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      Curt Adler was told to take the young woman home. Nothing more. But when he sees her living conditions, he can’t in good conscience leave her behind. Also, he might be falling in love with her.

      Demi has been left behind, forgotten, and tossed aside her whole life. But when Curt turns his protective gaze on her, all she wants to do is stay safe in his arms forever.

      Warning: Can the two of them keep their hands off each other? Why would you want them to!? Kick off this wintery mix of sugar and spice in Hollow Oak!
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        Run. 

      

      

      That’s what my mind screams as I stand at the bar waiting for the man that hired me for the night to come back and collect me. I’d been dismissed from the table before I could even get the meal I’d been promised. Everyone should get a last meal. I was hoping to get that before I tried to make some kind of escape, but it might not even be possible now. My eyes flick to the emergency exits around the restaurant to find the closest one.

      My plan was to get Sherman Hawthorne drunk. He’s already downed three whiskeys but is still coherent. I was hoping whatever that white powder I’d found in my mom's nightstand drawer would help at some point. I was going to try and slip it into one of his drinks, but the two guards he had with him made it impossible. 

      One of them looms close to his table, their attention no longer on me right now. This is my chance. I could escape, but then where would I go? I don’t even have a dollar to my name. All I have is a fake ID that was thrust into my hand hours ago after they’d taken my real one. 

      How the hell did I get here? I thought I’d made all the right decisions in life. At least the best I could with what I had. Now I’m at some fancy restaurant being sold off for one night to some man that’s old enough to be my father. Hell, maybe even my grandfather. Not that I’ve ever met either of those men. It’s always been my mother and me, off and on over the years. Sometimes I’d get tossed into the system, but then she’d get clean, and they’d release me back to her. I’m not going back into the system now that I’m days away from turning eighteen. If I make it to that birthday. 

      “Can I get you something to drink?” the bartender asks, stealing my attention away from the table. “I’ll need an ID.” His eyes roam over my face before they trail down the front of the dress I was ordered to wear. I feel practically naked and exposed. 

      “No thank you.” I lick my lips, my attention going back to the table where the two men are still arguing. Sherman is clearly losing it over whatever the fight is about. The man in the fancy suit showed up pissed about something and is getting in Sherman’s face. My feet stay glued to the floor because I know there’s no running. I’d be found in no time. 

      I was so stupid. I knew better, and I never should have tried to steal from the Shapovals. In my defense, I had no idea they owned the little corner store. At the time I hadn’t been thinking about who owned the place. All I could think about was it had been five days since I’d seen my mother, and I was starving. Of course they own it. They own everything in the area of the city I live in. 

      I thought I’d gotten away with it too. They’d let me leave the store, walk all the way back home, and even eat a few bites of the premade sandwich before they came knocking. Then I couldn’t beg for forgiveness and give it back. Now they’re collecting. I have a feeling they’d been watching me long before I tried to steal from them. They knew too much not only about me but my mother too. 

      Another man joins Sherman’s table, and I watch as he nods in agreement with whatever the first guy said. Sherman shrinks down as they get in his face, and my fear starts to grow. Sherman is going to take his anger out on me when these men are done with him. 

      When I decide I have no option other than to run, Sherman beats me to it. He bolts toward the front of the restaurant and out the double doors. His men follow him, leaving me standing at the bar alone. 

      “Oh god,” I whisper. 

      I could not be this lucky. Then again, I’m guessing Sherman isn’t going to pay whatever price it was to have me and my virginity. I don’t even know how much he was paying for it. I’ll likely be shoved on to the next man they put me with, or worse. I could be in trouble for not following through with it. That I didn’t somehow seal this deal or something. 

      After witnessing this, I know I have to get out of here. I take a step toward the sign that shows where the bathroom is because there’s no way I’m making my escape out the front. What if Shapoval’s men are out there? I freeze when the two men who sent Sherman running both glance at me. I think they might be brothers. They’re of a similar build, which is massive. Especially compared to my short ass. 

      “What about the girl?” the one who only just walked in a few moments ago asks loud enough for me to hear, and then he nods in my direction. With their eyes on me, I notice they’re the exact same shade, but something about this one’s stare is more intense. It keeps me grounded in place. 

      “Take care of it.” The first guy sighs. “The last thing I want for my wife right now is a scandal.” 

      “It’s done.” He nods and makes his way toward me. His eyes never leave mine, and I back up a step until I run right into the bar. When he gets to me, he takes my purse right out of my hand without asking and opens it up. He grabs the fake ID and scowls at it. 

      “I’m Amanda Tomsan, and I'm twenty-two.” 

      “What’s your real name?” he asks, and I swallow. “Answer me, little girl.” 

      “Demi.” 

      “Demi,” he repeats before putting the ID back into my purse then fishing out the little bag of white powder I’d taken from my mother’s bedroom. 

      “What is it?” He holds up the plastic bag. 

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly, and he puts that back too. He tucks my purse under his arm and then looms over me. 

      “How much was he paying you for the night?” He looks like a pissed-off father, and his eyes cut right through me down into my soul. 

      “I don’t know,” I repeat. 

      “I’ll double it.” He grabs me by the arm and hauls me from the restaurant. 

      “Double it?” I squeak and try to yank my arm away. He only holds me tighter until I fall into his side and his arm wraps around me. 

      “Don’t fight me or you’ll regret it.” I stare up into his eyes, and he waits for me to challenge him. I only nod, knowing I’ll never win against a man this big. “Good girl,” he praises before he takes me for himself.
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      “I’m guessing this fake ID doesn’t have your real address on it?” She nods as the valet hands me my keys, and I walk her over to the passenger door. Once she’s inside, I get behind the wheel and drive away from the restaurant, putting distance between us and Sherman Hawthorne’s mess. “Then you’re going to have to tell me where you live.” 

      “Why?” She looks over, her beautiful honey-colored eyes blinking up at me. 

      “What do you mean why? So I can take you home.” I glance down at her dress that’s basically a Band-Aid on her body and shake my head. “How old are you really? There’s no way you could pass for twenty-two.” 

      “I’ll be eighteen in two days.” 

      “Don’t lie to me.” 

      She shrugs her shoulders. “Believe what you want, it doesn’t matter anyway.” 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “Nothing. Are you really going to take me home?” 

      “Yes, if you tell me where you live.” She gives me directions, and it’s not far from here.

      “What did you mean by ‘doubling the price’?” Her voice is soft, but it’s sweet and tender like she’s afraid. I don’t want her to be scared of me. 

      “I’ll pay double what he did to keep your silence. Just tell me how much and I’ll make sure you get it.” 

      “I wasn’t lying when I said I didn’t know how much.” She looks out her window and tells me where to turn up ahead. 

      “I don’t get it. You were a paid escort, right?” When she doesn't look at me, I let out a long sigh. “Listen, I’m not judging, I just want to make sure you don’t talk about what happened today and that you’ve got enough to keep you out of doing this shit. Shouldn’t you be in school?” 

      “I graduated already.” She points to a street up ahead. “I’m down this one at the end.” 

      The neighborhood is run-down, with dilapidated houses and trash in the streets. “You live here?” 

      “It’s my mom’s place.” Her hands shake as she folds them into her lap. 

      I pull up to the house at the end, and it’s one of the worst. There are boards over the windows, and the porch is falling in. There’s knee-high grass in the front yard and a rusted car in the driveway. 

      “Your mom makes you live in that?” I can’t keep the horror out of my voice. 

      “Some people don’t have a choice. And she doesn’t make me.” She looks down at my expensive suit, and I feel like an asshole. “If she had her way she’d be alone with her boyfriend of the week. But it’s not exactly like I’ve got a lot of options.” 

      She’s right. I shouldn’t judge, and I feel like shit now. As much as I get what she’s saying, I can’t in good conscience leave her here. 

      “Do you have anything in that house that’s yours?” She looks down at her empty hands and shakes her head without looking at me. “All right then.” I put the car in reverse, and her head snaps up. 

      “What are you doing? You said you were taking me home.” Fear flashes in her eyes, and I clench my jaw. Who made her so damn afraid? 

      “I’m taking you to a safe place until we can figure something out. You said you’re eighteen day after tomorrow?” She nods. “All right then.” 

      “I don’t have any money. Even when I turn eighteen, my situation isn’t going to change.” 

