught me to the tune of two hundred thousand bouquets of dead flowers, happily ever after isn’t so ever after, after all.

      How am I going to tell him about my own disaster of a company?  The black cloud hovering over me with the news from my head accountant has my stomach churning and there’s no way his company would take a risk on my little venture.

      Seems my father has been skimming more than I thought as well, our growth is outrunning our funds and two of our biggest suppliers are threatening to not fulfill orders that are due to come in tomorrow morning for our Valentine’s Day orders.

      We’re going down. Hard. And if I could, I would disappear into the gleaming black marble floor and forget I ever had this stupid dream of running a business of my own.

      Besides that, what am I doing practically jumping my new brother-in-law or uncle-in-law or whatever, with every ovarian twitch I get?  But God, he’s so hot and I can’t even begin to understand the way my body reacts to him.

      “Milly.”  Reid is looking my way and I jump, sitting up straight, trying to look professional but feeling like a pig on roller skates, surrounded by all the suits and spreadsheets. “I have to go take a quick meeting. Like twenty minutes.”

      He lifts a hand and crooks his fingers to someone behind him, and I turn to see a leggy brunette wearing some killer corporate designer dress and mile-high heels followed by a redhead dressed in a similarly well put together ensemble.

      “This is Becca and Maggie.  They are going to show you the conference room, get you whatever it is you need and generally take care of you until I get back, then we’ll have our meeting.  Okay, baby?”

      I see both the women’s eyes go wide with that last word and I turn back to see Reid looking at his phone.

      He walks over and leans down to whisper in my ear. “Don’t forget Daddy’s always with you.” Then he tips my chin up, gives me a quick kiss and disappears out the door, leaving me in a thick silence with the pair of Powder-Puff power players giving me tight smiles.

      I nod, trying to look like I belong here.

      “So,” I begin, raising my eyebrows. “I’m really okay. I don’t need anything. If you just want to show me to the conference room, I’ll just be out of your hair.”

      I stand up, running my hands down my witch hoodie, suddenly aware that if I take it off the words “Cute Psycho Bitch” will be emblazoned across my chest.

      “No, it’s no bother. We want to help.”  The brunette looks at the other woman who seems to get some silent signal because she suddenly perks up.

      “Yes, let us help.”

      The one named Becca comes forward, looking me up and down.  “Where did you meet Reid?”

      “Oh, well, actually…”  I shift my weight as their eyes bore into me, making me feel like Swiss cheese. “He’s my…brother-in-law, I guess.  His sister married my father.”

      “Wow.” The redhead says on a snorting giggle. “You guys seem…close for in-laws.”

      “I guess,” I answer, the vibe turning a bit sour, but maybe this is just how life is in the corporate world.

      “Listen.”  Becca steps closer, flinging her hair in an arch. “I’m going to help you. It’s what I do here. PR. Image stuff.”  She looks me up and down.  “This is what I do and I’m going to be honest…our investors, the team that looks at potential acquisition partners, they are conservative if you get my meaning.”

      “Sure.” I narrow my eyes.

      “Yes, very conservative,” Maggie adds, coming over to stand next to Becca. “First impressions are critical and one of the things we do…”  She waves a finger between her and the brunette, “is make sure the image is there for the forward-facing face of the company. That’s you.”

      “You trust us?” Becca asks, and I want to scream no fucking way, but I’m out of my element.

      I nod and see the way their eyes light up.

      “Great. Just follow us.”
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      Fuck, I’m late.

      The most important meeting of my life and she’s probably thinking I abandoned her.

      I charge down the hall, ignoring the incessant questions and calls for my attention.

      Nothing matters but getting to her, making sure she’s okay and we get her what she needs in a way that makes her feel empowered.

      By the time I come up to the glass walls and door of the conference room, I see all the players already in their places around the table.  There are my heads of departments for social media, web development, finance, marketing…everyone. I wanted all of my best people here to make sure my little starling knew we would take good care of her baby and make sure she got to the next level and beyond.