      “I told you I’d cover it. Just let me take care of this and sort out a better situation than that.” I glance around the neighborhood as we leave and try not to think about what I’m doing and how this could be a terrible mistake. 

      It’s a quiet drive back to Hollow Oak, and when we get to the gate, I put in my code. She watches me as they slowly open and sits up a little in her seat to look around. 

      “Where are we?” 

      “My house.” 

      “What?” The panic in her voice is clear. 

      “Listen, I have plenty of room, and you can stay here until we figure things out, okay? It’s obvious that whatever was about to happen today wasn’t your choice.” 

      She presses her lips together, not admitting to anything. 

      “Fine, you don’t have to tell me, but I can’t fix it if you don’t.” 

      I park the car in front of my house and go around to her side. When I open the door, she hesitates but finally steps out of the car and stands there expectantly. 

      “Come on in. I’ll show you around.” 

      I don’t have as many on my household staff as Boone does, and my property isn’t as luxurious. But I have a gate, and I like my privacy. 

      “This is Pierce.” I introduce Demi to my house manager, and he nods. “He can get you anything you need. All you have to do is ask. 

      “Pierce, this is Demi…” I pause, not knowing her last name. 

      “Slater.” 

      “Miss Slater will be staying with us for a little while. Can you please make up the guest room upstairs?” 

      “It’s lovely to meet you,” Pierce says and nods. “I’ll go do that now.” 

      One thing I love about that man is he doesn't ask a lot of questions. Showing up with a half-naked minor isn’t exactly an ideal situation. 

      “Let’s get you some clothes first.” I try not to look at her dress and the curves that are nearly spilling out of it. “I’m sure I’ve got something you can wear.” 

      I hear the click of her heels behind me as we walk upstairs and down the hall to my bedroom. 

      “This is all yours?” she asks. 

      “Yeah, I’ve lived here for about three years now.” 

      “It’s empty.” 

      I let out a laugh. “Yeah, I haven’t really gotten around to decorating. My room is just down the hall from yours if you need anything.” 

      We walk into the master, and she stops in the middle to look around the large space while I go into the closet. I grab a couple of T-shirts and a sweatshirt, then a pair of shorts that I know will be too big but she can probably roll them at the waist. Once I’ve got a couple of things, I come out of the closet and see she’s gone. 

      “Demi?” Worry spikes, and I wonder if she got scared and ran. 

      “In here,” she calls and I follow her voice to the bathroom. “Sorry, just checking out your swimming pool.” 

      “Yeah it’s a pretty big tub. I’ve never used it.” I shrug. 

      “Seriously? I’d never get out of it. I lived in a foster family that had a tub one time. It was awesome.” 

      “Do you want to use it?” 

      “Now?” she asks, her eyes wide and maybe even a little hopeful. 

      “Why not? Here are some clothes; go for it. I’ll be downstairs in the kitchen when you’re finished, and you can come eat.” It looks like she might cry as she looks down at the ground. “Hey, are you okay?” 

      “You’re just being really nice to me.” She sniffs, and it breaks my heart. 

      I clench my fists at my sides because I can’t hold her. Instead I take a step back and nod at the tub. “Take your time. I’ll be in the kitchen when you’re done.”
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      I fall back onto the softest bed I’ve ever felt in my life, and the scent of Curt surrounds me. It’s intoxicating yet comforting because he’s being so damn kind to me. I can’t remember the last time someone was nice to me for no reason at all. I want to cry but I fight the tears. I’m scared that if I start I might never stop. I’m also not sure what kind of tears they will be. I’m a crazy mix of emotions right now. 

      I’m scared, happy, and a whole lot of other things I can’t explain. There’s also a chance I’m in a heap of trouble right now. No way Sherman is going to pay, which means I still owe the Shapovals. How could I ever ask Curt to hand over the money he offered me? Not after he saw my place and then brought me back to his because he didn’t think my home was safe. 

      Reluctantly I pull myself from the bed and head toward the giant dream bathroom. I want to get out of this damn dress and rub this makeup off my face. I turn on the water before I undress, and to my surprise, the thing fills quickly. 

      A moan pours from me when I slip into the warm water. I lay my head back and close my eyes. I tell myself I’m not going to fall asleep because I want the food Curt said would be downstairs, but damn. All the muscles in my body are starting to relax, and for a moment all the fear and worry leaves me. If only for a few hours I’m safe, and I allow myself to live in the moment as I push all the fear and worry in my life away. 

      “Fuck,” I hear someone hiss, and it jolts me out of a dream-filled daze. 

      My eyes fly open to see Curt standing in the bathroom. He closes his eyes and spins around to give me his broad back. I sit up and pull my knees to my chest but realize there’s no way he could even see anything with all the bubbles. 

      “I called your name.” 

      “Sorry. I must have dozed off.” 

      “That’s dangerous. Get dressed. You need to eat,” he says before he makes a quick exit from the bathroom. He sounded pissed. I jump when I hear a door slam closed. 

      “Damn it,” I sigh, getting out of the tub. The last thing I want to do is piss him off. He brought me to his home to try and help. I hadn’t meant to fall asleep in the tub. No matter what I do, I’m always doing the wrong thing to get myself in trouble. 

      I drain the tub before I wash my face in the sink and dry off. I try to clean up, leaving everything as I found it. I want to be as little of a bother as possible. For most of my life, I’ve found it better to try and be invisible. 

      The shirt Curt gave me falls off my shoulder when I put it on, but at least it’s better than the dress. I stare at myself in the mirror and wonder what the hell I’m going to do. I can’t stay here for long because I don’t want to bring trouble to this man’s door. He’s already done more for me than anyone else ever has. 

      I’ll eat and maybe sleep here for the night, but then I’ll leave. It’s the best and only plan I can come up with. 

      When I leave the bedroom, I follow the scent of food. I think it’s been almost two days since I last ate something beyond a few crackers. 

      The second I step into the kitchen, Curt turns my way. His eyes go down my body and slowly venture back up. I swear every time he looks at me he sees deep inside my soul. I wonder if that should scare the crap out of me or not. I’m not even sure who I am under the surface. 

      “I gave you pants.” His words somehow sound thick, and I glance down at my bare legs. 

      They aren’t long and sexy like I think most men desire. I’ve always been on the shorter side, but it bugs me that he doesn’t like what he sees. All I have on is the shirt he’d given me, which falls almost to my knees. It’s longer than the dress I had on before. I didn’t want to put my dirty panties back on. They might not have actually been that dirty since I’d only had them on for a few hours, but they felt that way because of what I’d been wearing to begin with. 

      “I couldn’t get the pants to stay up,” I admit. 

      “Right.” He grabs one of the tall high-top chairs at the kitchen island and pulls it out. “Come eat. You clearly need it.” I drop my gaze as my insecurities start to rise at my small size. “Demi, come here now,” he orders. My feet move on their own, drawing me closer to him. “You’re not allergic to anything, are you?” 

      “No.” I go to grab the back of the chair to climb up but Curt beats me to it, lifting me by the hips and setting me down into it. 

      “Let’s get you a bit of everything.” I watch as he starts to pile food onto the plates in front of me. How long was I out for? It looks like he pulled together a feast while I was in the bathroom. There’s a mix of all kinds of things from pasta to steak to even grilled cheese and fried chicken. 

      “This is a lot of food.” 

      “Pierce keeps things ready to make in the fridge for me. You can help yourself to whatever, whenever.” He says it like I’m going to be hanging around beyond this meal. 

      “Thank you for all this.” I pick up the fork and take a bite of the pasta first. A small moan leaves me, and Curt stops pouring me a glass of water. His eyes once again stare into mine, and he looks pissed-off again. 

      “No one should go hungry. Especially a girl who should still be taken care of by her own parents.” He places the glass in front of me before he picks up a knife and starts to cut the steak he’d given me. 

      “She needs help.” I swallow my food and take a drink of the water. “My mom, I mean.” 

      “Don’t make excuses for her. It’s bullshit.” Easier said than done. Especially from a girl starving for attention and affection from the one person who is supposed to give it to her. 

      “Still, thank you. I won’t stay long.” 

      “You’re not going anywhere while you’re not a legal adult.” He pushes the plate with the steak on it back toward me. Then he picks up a fork and stabs a piece of it before bringing it to my mouth. I open it and take a bite and try not to look at him as I chew and swallow. “I’ll take care of you.” 

      “For now,” I agree. 

      Maybe that’s not a terrible idea, and I can stay here until then. It might be nice to be taken care of for once. I can pretend this is a small birthday gift that I’ll let myself have. 

      For now, I remind myself. Things like this never last, and it’s always better to remember that.
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      After we have dinner, Demi is practically falling asleep at the table. I’m careful to touch her as little as possible to help her up the stairs and into her room. Once she’s tucked into bed, I go to my room and have a fitful night of sleep. 

      The next morning I’m up with the sun after only a few hours of rest. I checked on Demi three different times to make sure she was okay, and each time she was sleeping like a rock. When was the last time she had a safe place to lay her head? 

      After checking on her once more, I softly close the door and decide to get a jump on the day. Pierce has coffee ready for me when I get downstairs, almost like he knew I’d be up early. When I got into my office, I begin looking into Demi Slater and why she’s in this situation. 

      At one point I need some help with the research, so I wake up the guy I use for surveillance. Tim has been useful with information for Boone and me before. He’s helped us check in on people and find out secrets that we could use to our advantage in business. I like to think we use his powers for good instead of evil, but right now, I need to know all of it. 

      “And her birthday is tomorrow?” Tim asks, and I nod. We’re on video chat now and he’s typing on his desktop while I drink my coffee and look over the notes he’s sent me. 

      “She said she’ll be eighteen.” 

      “Got it,” he says, not looking at me. “Demi Renee Slater, no priors, but there is a record of her entering the foster system over several years off and on.” 

      “Shit,” I say, mostly to myself. 

      “Looks like she’s gotten into something sticky with Shapovals.” This time, Tim turns to look at me and raises his eyebrow. “What the hell have you gotten mixed up in, Curt?” 

      “I’m not sure, but I know that I didn’t have a choice.” There was no way I could have let Demi go after I saw her place. Or after I looked into her eyes. “Tell me what you know.” 

      “There’s a bounty out for her on the black market. It doesn’t say why, but they’re looking for her.” He sighs as he shakes his head. “You need to watch your ass. These guys don’t play.” 

      “What about her family? Will they be targeted if they don’t get her?” 

      “Looks like there’s no known father, and the mom is already in debt to them for drug money.” 

      “Fuck.” This is going from bad to worse. 

      “How much to buy out the bounty?” 

      He lets out a humorless laugh. “There’s no price.” 

      “What?” 

      “Something really fishy is going on, but the way the bounty is listed is that she’s wanted and they’ll pay to get her back. There’s no debt listed to pay off and buy her out.” 

      “Then it’s not really money they’re after.” 

      “That’s what I’d assume too,” Tim says as he leans back in his seat. “Either she’s being used as leverage, which I honestly can’t see because her family doesn’t have any assets. Or she’s a hot commodity they think they can make a fortune on.” 

      I clench my coffee cup so tightly I’m afraid it’s going to shatter. “Thanks.” The one word comes out sharper than I intended it to. 

      “My advice to you is to keep your distance.” When I don’t answer right away, he sighs. “Look, Curt, I know you, and whatever you’ve gotten yourself into is probably something I don’t want details about. But I also know that you’re stubborn as hell and won’t be told what to do.” 

      “What’s your point?” I’m trying to rein in my anger, but it’s not working. 

      “My point is, if you’re going to try and save this girl, you’d better watch your back. When they find out you’ve got her, there’ll be a giant target on your back.” 

      “You mean if they find out.” 

      He shakes his head. “Not with these people. It’s only a matter of time before they’re going to come for you. I suggest you keep a low profile down in Hollow Oak and stay off the radar.” 

      “I plan on it.” I reach up and rub the place between my eyes where I can feel a headache forming. 

      “In the meantime, I’ll ask around quietly and see what else I can stir up. Maybe someone out there is willing to make a deal.”

      “I’d appreciate anything you can do, Tim.” 

      When we end the video call, the sun is finally up, but I’m left with just as many questions as when I started this search. At least it confirms what I already knew about her family. Although she was right that her mom needs help. If she owes money to the Shapovals for drugs, they’re going to collect one way or another. Maybe that’s what taking Demi was really about. 

      How can I convince her to stay here long-term to offer her protection? How much longer can she stay under my roof without me giving in to temptation? 

      I push away that last thought because she’s not legal yet. Her birthday is tomorrow, but I won’t go down that path until she’s eighteen. I’ve done a lot of things in my life that I regret, but touching her too soon won’t be one of them. 

      Now all I have to do is figure out how to keep my hands off of her until then. 

      The door to my office creaks open, and then I see Demi standing there looking sleepy and soft. Every part of my body comes to attention as my eyes rake up and down her small frame. 

      “Everything okay?” I swallow and clear my throat. “Did you sleep all right?” 

      “Yeah, I just got scared.” Her smile is shy as she shrugs. “It’s the biggest house I’ve ever slept in and when I woke up, I was worried you’d left.” 

      “Let’s get you something to eat.” Her hair is a mess, but somehow that tousled look makes her even sexier. I immediately chide myself for thinking about her being sexy and focus on feeding her. “Pancakes?” 

      “Really?” 

      “Why do you sound so surprised?” 

      She bites her bottom lip and looks down at the ground. “Those were for special occasions like Christmas when I was growing up.” 

      “Well, it’s not too far off, but around here you can have special things every day if you want.” I walk around my desk, and she looks up at me with bright eyes. “All you have to do is say the word.” 

      “Thank you,” she says quietly as I take her by the hand and lead her into the kitchen.
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      He’s so dang nice that it’s almost overwhelming. It puts me at ease until I remember I’m going to be indebted to him too, which means my debt is stacking up. Too bad my body isn’t opposed to the idea of owing Curt.

      There had only been terror at paying back the Shapovals, and I was trying to find an exit plan from the start. With Curt, I’m sitting here letting him make me breakfast, not wanting to go anywhere. When I think about how he might want to demand payback, my face heats, and a rush of heat floods through my body, pooling between my thighs. Something is seriously wrong with my head.

      “Bacon?” Curt asks, placing a plate full of fluffy pancakes in front of me. 

      “If there’s extra…” I lick my lips as he pours the syrup. 

      “There doesn’t need to be extra, angel.” My heart does a silly flutter at him calling me that. It’s sweet, and I enjoy it way too much. He’s going to make it hard for me to leave. 

      “Thank you.” 

      “You’re a guest. You don’t need to thank me for feeding you.” I open my mouth to say thank you again but quickly close it, making him smirk. He’s a bit more relaxed today, and it makes him even sexier than I already thought he was. 

      When I woke up this morning, I was sure I was in a dream. My first thought was to go find Curt when the reality of what really happened yesterday came flooding back to me. Anxiety made me want to panic, but for some reason I knew if I got close to Curt, it would fade away. 

      I can’t hold back a moan when I take a giant bite of the pancakes. The second the sweet taste hits my mouth I’m done for, and I don’t stop eating until I clear my plate. 

      “Careful, angel. I want you to eat, but don’t make yourself sick.” 

      “Oh gosh.” I cover my face with my hands, not wanting to know what I looked like when devoured my plate in a matter of seconds. 

      “Don’t get embarrassed. I’m happy you’re eating. Someone needs to do a better job of taking care of you.” When I drop my hands, I see a scowl on his handsome face. 

      “I’m an adult. I should be taking care of myself at this point. I’ve been doing it for a while.” Really it’s been most of my life. I can remember being four and making my own meals. The idea of someone taking care of me sounds almost ridiculous. 

      “And how is that working for you?” He turns the scowl on to me. 

      “I’m trying.” 

      “Getting involved with the Shapovals isn’t trying.” My heart drops, and all the air leaves my lungs. How does he know that name already? “Fuck.” He grabs my face with both hands, tilting it back to look up at him. “Breathe,” he orders, and my body follows his command.

      “I have to leave.” I try to push back from the kitchen island, but he doesn’t let me go. “I have to,” I plead with him, and he finally drops his hands from my face. 

      “You’re safer here.” 

      I’m not sure I’ll be safe anywhere, but the more distance I can put between the Shapovals and myself, the better. 

      “Did you tell them I was here?” Tears form in my eyes. I know I shouldn’t have this sense of betrayal, but I do. 