      The knots in my neck are tight from being away from her already when I hit the door and spin, seeing her sitting at the head of the table in one of the huge leather chairs, looking so fucking small.

      And not like herself at all.

      Beige pant suit, white blouse with a Burberry scarf, hair in a tight bun, high heels instead of boots and the piece de resistance? Pearls. Like Coco Chanel pearls.  Ten strands. It’s an abomination on her.

      She looks as uncomfortable as if the clothes were made from sandpaper.

      I look around then back to her and see the fear on her face. The pink flush on her chest, the way her hands are shaking.

      “Where are we at?”  I pull up a chair and take a seat right next to my girl, taking her hands as I watch my entire staff give each other looks.  Normally I would never sit next to a client, and definitely not hold their hands but she’s not just a client, she’s going to be my wife, the mother of my children.

      But they don’t need to know that right now.

      I listen as Becca starts to give me a synopsis of what’s happened since they started, then hear Elliot, the head of the risk assessment team interject.

      “I was just asking Miss Finch what her growth projections were for the next four quarters.  I wanted to see the profit and loss account but she’s not sure she has one?”

      “I…” Milly starts. “I’m sorry, I probably have it, I’m just…”

      She stammers and fidgets, and I have no idea what she’s wearing but I hate it because I can tell she hates it as well and that coiled rage starts to knot inside me, wondering what the fuck happened since I left.

      Elliot seems not to have noticed any of that, and I get it. He’s a finance nerd, that’s why I hired him. Milly could have walked in here in her birthday suit and he still would have started asking her about profits and loss, oblivious to anything else.

      But somebody knows what happened here.

      “We looked at the—”

      “Becca.” I ignore Elliot, guessing already what happened and I’m going to run this train right off the fucking tracks. “Does she look happy? Does she look comfortable?” I sniff, looking at Milly. “You’re in charge of publicity. Image. This your idea?”

      “Reid, don’t worry, it’s—”

      I hold my hand up as Milly tries to smooth over whatever this disaster is, but I’m having none of it.

      I glare at Becca and Maggie. “You think this is a fucking game? This is the most important person that’s ever, ever been in this room and you thought you’d have a little fun at her expense? Is that it?”

      “Mr. Andrew, no, I—” Becca’s back peddling but it’s not going to help.

      I shake my head, and pound a fist onto the table.  “Everyone out. Out!” The team scrambles but I’m not done. “You and you.” I point to Becca and Maggie. “You stand right outside the door.  Security will come and walk you out. You’re fired.”

      I grab Milly and put my arm around her. Everyone needs to get used to seeing us like this and I’m not wasting another second of my life not touching her.  I round the corner, barking at my security officer to walk the women out as we make our way to my office and I close the door behind me and lock us inside.

      “I’m sorry—” she starts, but I cut her off with my mouth.

      I kiss her until I feel her body soften, then pull back and settle this once and for all. We’re partners, she’s just a little slow to understand how it’s going to work but I have the rest of my life to show her and that life starts right now.

      “Listen to me.” I harden my voice, not to scare her but so she understands we’re in this together and I’m fucking serious right now. “I need you to call your people, I’m going to send Elliot over there right now. Honestly, he’s a good guy, a friend I guess if I had one. He was a forensic accountant before he started here, one of the best in the world. I had to offer him a hell of a lot to tempt him away from his last place. We’re going to figure out what’s going on, but more than that, we’re going to get you out of whatever this hole is so we can move forward. I know you’ve got something I want. It’s you, but it’s all of you. I’m all in, baby. That means you, your business, everything in your life. I’ve got your back. No more saying no. I’m your partner and besides that…I’ve never celebrated Valentine’s Day before with anyone.”

      “You haven’t? Ever.”

      “Nope. I never even passed them out in elementary school. The anger inside of me took hold and you’re the only thing that seems to be the cure. But, I’ll tell you something no one else knows.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m going to give up my own v-card to you on Valentine’s Day.”  My balls nearly seize up and let go just saying it.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “Nope. Never. But, waiting is not an option anymore. If I don’t get my dick in that little honey hole of yours soon, you’re going to break my heart…come on. Let’s get the business out of the way so the pleasure can begin.”