      “No.”

      I slowly start to relax, but it doesn’t last long. “Me being here could put you in their sights too. I can’t stay.” I try to push back from my chair again, but his hand comes down on the back of it. He’s done so much for me that I hate the idea of bringing any kind of trouble to his door. 

      “And where would you go?” 

      “I don’t know. Maybe I could get on a bus or something. Go to another state and find a women’s shelter?” His eyes roam my face. I’m not sure what he’s looking for. 

      “You’d never make it. Someone would snatch you up.” I swallow, not sure if he means the Shapovals or someone else altogether. 

      “I don’t have much of a choice. I can’t go back to them.” 

      “Why is it that they have their hooks into you to begin with? How long have you been…” He trails off, his face hardening with anger. 

      “I stole from them,” I admit. “I’m not blameless.” 

      “How much?” he grits out between clenched teeth. I hate his anger because when he’s sweet and trying to take care of me, it makes me feel precious. 

      “I don’t know. I stole some lunch meat and a few cans of food from one of their stores.” He’s silent for a long moment, his eyes never leaving my face. 

      “You stole food?” he finally asks, looking confused, and I nod. 

      “From one of their stores. I’m not sure if they actually owned the store or if the store falls under their protection or something.” I don't know how all that crap works. 

      “They turned you into a hooker over ten dollars’ worth of fucking food?” he booms. I jerk back in the chair. It probably would have fallen over if he didn’t still have his hand gripping the back of it. “I’m sorry, angel.” He closes his eyes, taking a deep breath. “I didn’t mean to yell at you. Don’t be scared of me. I’d never hurt you.” 

      “I’m not scared of you,” I whisper. Not physically, anyway. I am, however, noticing my emotions are all kinds of wrapped up in this man. 

      “Maybe you should be,” he says under his breath. 

      “Why?” He’s been one of the kindest people I’ve ever met. 

      Before he can answer, his phone starts to ring. He pulls it out and clears the call, but then it starts to ring again. 

      “I have to take this.” He slides his finger across the screen before putting it to his ear. “What’s up?” He goes quiet for a long moment. “Are you fucking kidding me? I’m coming over.” I watch as he starts to pace. “I’m coming over, and I’m not fighting with you about this on the phone.” Curt’s eyes cut back to me. “I won’t be alone,” he says into the phone before he ends the call. 

      “Something wrong?” 

      “My brother had a problem at his place last night. I need to go check on him. He’s not really been himself lately.” 

      “Okay.” I fidget with my fingers in my lap, unsure what I’m supposed to do. 

      “I had some clothes picked up for you this morning. Change and you’ll come with me.” 

      “You want me to come with you?” I ask in surprise. 

      “I’m not leaving you alone here.” I nod in understanding. 

      He probably thinks I’m going to steal something, and I fight back the hurt. I can’t blame the man. I’m in this whole mess because I’m a thief.

      I hate that Curt knows that about me now. I enjoyed being his angel a whole lot more.
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      When I get to Boone’s, I take Demi by the hand and help her out of the car. She’s got on an oversized sweatshirt and leggings. Thankfully I remembered to order shoes so she doesn't have to be barefoot. I ordered what she might think is an unnecessary amount of clothes, but I wanted her to have everything. And okay, maybe I’m thinking ahead. 

      “You want me to come with you?” She looks uncertainly up at the house. 

      “Of course I do. Why else did you think I asked you to come with me?” I look down at her in confusion, and she shrugs. 

      “Maybe you didn’t trust me alone at your house.” 

      “Demi.” I touch the bottom of her chin so she’ll look at me. “I didn’t trust leaving you at home because I can’t keep you safe if I’m not by your side. I’m not worried about you taking something from me.” 

      “But I’m in this mess because I stole from the Shapovals.”

      I shake my head at her. “You stole food because you were starving, and that’s not a crime. At least not to me. There’s more at play here, but we’ll talk about it later. Right now I need to make sure my brother is okay.” 

      “Are you sure you want him to meet me?” She looks down at her clothes, comfortable and soft like she is. 

      “I would never be ashamed for anyone I know to meet you, angel.” That makes her smile, and I remind myself to say more things that give her that look. 

      We walk into Boone’s house, and security is right at the door. I nod to Roger, their head of security, and the other men on the way inside. 

      Boone and his bride Phoebe are in the family room at the back of the house, and when I walk in, I find them cuddled up on the couch together. Phoebe is in Boone’s lap, and she looks tired and there’s a bruise on her cheek, but otherwise she seems okay. 

      “Are you all right?” I ask, because I’m still a little shaken from the call I got from Boone earlier. 

      “I’m fine.” Phoebe looks at her husband. “Don’t listen to Boone. He’s being extra protective right now.” 

      “You were nearly killed,” I say a little too loud, and Boone nods to agree with me. 

      “Great, now I’ve got bossy in stereo.” She shakes her head and then finally sees Demi move out from behind me. “Oh hi, I didn’t see you there.” 

      “Hi,” Demi says when I pull her around. 

      “This is Demi, Demi, this is my brother Boone, who you might remember, and his wife Phoebe.” 

      Boone’s eyes widen, and he softly places Phoebe on the couch beside him as he stands up. “It’s nice to meet you.” He holds his hand out to Demi and then looks at me again. “Can I speak to you in my office, Curt?” 

      Without waiting for me to agree, he walks past me and out of the family room. 

      “We'll be fine in here, Curt,” Phoebe says as she pats the seat next to her. “Come sit down, Demi, and we’ll gossip about them. I’m sure they’re going to the other room to do the same with us.” 

      Demi smiles as she lets go of my hand and walks away from me. I decide that this is probably the safest place for her at the moment, so I hurry to follow my brother and get this over with. 

      When I get to his office, he’s pacing, and as I close the door behind me, he stops and looks up. 

      “What the hell are you thinking? How old is that girl?” His eyes widen, and he puts his hands in front of him. “You know what, maybe it’s better I don’t know.” 

      I shake my head as I tuck my hands into my pockets, trying to go for relaxed instead of adding to his stress. 

      “She’s eighteen tomorrow.” He turns to me again, and his eyes narrow. “Don’t look at me like that. I haven’t touched her.” 

      “You were supposed to take care of her.” 

      “I did.” 

      “Not like that,” he snaps. “This is not what I need right now. I’m trying my best to keep from coming apart because I almost lost my wife. And now you come over with someone that’s tied to all that bullshit.” 

      “That’s enough,” I say firmly, and Boone blinks at me. It’s not often I’m serious with him, but I’m not about to have him drag Demi. “She was in the crossfire of that whole shitstorm, and now I’m just as worried about something happening to her.” 

      “Why? What’s going on?” Now there’s concern in his eyes, and I know my brother. He might be a hard man, but he would never allow a woman to be in danger. 

      I take my time explaining to him my conversation with Tim this morning and how she’s tied up with the Shapovals. I’m irritated all over again thinking about it, and the need to keep her safe is bearing down on me. 

      “Do you think they’ll come after her?” Boone asks like he’s reading my mind. 

      “I don’t think they’d let something as precious as her go. Especially if they used a few dollars’ worth of food as an excuse to whore her out.” 

      My jaw clenches just thinking about it, and I have to remind myself that she’s here and she’s okay. I got to her in time, and now I’m going to make sure she’s protected. 

      “I’m sorry, I wouldn’t wish what I went through on anyone.” He comes over to me and squeezes my arm. “Are you okay?” 

      “I should be asking you the same.” Reaching out, I give my brother a hug, and he stiffens at first before he relaxes and hugs me back. “I’m glad Phoebe is okay.” 

      When we release, he nods and lets out a deep breath. “I’m okay now. I’ll just feel better when she doesn’t have that mark on her face. Every time I look at her it reminds me of almost losing her.” 

      “Give it some time and I’m sure it will be better. In the meantime, I need your help.” 

      “With what?” 

      “Can I get your contact at the Feds? I need to point them in the direction of the Shapovals so I can keep Demi safe.” 

      “Absolutely. I’m sure they’d be thrilled for a chance to take them down.” 

      “My only hope is that they don’t expect me to use Demi for bait,” I say, and the look Boone gives me tells me he’s on my side about this one. 

      “Let’s make some calls.” 

      He walks over to his desk, and I take a seat as we get to work on keeping Demi out of harm's way.
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      “Tomorrow’s your birthday!” Phoebe claps her hands together. 

      She’s been peppering me with questions since the guys left and has been extra kind even with everything that’s gone on. Especially with what went down with her father and me. Not that anything happened, but still. I’m sure it could be strange to her. Hell, it’s strange to me. 

      From the excitement in her eyes, you’d think it was her birthday and not mine. She’s really chipper for a girl that was attacked only yesterday. I suppose having someone in love with you the way her husband seems to be with her could put anyone on cloud nine. I know I would be. 

      I couldn’t help but be a bit jealous of the two of them together. He was so worked up over his wife, and I was even a bit jealous of how Curt was worried over his brother too. They all care for each other, and I long to have something like that one day. No one has ever worried about me like that. 

      “Yeah, but it’s no big deal.” I try to brush it off. I know birthdays are big for a lot of people, but they never have been for me. I don’t want to get myself excited over nothing. Expectations only ever bring disappointment. I learned that very early in life, and now I expect nothing. It’s probably why I’m surprised when someone is kind to me. 

      “No big deal? You better have cake at least. How old are you turning?” 

      “Eighteen.” Her brows lift all the way up her forehead at my response. 

      “Why the look?” I try not to fidget as she stares me over. 

      “Nothing. I thought maybe you and Curt might have something going on?” 

      “What?” I shout a bit too loudly. “Why would you think that? He’s been nice to me. It’s nothing more than that.” 

      There is no way someone of Curt’s caliber would ever be interested in me. We’re from two different worlds, and I could never belong to him. I’m sure people would judge him if he was with me. I mean, I was technically a hooker, and I might still be for all I know. I have no clue where I’ll end up tomorrow or the day after that.

      “Nice?” She lets out a small laugh. “He was a bit of a dick when I met him. He didn’t want me marrying his brother, but he came around pretty quick.” 

      “Why didn’t he want you two to get married?” It’s clear the two of them are madly in love. What more could you want for your sibling? 

      “Well, in all fairness, my husband did kind of bribe my parents to marry me.” Now she’s the one shrugging like it’s no big deal. I guess we all know her father is a jerk at this point. 

      “I’m not shocked since your father tried to buy my virginity.” Phoebe’s mouth falls open, and I quickly realize I might have gone too far. 

      “Gosh, he’s gross. I’m so sorry.” Her whole face softens. 

      “Why are you sorry? I think it was your husband and brother-in-law that got me out of that mess.” 

      “Same.” Phoebe shakes her head. “Who knows what my father might have done with me if not for my Boone.” She lets out a dreamy sigh. “So you’re a virgin.” She smirks mischievously. 

      “I…ahh…” Heat rushes to my face. Why did I blurt that out?

      “Angel.” I jerk my head around at the sound of Curt’s voice. I didn’t know it was possible to blush more, but my face is now on fire. He stares at me from across the room. “Are you a virgin?” he asks, and I nod my head yes. “Fuck.” Curt runs his hand down his face, and his frustration is clear. 

      “That explains why they want her back so badly,” Boone says from beside Curt. 

      “Wait. Someone is trying to take her?” Phoebe jumps up from her seat to stand beside me protectively. It’s sweet. She barely knows me, but none of them really do.

      “No one is taking her,” Curt growls. The sound should be scary, but my body has a whole different kind of response. “I can’t take her home with me.” Curt turns to face his brother, and my heart sinks. 

      I drop my head, not wanting to stare at Curt while he and Boone talk, but now in hushed angry-sounding whispers. 

      “Hey, everything is going to be fine,” Phoebe tries to reassure me. 

      “He doesn’t want me to go back home with him.” I fight back tears. 

      “They want you safe.” She grabs my hand, giving it a squeeze. 

      “Angel,” Curt calls, and I bite the inside of my cheek so I don’t snap at him to stop calling me that. I like it entirely too much, and now he’s talking about leaving me behind. “Shit, you’re crying.” He walks across the room to me. 

      “Please don’t leave me here,” I blurt out when he stops right in front of me. Phoebe releases my hand and eases back a few steps. 

      “Angel.” I jump up from my seat and launch myself at him before he can tell me a list of reasons why I should stay here. 

      “Please,” I beg as I cling to him. 

      “I’m not leaving you anywhere. I was going to stay too. At least for tonight.” I lift my head from his chest. 

      “Why?” 

      “You have no idea.” His eyes search my face. 

      “Maybe we should give you a moment,” Phoebe says as she goes to her husband. He takes her hand and guides her out of the living room. 

      “Sit.” His hands wrap around my wrists, lifting them off his chest, and I release his shirt that I had a death grip on. “Sit,” he orders again, letting my wrists go. He takes a few steps back and sits across from me. I plop back down, not wanting the space between us. “You can’t jump on me. In fact, I need you to give me space.” He reaches up and undoes the top few buttons on his shirt then pulls at the collar. 

      “Okay,” I agree, my heart starting to ache. 

      “Don’t do that, angel. I want your touch more than I should.” He lets out a long sigh. 

      “Is this because I’m a virgin or something?” Why has everything changed since we got here?

      “You’re not eighteen.” 

      “Ohhh. Right.” I lick my lips. Why do I suddenly want his touch even more? Is it because I know he can’t? “The Shapovals said seventeen was an adult in—” 

      “Don’t.” He lifts his hand, cutting me off. “I don’t give a fuck what those lowlifes said.” 

      “Fair point,” I agree, because they are terrible people. 

      “You being a virgin changes nothing for me, angel. I need you to know that. You’re still the same girl to me.” I nod in understanding. “That said, you being a virgin is why I think the Shapovals want you back so badly. They can put a bid out on your virginity and sell you to whoever pays the most.” 

      That sounds like an easy enough fix. We only have to take away the thing they want. 

      “What if I’m not a virgin anymore?”
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       “Demi,” I groan, burying my face in my hands. “Sweet angel.” 

      Sighing, I look up at her innocent face and try not to lose control. She looks so sweet and earnest that it’s all I can do to keep my hands to myself. 

      “I’m just saying that if you took it from me, then you’d be saving me, right?” 

      “Please don’t talk about me taking your virginity.” I have to reach down and adjust my cock because it’s become painful. 

      “Sorry, I’ve never done anything before, so I’m not exactly experienced, but if you tell me what to do, I’ll try my best.” 

      “I’m dying.” I rub the heel of my hands against my eyes. “This can’t be happening.” 

      “Are you worried about hurting me?” she asks softly, and I shake my head. 

      “No, I would never hurt you.” I swallow hard at the soft smile she gives me. 

      “I know I’m small, but I’ve touched myself before and—” 

      “Enough!” I have to stand up and take a few steps back. 

      “Did I say something wrong?” She bites her bottom lip, and my knees nearly buckle at the sight of it. 

      “Not by a long shot,” I whisper and run a hand over my face. “Why am I sweating? Are you hot? I’m hot. Maybe I should open a window. I know it’s snowing now, but I don’t care.” 

      “Curt, are you okay?” I hear her say as I walk over to the French doors and fling them open, silently begging the freezing air to cool me down. 

      When the icy wind hits my face, it helps, but only a little. It’s not enough to get my cock under control, but I’m not sure that will ever be possible. After I take a few cleansing breaths, I close the doors and go back over to take a seat across from Demi. 

      “Angel, we’re going to stay here for a night or two until my brother and I figure things out. He’s got better security here than I do at my house, and we’re having a meeting tomorrow with some important people that can help us. I need to be here for that to take place.” 

      “Okay,” she says softly, and I want to hold her so badly.

      “Will you hold me?” she asks, like she’s reading my mind. 

      I can’t speak, so I nod, and before I can get up and join her on the couch, she’s crawling into my lap. I have to close my eyes right when her bottom pushes against my aching cock and the need to rub against her is almost unbearable. She’s soft against me, and I have no choice but to wrap my arms around her so she doesn’t fall. 

      One hand goes around her back and rests on her hip while the other goes across her thighs and rests just below her ass. Her hand is against my chest, and I feel her fingertips at the collar of my shirt, right where a bit of skin is showing. She touches me there, and it feels like she’s burning me when she does it. She’s marked me all over my heart, why not on my skin too? 

      “Are you afraid?” I ask, then swallow the lump in my throat. 