      “But, there’s one more thing.” Her eyes start to glaze with tears and I want to hurt something or someone.

      “What? God, baby, if you cry I’m going to cry and please, don’t make me cry.”

      She pulls a shoulder up and I think I’m going to implode, then she finally speaks. “Your assistant, Maggie?”

      “Don’t even say her name. Just, my former assistant. But, go on, what about her? Did she do something else?”  I ball my fists as Milly shakes her head.

      “It’s not that, she just told me she heard of my company.  Because you had her send dead flowers like, a bunch of times. So, I guess I’m confused. You had a lot of girlfriends and you like, broke up with them using my flowers?  It’s okay, a lot of people do that, it’s part of our business model. It’s just, you’ve probably been with a lot of women so are you telling me you’re a virgin just to make me feel better?”

      Fucking Maggie.  I’m going to be dealing with that when I get back.

      “Baby.”  I smile and pull her hands to my lips. “I’ve been an angry asshole for a lot of years. I like to win and, well, I wasn’t such a great winner. I never sent any women flowers from your company because we broke up. I sent them to competitors, rivals. I like to pour salt in the wound, so to speak. It was always business. Never personal.”

      “Okay.” She stares at me and I wonder for a second what she sees in me.

      I’m older, I’m not pretty, I’m sort of an asshole, I have a temper and I could stand to hit the gym a little harder, but all I see in her eyes is desire and I feel like the luckiest man alive.
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      “What a day.”  I lean my head back into the soft leather of the seat as I sip on the grape-flavored sparkling juice, letting the events of the last forty-eight hours consume me.

      “As in, it was a good day?”  Reid stands next to my seat, wearing a lighter gray suit paired with a sapphire-blue tie and his standard blindingly-white shirt.

      “The best.”  I look out the window in wonder, seeing only darkness and the rush of clouds going by.

      “I can think of some ways to make it better.” He steps behind me, reaching into a huge box I didn’t notice until now, as I swivel my chair for a better view of whatever is about to happen.

      I feel strangely at home here in this sort of luxury, and my only guess is that it’s because I feel at home with Reid and the setting doesn’t matter much.

      The plane is small with only six seats and one long bench, and a refreshment center. There’s a single door toward the back of the plane but I imagine it’s storage or something, not nearly as luxurious as the main cabin where we are now.

      But, even here, in the middle of all this newness, the memories of spending the day together, solving problems, listening to his ideas on how to send my little business venture into the stratosphere, all I can seem to think about is how long it’s been since he kissed me.

      I look up at the digital clock above the door to the cockpit.

      11:45 PM

      It’s been a long day. A long two days. And so much has happened.

      Reid didn’t only work on my business with me today, he arranged for movers—his own private movers, not the Craigslist crew Stacie hired sight unseen—to go to my house and clear out everything that belonged to me.

      After I told him the whole truth about the troubles of the business, as well as the fact that I bought the house and Stacie and my father sort of just assumed they could live there, I figured out, my father hasn’t been completely honest with Stacie about his current state of fiscal irresponsibility.

      Those are problems Reid and I will tackle later, together, but the biggest thrill of the whirlwind day was where Reid said my belongings were going.

      To his house in New York for now, until I decide where we want our home base to be. He has homes in North Carolina, as well as a penthouse in New York and a home on Grand Cayman.  The house in North Carolina he has only used a handful of times.  He built it years ago, he said, more out of nostalgia for his old hometown than anything else.

      He’s also been paying Stacie’s way for years and I told him if it’s tough love time for my father, it’s going to be the same for his sister, and he agreed.  Time for everyone to put on their grown up panties and evolve.  I’d love to help them both find something that they can enjoy and profit from, but all of that is going to wait until we are back from wherever it is we are headed.

      Reid said it’s a surprise and it’s been a long time since I had a good surprise.

      “Here you go, my little starling.”  Reid stand up, holding out a large square box, setting it in my lap.

      “Ooooo, I’m not going to play coy here.  I love presents.”