      “Yes,” she answers softly. “But I feel less afraid when you hold me.” 

      “Then I’ll keep on holding you until the danger has passed.” I rest my cheek on the top of her head, and we sit like this for a long time. It’s comforting, and it goes a long way to make me feel better too. 

      “Will you hold me tonight too?” 

      Boone said that we could take the guest rooms on the other side of the house, but only one is furnished. He never got around to putting furniture in his house, but thankfully that one has a place for us to sleep. 

      “If that’s what you want.” 

      She looks up at me, and when our eyes meet, she’s so damn close I could lean forward and kiss her.

      “I want you,” she says, and it nearly breaks me. 

      Leaning forward, I press my cheek against hers and absorb her softness. She’s warm and sweet and smells like vanilla cake. My mouth waters, and I have to shove my desire down once more. 

      We’ve been here so long the sun is beginning to set, and I hear someone come into the room. When I look up, I see Boone and Phoebe there, and she’s smiling brightly. 

      “Sorry, we lost track of time.” She blushes as she looks up at her husband, and I don’t want to think about what they’ve been up to. “We’ve had dinner prepared if you want to join us in the dining room.” 

      “Sure,” I say. “Give us just a second.” 

      “We’ll meet you in there,” Boone says and tucks his wife close as they leave. 

      “Are you hungry?” I ask, and Demi nods quickly. 

      “Starving, actually.” 

      “Then let’s get you fed.” I hug her close and then put my lips to her ears. “Let me hug you a little before we go.” 

      My hands go to her ass, and I turn her so that she’s straddling me. Her knees go up, and her sex moves flush against my cock. Her arms go around my neck, and she squeezes me tight while I do the same against her ass. Her heat sits right over my cock, and I soak up how good she feels. This is so close to crossing the line, but god, do I want it. 

      “You’ll help save me?” she asks as she rocks against my cock. 

      “Fuck,” I hiss, almost going off in my pants. “Careful, angel.” 

      “If anyone is going to take it, I want it to be you.” She does it again, and I have to grab her hips to make her stop. 

      “I know, sweetheart. I know.” I place a kiss on the top of her head and close my eyes to try and catch my breath. “Just not yet.” 

      When I glance down, I see a wet spot on my pants and I don’t know if it’s from her or me, and I nearly lose control. My hands are shaking as I slide them down her legs and lean back in the chair. 

      “Okay, that’s enough hugging for now.” She looks at me with hooded eyes and licks her lips. 

      “Can we hug again after dinner?” 

      “Maybe,” I say softly and tuck her hair behind her ears. “You’re too tempting.” 

      That makes her smile, and the sight of it lights up my soul. How has she come to mean so much to me so quickly? And how can I tell her that I’m never letting her go?
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      “Don’t you think so, Demi?” Phoebe asks. 

      “What?” My fork full of creamy carrot cake pauses before it reaches my mouth. 

      I really am terrible at paying attention to what people are saying when I’m eating. Between the yummy dinner and my body still humming with desire from Curt, my head is all over the place. 

      “We could make your birthday cake ourselves.” 

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that.” 

      “I mean, we could order one, I’m sure, but it might be fun to make.” Phoebe is all smiles from across the table. 

      “We can do both if you want, angel,” Curt suggests as he drapes his arm casually over the back of my chair. 

      “Why? Do you think we’ll mess up and might need a back-up cake?” Phoebe narrows her eyes on Curt. 

      “Everything you make is perfect.” Boone is quick to defend his wife. 

      “I don't want her to have to make her own birthday cake if she doesn’t want to.” I lean in closer to Curt. He did put his arm around my chair, so I think that’s an opening to get closer. I might be wrong, but I’m still going to do it. 

      Phoebe’s mouth forms a perfect O shape. “Oh.” 

      “I would love to bake a cake. I’m just not sure I’ll be the best at it. We only ever used the oven to heat up frozen things like pizza and fish sticks.” That’s as far as my oven knowledge goes. 

      “We don’t have to. It’s your birthday, and I thought it would be fun.” She shrugs, trying to hide her disappointment. Phoebe is trying really hard to cheer me up. I think she’s carrying a little guilt over the fact that it was her father that bought me. Or tried to buy me.

      “I think it would be fun too,” I agree. “I’ve always wanted to try and bake before. I’m happy to do it. If it’s not too much trouble.” I add the last part quickly. 

      “Nothing is too much trouble. Stop thinking about that, angel.” Curt’s thumb starts to drift up and down my shoulder. I think he’s trying to soothe me, but it only has that rush of heat forming between my legs again. For such a big man, his touch is always so gentle. 

      “Then we’ll make a cake. Let's do a test run!” Phoebe jumps out of her chair, not waiting for me to agree. She grabs me by hand and pulls me out of my seat and toward the kitchen. 

      “We didn’t finish our dessert,” I point out. 

      “I’ve got you, angel,” Curt says as he and Boone come into the kitchen, each carrying the carrot cake we’d left behind at the table. “Eat every bite,” he orders as he sets the plate down on the kitchen island for me. My breath catches when he leans down and kisses me on the top of my head. “Have fun.” With that, he turns and leaves me in the kitchen with Phoebe. 

      “Come on, I promise baking isn’t torture,” she laughs. 

      “I know,” I respond, my eyes lingering on the doorway Curt left from. I want to chase after him but I don’t want to be too needy. My mother used to tell me all the time I was too needy. I always try so hard to not be. 

      “Then why do you look like you want to cry?” 

      “I don’t.” I spin back around. 

      “Would you rather be with Curt?” She gives me a knowing smile. “I don’t blame you, but I think you need a bit of a distraction for now.” She hands me a pink apron. I put it on, and when she ties it for me, I do the same for her. 

      We spend the next few hours baking in the kitchen. I realize that Phoebe and I might come from two different worlds, but when it comes to our parents, we actually have a lot in common. Both of us lacked any real guidance from them. I also point out to her if not for her father trying to buy me, who knows where I’d be right now. In a way he might have saved me. 

      “How is it going, ladies?” Boone asks as he comes into the kitchen. He goes straight for Phoebe and wraps his arms around her. When he pulls her in for a deep kiss, I look away. 

      “You tell me,” Phoebe says. We just tried the test cake. I loved it but I’m not sure I’m the best tester at this point. I love anything when it comes to food. 

      “You always taste sweet, but let me have another bite to be sure.” He kisses her again, and I glance at the doorway, wondering where Curt is. 

      “We’re going to make two cakes tomorrow. Demi loved the vanilla and strawberry so we’re doing both. Why choose when you don’t have to?” 

      “I love your logic,” I say with a laugh. “Where’s Curt?” I can’t help the small fear I have that he might up and disappear on me. It’s what my mother always did, and she constantly reminded me that no one stays around for long. 

      “Getting your room ready for the night. It’s late,” Boone answers, and I glance at the clock on the oven to see it’s already eleven. 

      “Angel.” I spin back around when I hear Curt’s voice, and a pressure I didn’t realize I felt leaves my chest. He’s still here. 

      “You stayed.” I rush over toward him. 

      It’s not until I’m launching myself at him do I remember him saying we need to keep some space between us. I’m also trying not to be too needy, but I’m terrible at this. It’s too damn hard. Curt is like water to me after spending an eternity in the desert. Sometimes I think I might have even dreamed him up. That this all could be fake because right now it’s too good to be true. 

      “Angel, I’m not going to up and leave you.” He brushes my hair back away from my face. “You’ll see with time.” He doesn't sound annoyed or tired of me. “Let's get you to bed.” He takes me by the hand, leading me out of the kitchen. “Did you have fun with Phoebe?” 

      “Yes, she’s sweet.” 

      “She is,” he agrees. 

      “She told me you didn’t want her to marry your brother.” 

      “It wasn't anything against her. Boone wasn’t acting like himself, so I was worried.” 

      “But not anymore?” 

      “No, not anymore.” 

      “What changed?” I ask as he opens a door, revealing a bedroom. There isn’t much to the room but a bed. One that’s not as big as the ones at Curt’s place. 

      “I have a better understanding of what my brother went through.” I turn my head to look up into Curt’s eyes, and my breath catches at the hunger I see there. “Now I’m going to tuck you into bed.” 

      “You’re not coming to bed?” 