      “Good, because I’ve got a lifetime of them to give you, but let’s just start with this one.”

      I pull off the black silk ribbon and wiggle the lid from the box, and when I look down I start to smile.

      “Black and pink. Had it made up special, just for you.”

      “My first cowboy hat!”  I tug it from the box and mount it on top of my head, already feeling like a cowgirl.

      “Looks perfect. You’re going to need that where we’re going.”

      “And where is that, exactly?”

      He pulls out a white file folder and spreads it open on the little table next to the chair. I spin back to face the table and look down at the photos, then finger through the papers underneath.

      “Is this? Did you?”

      He bends down and sets another box on the table, about the same size as the first, and opens the lid, pulling out a gray Stetson with a deep blue band.

      “It is and I did little lady,” Reid answers with a John Wayne drawl, tipping the brim of his hat as he looks down at me.

      “It totally matches your suit.” I chuckle, kicking up my feet like a little kid before looking back at the pictures and re-reading the deed.

      “It’s all yours, paid for, but if you don’t like it, we’ll buy another one you pick out.”

      “It’s perfect.” The house in the photos is just like what I’ve dreamed. A huge log house, surrounded by pine trees and pastures and barns.  The description says it’s 1200 acres and I can’t even wrap my brain around how big that is, but still, even this grand gesture can’t get my mind off what I really want. “You know,” I pause, pushing on the armrests as I stand.  “It’s been twenty-two minutes since you kissed me last.”

      “Is that right? You’re keeping track?”

      “I am.”

      “So, you’re asking Daddy for a kiss, little one?”

      Fuck, when he calls himself Daddy it’s sexier than when I do it, and that’s saying something.

      “Yes, pretty please with sugar and honey and cherries on top.”

      I see his jaw set, the twitch he has in his cheek starting. I think I’ve set fire to a fast burning wick, one that ends with him finally stuffing me full of that thick meat I can see rising in his pants.

      “We’re going to be popping cherries all over the mile high club tonight, little starling.”

      I step back and spin around, looking at him over my shoulder, my boldness growing because he’s looking at me with such desire. Uneven, ragged breaths raising and lowering his chest.

      I may have worn my usual unique black style outfit today but underneath I have something special.

      I spin a few times, unzipping my sweatshirt first and letting it drop down my shoulders.

      I work my t-shirt off next watching his eyes darken.  He starts to follow me by taking off his suit jacket, then unbuttoning his shirt and pulling it off.

      “Keep going.” He orders stepping forward.

      My inner core clenches as he starts to unbuckle his belt and I pull off my shoes, peel down my pants and stand there in the virgin white lace bra and panties I ran out and bought while I was at my office earlier today hoping I would have exactly this opportunity to show them off.

      “Fuck baby. Pure and all mine.”

      His body is thick but I see the muscles flex as he pulls his belt free and folds it in half, then comes over and gives me a swat on my ass.

      “Come on. I have a surprise for you too.”

      He nods toward the door at the back fo the plane and I head that way, the roaring of the engines louder as we pass.

      He reaches for the handle and swings open the door ushering me inside then closing and locking it behind.

      He flicks on a switch and the room illuminates.

      There are red and black roses everywhere. Thousands and I look around in awe then climb onto the bed against the wall like a cat, swaying my back and licking my lips.

      “Daddy’s little kitty needs some attention.”

      “Meow.” I mouth as he unbuttons his pants letting them drop.  The tip of his cock is peeking out from the waist band of his boxers, gleaming with cream and I start to purr.

      “Nice pussy.”  He says reaching down and freeing his erection, dropping his boxers and his thick cock stands straight up.

      “Nice dick.” I hum as heat prickles my skin.

      “It’s going to be a lot nicer once it’s stuffed inside that hot little cherry hole of yours.”  He turns his head, looking up at the wall and I see the clock just as it turns to mid-night.  “Two virgins on Valentine’s Day. This is everything I ever wanted baby. You are everything I’ve ever wanted.”

      “Then, let’s punch this v-cards.”

      “I’m planning on it. Now, lay your sweet, sassy ass down, pull off those pretty little lacy temptations and get ready. Daddy’s going inside you raw.”
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      “That’s a good girl. Naked and ready. I can see your wet little cherry.”

      “That’s super-sized.”

      “It is. I’m going to give you a new nice special kisses, get you ready.”

      I crawl between her leg and inhale her succulent scent.  I’m already drooling for her when I take the first slow drag of my tongue over her pink lips listening to her hiss.

      She gushes almost right away, soaking my face and I dive in deeper. Her virgin cherry tight around my tongue as I grunt and moan into her cunt.

      My need for her has grown into a being of its own. Breathing and pacing as her sugary taste flows through me.  She’s got me by the balls already. Addicted.

      I grab her butt cheeks and bury my face into her soaking sex.  The creamy flesh of her thighs smacking against my cheeks as I saw my tongue in and out and she starts to rock against my mouth.

      “God, that’s so good.”

      “Daddy knows how to make his kitty happy doesn’t he?”

      “Oh, yeah, he does.”

      I find her clit with my lips and work it while I battle a finger inside of her up to my second knuckle wondering if getting my cock inside her is realistic.

      There has to be a way.  My fat balls are so heavy with cum, it’s making my fucking head hurt.

      Her hisses turn to moans to screams and I drink down her sweet honey but there’s an urgency inside me that will no longer be put away.

      “I’ve waited so long for this. We’re the only ones that will give this to each other. No man will ever have you like this.”

      She nods as I ease back, grip my cock and rub the head on her drenched opening.

      “It’s cherry picking time.”

      “God, please, just fuck me already.”

      “Horny for Daddy. Good girl. I want you to watch while I stuff my cock inside you. Don’t look away okay baby?”

      “Okay.”

      “Good girl.”

      My eyes roll back for a second as I push against her wet opening, my cock throbbing as I drive my hips forward seating myself deep on the first thrust her eyes side, mouth open in a silent scream.

      “You like that thick cock filling you up?”

      “Yes.” She bites down on her bottom lip as I ease another inch forward, her opening cinching around me.

      “One more big ouch baby and you’re mine. You want to give that to me don’t you? Take the pain so you belong to me now and forever.”

      She nods, her eyes glazed, legs wide as I knot my brow and feel her walls constrict around me.

      “Breathe baby, relax.”

      “I’m not scared Daddy. I want us. Forever.”

      Her words crumble the bricks I’ve carried for so long. The heated rage inside me a distant memory as the love I see in her eyes frees me from the burdens of the past.

      I move forward, a rough claiming of hard into soft, her hands reaching down to pull her knees apart offering herself to me completely.

      I’ve never felt anything so perfect.

      “So tight for me.” I pull back, planting myself deeper and deeper until her hisses turn to moans and I look down to see the evidence of her virginity spun around my cock in pink stripes.

      Her tits start to bounce from my effort, full on fucking her like a toy now and I fucking love everything about her.

      Her pussy strains around my girth but the flush on her cheeks and the little curse words interspersed with moans tell me most of the pain is lost in the pleasure.

      Her eyes gloss over and I yank her up, her tiny body pliant in my hands keeping her mounted on my dick as I settle on my knees, my hands on her hips, her knees bent.

      “You Daddy’s fuck toy?” I grit out, holding her waist and raising and lowering her little body like my own personal Fleshlight on my cock.

      “Yes.”

      “Good girl.”

      “More. Use me. Whatever you need Daddy. I’m yours.”

      Her words set me free. I’m bucking upward and bringing her down. Flesh slapping, tits boucing, balls ready to heave into her ripe womb.  I’m gong got breed her tonight. And tomorrow. And every fucking day after.

      She’s innocent and experienced somehow, Her hands working down my back, her pussy walls milking me as I use her in ways a virgin shouldn’t be but when her body goes slack and she screams for her Daddy, all the missing pieces fall into place.

      “You ready for your first creampie little starling?” I grit my teeth. “Your pussy is going to pump me dry, you got that?”