      “Soon,” he promises as he guides me over toward the bed. “Very soon.”
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      “I don’t have any pajamas.” Demi looks up at me as she sits on the edge of the bed. 

      “I didn’t think to bring clothes, so we’ll have to make do tonight.” 

      I reach for the buttons on my shirt, and she watches me as I do the cuffs first and then down the front. When my dress shirt is off, I place it on the chair by the bed and reach for the white shirt I’m wearing under it. It’s simple and thin but should be enough to cover her while she sleeps. At least for now. 

      “Here, put this on.” I hand it to her, and she brings it to her face. 

      “It’s still warm.” She smiles, and god, I love how she looks at me. 

      Her eyes move across my bare chest, and I wonder if she likes what she sees. “You can go into the bathroom and change.” 

      She practically skips to the bathroom, and I sit on the edge of the bed with my head in my hands. I talked to Boone about this earlier and he did his best to distract me. I wasn’t lying when I told Demi that I understood better what he was going through with Phoebe. Ever since I first saw her, I’ve been fighting with myself, and I’m ready to have control of the situation. 

      “Are you going to sleep with me tonight?” 

      I look up when I hear Demi’s voice, and my mouth goes dry. She’s standing there in only my shirt and nothing else. Her hair is down and over one shoulder, revealing the soft skin of her neck. All I want to do is put my lips there and taste her. My eyes roam farther down her body, and I have to look away because it’s too much. 

      “I’ll sit with you for a bit.” I check my watch and reach a hand out to her. “Come here, I’ll tuck you in.” 

      She takes it without hesitation, and we walk around to the side of the bed. When I pull the covers back, she slides in and scoots down. When she does, it reveals the soft skin of her thighs and I’m not sure she’s wearing panties. I quickly cover her up and then take a seat beside her. I place my arm over her body and look down at her while she smiles up at me. 

      “Comfortable?” 

      “Almost.” She wiggles. “I thought you said maybe we could hug some more before I go to sleep.” 

      “I did.” I clench my jaw, knowing my control is hanging on by a thread. 

      She sits up and crawls out from under the covers to straddle my lap. I lean back against the headboard and try to control my breathing as she touches my bare chest. The shirt she’s wearing has ridden up, but I don’t look down. I stay still as a statue as she lies on me like a blanket. 

      “Aren’t you going to hold me?” she whispers in my ear, and I try to swallow the brick lodged in my throat. 

      “I’m not sure I can yet.” 

      “Why not?” I feel her lips against the shell of my ear, and a hot shiver goes down my back. 

      Lifting my wrist, I check the time and see I’ve still got a few minutes. “Because you’re not eighteen yet.” 

      “I’m almost there.” She lifts up just a little and then snuggles closer to me. The heat of her body burns me like a brand. 

      “If I make you mine, angel, there’s no going back.” 

      She pulls back to look me in the eyes. “What do you mean by ‘there’s no going back’?” 

      “I mean that I’m not going to let you go. Ever.” Reaching up, I cup her cheek, and she leans into the touch. “I mean that I’m claiming you, and there’s no way you’ll ever be free of me. I’ll tie you to me with an unbreakable knot.” 

      Her eyes widen, and she smiles so brightly I’m almost shocked. “I like the sound of belonging to you.” She leans in close and rubs her nose against mine. “That’s all I want for my birthday.” 

      “For this birthday and every one after I’ll own you, but I’ll treat you like the most precious gift on earth. You’ll forever be my angel. The one that saved me, and the one I protect.” 

      “No one has ever wanted me before.” Her eyes search mine, and I tuck her hair behind her ear. 

      “No one will ever get the chance once you’re mine.” There’s a sound in the distance like the clock struck midnight, and Demi and I both look at my watch. 

      “It’s my birthday.” She smiles brightly, and I sit up. 

      “So it is.” Wrapping my arms around her back, I pull her against me and then swoop down to claim her mouth. 

      The kiss is searing hot, and when she gasps, I take the invitation and sweep my tongue inside. Without pausing, I turn and pin her to the bed as I use my knees to spread her legs. 

      “Did you take your panties off?” My mouth moves to her neck, and I suck on the tender skin, leaving my mark behind. 

      “Yes.” She lifts her hips, and I growl as I grab the edge of her shirt and yank it all the way off. 

      She’s completely naked under it, and the sight is enough to make me nut on myself. “I need to taste you everywhere.” 

      My mouth goes to her breasts, and I lick over her tight nipples, loving one after the other. When I suck on them, she cries out, and I feel her nails on my back. I love her touch, and if she wants to mark me too, she can have at it. 

      I slide my hand behind her knee and pull it up so she’s open. Then I kiss over her soft belly and to her hips as I inhale her sweet scent. She smells like cupcakes, and my mouth waters. Her pussy is so pretty, I rub my face against it before I use my thumbs to spread her lips. 

      “Look how pink you are right here.” She moans when my tongue slides between them and over her clit. “So fucking sweet.”

      Her hips wiggle, and she squirms under me so I have to drape my arm over her waist to keep her still. My tongue dips lower to where she’s wet, and I lap at her entrance. She’s so damn tight, but I know getting her ready is going to be a delicious hell. 

      “I’m going to save you by taking this.” I lick over her opening again and then slide one finger inside her. “When I get this little cherry, you’ll belong to me.” 

      “Curt, don’t stop.” She grabs at the sheets, and I feel how hot and slick her body is. 

      “Already so close?” I kiss her clit and then trace it with my tongue. “I’m going to love getting you off.” 

      I wonder if she’ll sit on my face while she’s wearing her wedding dress. The thought of her as my bride flashes in my mind, and I growl possessively as I slide my finger in and out of her opening. When she’s nice and soft, I slide in another and feel her tight channel squeeze around me. 

      Her body is wound tight, and when I suck on her sweet little pearl, she screams my name and cums all over my fingers.
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      I gasp for air and try to catch my breath. This can’t be real. My whole body tingles with pleasure unlike anything I’ve ever experienced, but it’s more than that. It’s Curt. He’s given me this pleasure and is offering me so much more along with it. He wants me to belong to him, and I want that more than anything else in the world. 

      Curt places kisses along the inside of my thigh, but his fingers stay firmly inside of me. Slowly, I open my eyes, already thinking about how to give him the same pleasure, but my mind blanks when he starts to pull his fingers out and then thrust them back inside of me. 

      “You cum so beautifully, angel. I want to see it again.” 

      “I don’t think—” My words are cut off when his mouth descends on my clit yet again. The man is relentless. 

      “You don’t have to think when I’ve got my hands on you,” he says against my sex before he’s licking and sucking all of me. 

      This time his fingers work faster, and at times I can feel him spreading them apart, stretching me. It’s a sweet burn that has me wondering if it will be the same when he slides his cock deep inside of me. 

      I moan thinking about him taking me fully in that way. I bet I’ll feel him there for days to come. Curt is a big man everywhere, and I’ve felt his cock pressed against me. It should scare me, but fear is the last thing I feel when it comes to him. 

      I pray it happens tonight. He said once he has me there will be no going back. I want that too. He thinks he’s tying me to him, but I don’t want to get away. The longer we wait, the more time he’ll have to change his mind. Now I’m afraid because I don’t want him to let me go. 

      “Angel.” I gasp when his hand comes down on the top of my thigh. “Stay with me,” he orders, pulling me back to the moment. “There you are.” He smiles against my clit before his tongue comes out and swirls around it. “You’re going to cum for me again, aren't you.” It’s not a question, but I answer it nonetheless. 

      “Yes.” I nod. I think I would give this man anything he asked for. 

      “Good girl,” he praises me, and a whimper leaves me as tears burn my eyes. I love his approval, even though it's something I didn’t know I needed until he gave it to me. 

      When he sucks my clit back into his mouth, I’m done for. I cry out his name as another orgasm rushes through my body. My sex locks around his fingers, and my orgasm keeps going. He draws it out, his tongue flicking back and forth on my clit. My legs start to shake, and I’m not sure I can take much more, but I don’t want to tell him to stop either. So instead I start to beg. 

      “Curt. Please.” I shake my head. “It’s too much.” He pulls his fingers out of me before he crawls back up my body. 

      “It can’t be too much, angel. I’m always going to want more when it comes to you.” He always knows how to say the exact right thing. “And you’ll always give me more, won’t you?” 