      She nods but I’m not sure she’s understanding.  Her eyes are closed, she’s clinging to me as her body quivers and I growl, my control snapping.

      I raise her limp body up once more, twice, three times then I fall over her, pinning her back down on the bed, bucking hard and emptying myself deep.

      Her clenching walls drag every drop of my seed. The hot cum coating her walls as my climax burns through me. I growl and pump, pump, pump until my soul is finally at rest knowing she’s calmed the demons forever.

      I shift her battered body up onto the pillows and kiss her long and slow until she comes back to me with a shy smile.

      How could she be so sweet, so innocent looking after giving me a fuck like that?

      “Baby.”  I brush her messy hair from her face.

      “Yes. I’m here. I’m back.”

      “Good, because I have one other little Valentine’s surprise for you.”

      Her smile lights up her eyes. “I like surprises.”

      “You like the ranch?”

      She flutters her eyelids for a second. “Yes, it looks amazing.”

      “Well, there’s one more thing. I know you said you hate weddings, and well, to be honest, I said I did too.”

      She turns onto her side, snuggling into me. “And?”

      “Well, I changed my mind. You changed my mind.” I slip my hand up and under the pillow, feeling for the box I stored there earlier.

      “You’ve changed your mind about what?”

      “Weddings.”  I pull the black box out, flip it open and watch her eyes snap open, she bounced up and onto her knees.

      “What is that?”

      “You and I are going to have the wedding to end all weddings baby. You want it all black?  Done. You want it on the top of Mount Rushmore, done. Just say you’ll marry me. Everything else, we will figure out.”

      The smile on her face is all I need to see.

      “I love you.”  My voice cracks and she runs her hand down the tight scared flesh on my face.

      “I love you too.”

      We spend the next few hours trying every position we can come up with until she waves the white flag, passing out my cock inside her as the pilot comes over the intercom, letting me know, we are in the final approach.

      It all started with a wedding and it’s going to end with a wedding. Only this time, both of us believe in happily ever after.
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      Epilogue 1

      One year later

      

      “Mr. Andrew. I’ve got— Oh, hi, Milly.”

      I smile at Elliot, knowing he isn’t really seeing either me or Reid, he’s seeing the digits in his head that will make or break some company or investment. I guess he’s something of an oddball, but Reid was right—he’s a good guy.

      He doesn’t even blink at my current outfit. Pink leather boots, asymmetrical dress, my hair in pigtails.

      After everything blew up with my company, Elliot was there to go through the books with a fine-tooth comb. He liaised with the IRS, got us some breathing room because there are people who owe him favors, and put us back on track. And thanks to that, we’re in the position for what’s happening right now as we prepare for our IPO.

      “Elliot, what’s up?” Reid says from behind his desk, turning away from the computer.

      “I’ve got the preliminary report on Goth Gardens, Inc. initial trading price. I think you both need to see it.”

      I frown. Elliot would make a fantastic poker player because it’s impossible to tell from his voice or expression whether it’s good news or bad.

      Not that I’m terribly worried. Business is business, and family is far more important. That’s something I’ve learned and something I know in my heart to be true. Happy endings do happen, because I’m living proof. I have Reid. I know that whatever happens, he’s here for me.

      And, well, that’s not all.

      It wasn’t long after he took my cherry that I realized I was running late for my period. I was nervous at first, not knowing how he would react to the news, and didn’t even tell him until I was certain.

      Big mistake.

      Reid was so happy, I don’t think anyone in the world didn’t know about it. Nine months later, little Rose was born, and impossibly I found myself feeling even happier than I did already. I didn’t sleep for a week, just spending every night watching her, and Reid was exactly the same. I’m not going to say it was the easiest birth. My body isn’t exactly delivery-room ready, being as small as I am, but I got there in the end. I didn’t even curse.

      God, who am I kidding? I turned the air blue.

      But Rose was worth all the pain, and it hasn’t put me off having another. We’re trying again already, and when it happens I’ll be just as happy.

      As for my dad and Stacie, well…

      Amazingly, I think they’re really good for each other. When Reid and I gave them the tough-love treatment, I was worried it might drive them apart.

      Absolutely not.

      Instead, it forced them to admit some truths to themselves and get over their own problems as they worked for their own happy ending. Stacie is actually kind of amazing, and I’m not afraid to admit that I’ve grown to love her. She stuck by my dad, working hard, and together they managed to start an actual business planning big, over the top weddings and receptions, ones that make the bride and groom the absolute center of attention. It’s been hard work for them, sure, but it’s also made my dad see that there’s no easy fix, no quick buck to be made.

      They’ve still living here to North Carolina, and have taken on a couple of employees to deal with the day-to-day, but there’s a way to go yet. We split our time between the offices here and New York, though I work from home a lot now to take care of the baby.

      “Okay, something wrong?” Reid says, holding out his hand.

      Elliot hands him the report. “No, sir. Just that the bank is putting the price at—”

      “Holy shit…” Reid glances up at Elliot, then starts to laugh as he turns to me. “Baby, you’re going to want to read this report. There’s been a bit of early interest, seems your company is still riding a bit of a wave.”

      I reach across. My own desk is right next to his, where we can spend every day together. I take the folder from his hand, open it up, and then draw a deep breath. “This number at the bottom here…”

      “That’s the projected profit from all sales of shares. Of course, leaving you and Mr. Andrew as the primary shareholders on fifty-one percent.”

      Elliot doesn’t even blink. It’s as if this is just a normal number, not one of the largest I’ve ever seen printed on a page.

      “If you want, I can offer more for sale and you can cash out, but Mr. Andrew said—”

      “No, we’ll keep control of the business. For now at least.” I smile as I put the page back in the folder and hand it back to Elliot. As he walks out of the office, I turn to my husband. “What a year it’s been.”

      Reid grins, nodding as he shuts down his computer. “A good year,” he says. “The best. And it’s only going to get better. You wanna be my Valentine? I’ve heard there’s a great hotel that serves cheeseburgers, fries and cherry pie late into the night.”

      “You booked us at the same hotel?”

      “I booked us the same room, baby. Come on, we’ve got some celebrating to do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MORE IN THIS SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Two V-Cards for the price of one this Valentine’s Day with hot new standalone stories by four of the best short and steamy romance authors!

      The couples may be inexperienced, but they’re enthusiastic and ready to learn! Come join in the fun and get your hearts racing this Valentine’s Day!

      XO, Frankie, Dani, Olivia, and Hope

      

      Get the Series Here: My Book

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DANI’S OTHER BOOKS
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        FIND ALL MY OTHER BOOKS

      

      

      
        
        HERE

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LET’S STAY CONNECTED!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FOLLOW ME ON FACEBOOK

        FACEBOOK FRIENDS

        GOODREADS:  Dani Wyatt

        PRIVATE READER’S GROUP: Wyatt’s Wenches

        Dani Wyatt on Amazon

      

        

      
        dani@daniwyatt.com

        www.daniwyatt.com
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            ABOUT DANI

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dani Wyatt used to feel bad about having such dirty thoughts. Luckily, one day, she decided to start writing them down. Her ultra-obsessed, alpha heroes have a wicked possessive streak and an insatiable libido. Her heroines are intelligent, quirky, and worry about having too much muffin top. So, if you like your insta-love over the top, super-hot, and always a happily ever after, you’re in the right place.

      

      

      

      
        
        She’s fighting middle age like a warrior and lives an average life battling gravity. When she's not writing, she is probably laughing about some irony (like the fact that A-1 Steak Sauce is vegan), reading, riding her horse, or looking cross-eyed at some piece of technology sent to ruin her day.

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you.

        I have so many amazing people I’ve met since I started putting my

        naughty thoughts on the page.  To some of the first fans who supported me, the bloggers,

        fellow authors who have been more than generous with their

        time and opinions, as well as the other professionals that

        put up with my particular kind of crazy, thank you.

        …you guys remind me every day that when we support each other, everyone wins.

        xoxoxo
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