      “You can have everything.” I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him down for a kiss. I moan into his mouth when I taste myself because it feels like I’ve somehow marked him. I love it. 

      It makes me understand more why people wear wedding rings. I never really understood the concept of marriage. My mother went through so many men over the years, and I never cared for any of them. In fact, I told myself I’d never want a man. That’s laughable now because I can’t think about not having Curt. 

      I love the idea of putting a mark on Curt to show the world he's taken and he’s mine. Everyone would know with one glance that he had someone he adored and maybe one day loved. I want to mark every inch of him before someone else thinks they can try to take him from me. 

      I lift my hips, rubbing myself against him, and a small growl leaves me when I realize he has pants on. 

      “Angel,” he groans against my mouth. 

      “Take them off,” I huff between kissing him. I want to make more demands, but I enjoy my mouth pressed against his too much. 

      “Maybe we should wait.” Everything inside of me freezes, and a rush of panic floods through me. Is he changing his mind? 

      “Did I do it wrong?” I suppose I didn’t really do anything but lie there. Why did I just lie there? I should have tried to touch him more or been sexier. 

      “You didn’t do anything wrong.” He shifts and moves me with him. I’m back to straddling him while he’s leaning against the headboard. “I don’t want to take advantage of you.” 

      “What if I want you to take advantage of me?” He closes his eyes at my response, then takes a deep breath. 

      “I’m trying to do what’s right.” 

      “You don’t want me anymore. I get it. Fine. I’ll leave.” I fight back tears. I should be used to this. People always change their minds, and I’m left behind. This is nothing new. 

      When I try to push away from him, I don’t even get an inch of space between us. His hands grip my hips, keeping me in place. 

      “I never said you could go anywhere.” A darkness I’ve never seen from him rises to the surface. “I meant I was going to give you time to get used to me. I don’t want you giving me this gift because you feel you have to. That you owe it to me.” 

      I melt against him because of course that makes more sense. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I never should have doubted you.” 

      “You’re killing me, angel. Fuck, I love that you don’t doubt me, but you’re far too trusting with other people. That’s another thing I’m going to have to teach you. I’m never going to give you a reason to doubt me, and I’ll earn your trust. Even if you already do.” 

      “How can you say things to me like that and not want me to have sex with you?” A deep sexy chuckle comes from him, and the sound rumbles through my body. I push my sex down onto his erection, and he instantly stops laughing. “Sorry.” 

      “I warned you about the sorries,” he reminds me. 

      “Okay, then I’m not sorry.” I wiggle on his cock. “How much does a virginity go for?” 

      “Far more than Sherman paid, I can tell you that.” I see his anger start to come back, and as sexy as he looks pissed off, I enjoy him turned on more. 

      “How much would you give me to suck your cock?” Curt’s fingers dig into my hips in an unbreakable hold, and his cock jerks against me. “I’ve never done that before either. It would be another first for me.” 

      I lick my lips, and Curt’s eyes widen. I know I’ve shocked him and that had been the plan, but now I’m the one shocked by my body’s reaction to thinking about him paying for me. There’s something wrong with my vagina, but I could care less. 

      I want to make Curt snap, and I want to get him to claim me in every way. I don’t want to wait, and I’m willing to do whatever I need so that happens. 

      Right now.
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      The little smile she gives me is going to bring me to my knees. How can I tell her no when she looks at me with those big doe eyes? 

      Her hands move down my bare chest as she starts to slide off my lap. “Demi,” I warn, but she smiles innocently. 

      “I’m only going to look. I’ve never seen one before.” 

      I have to close my eyes because I’m pretty sure all the blood in my body rushed to my cock. I nod and swallow hard, doing what I can to keep myself in check. 

      Her fingers go to the buttons on my pants, and I lift my hips a little and help her push them down. When I’m sitting there in only my boxer briefs, her eyes widen at the bulge and how most of the head is coming out of the top. 

      She licks her lips, and my cock throbs in invitation. Damn my dick and how it’s ruling every thought I have right now. 

      When she reaches for the band of my boxers, I grab her wrist until she looks up at me. “You don’t have to do this.” 

      “I know.” She smiles so damn sweetly, cum leaks out of the tip. 

      I can still smell her on me, and it’s making me so hard it hurts. Reaching down, I pull her shirt the rest of the way off so she’s completely naked. Then I lift once more as she pulls my boxer briefs off of me, and we’re both stripped bare. 

      “You really are an angel,” I say as my eyes travel over her body. 

      Without hesitating, she bends down and takes my cock into her mouth. I cry out at the shock and the heat of her tongue as she licks over the tip. She’s so fucking eager, and it’s like electricity is going straight to my dick. 

      “Angel.” My head falls back against the headboard, making a loud thud as she sucks me farther into her mouth. “Fuck!” My hands go to her hair, and I don’t mean to hold her still, but I’m dying. “You’re going to kill me.” 

      Her mouth comes off my cock, and she looks up at me with worried eyes. “Am I doing it wrong?” 

      “Wrong!?” I shake my head and try to catch my breath. “Sweet girl, no. You’re doing it too well.” I rub my thumb across her lip where some of my cum has dripped. “Your mouth was made for sucking my cock.” 

      She grins, and when she dips her head, I’m once again sent to heaven and hell at the same time. Her hands grip the base of my shaft, and her tongue swirls around it like a lollipop. I can’t help but wonder how many sweets she ate to get this good. 

      “Goddamn, that mouth of yours.” This time when I hold her by the hair, it’s to guide her gently up and down. “You’re going to finish me off too soon.” 

      She responds by moaning, and the vibration goes all the way to the root of my cock. I cry out, and my hips thrust up on their own. She’s taken me to the breaking point, and I’m going insane. 

      “Enough.” When I pull her off my cock, her mouth makes a loud popping sound, and she looks up at me with wide eyes. “I can’t take it anymore.” I flip her back on the bed and pin her down as I push her knees up and slide my cock against her pussy. “I’m going to have you, whether I should or not.” 

      “I’m yours.” She rocks her hips up, and the head of my cock slips into her opening. 

      “How are you so fucking wet from sucking my dick?” I push in a little, and she squeezes the tip. 

      “It turned me on,” she whispers, and her cheeks burn with embarrassment. 

      “You can’t say that.” I kiss her mouth and then move down chest. “It drives me wild.” 

      “I loved it,” she says and raises her hips, bearing down on my cock. 

      I sink deeper into her, and when my mouth latches on to her nipple, I thrust all the way inside. She cries out and squeezes her legs around me, but I stay deep in her tight heat, trying not to move. 

      “Curt, it burns.” She wiggles under me, but I hold her steady. 

      “I know, angel.” I move to her other nipple and suck on this one too. I lick the soft underside and then kiss my way back up her neck and to her lips. “It’s okay. I got your cherry now.” 

      Pulling out a little, she whines, but she’s so wet I slide easily back in. I glance down between us and see my whole cock disappear inside of her again, and I throb. 

      “Fuck, I can’t wait to fill you up with cum.” I watch the veins on my cock stretched tight as I move in and out of her soft pink lips. “You’re going to look so pretty with it on your pussy.” 

      “It feels good now.” She begins to relax, and the nails she dug into my shoulder begin to release. “So good.” 

      “That’s because you’re mine.” I hold her hips as I slowly thrust, giving her long, deep strokes. “I want you to cum for me again so you open up.” I move my fingers over her clit, and she moans. “Can you do that for me, angel? I want to make sure I get it all the way inside.” 

      She nods quickly and rubs against my hand. She might be new to this, but her body was made for me. 

      Her pussy squeezes me, then she stills as her mouth opens, and she gasps. She cries out my name as I thrust deep one last time, and her body gives in to the pleasure. My cock swells bigger than it ever has, and I release into her. Waves of cum pour from me as she milks my dick of every drop. It feels like I’m cumming for the first time, and my vision blurs. 

      It takes everything inside me to roll us over so I don’t collapse onto her and crush her body with mine. I’m careful to still keep us connected as I pull my knees up and make sure she’s seated all the way to the root. She’s on top of me trying to catch her breath, and I let out a small laugh. 

      “My god,” I breathe, kissing the top of her head. 

      “Is it always that good?” she asks, her own giggle coming out. 

      “Never.” I tilt her chin to look up at me. “You’re the exception to every rule, angel. Nothing has ever felt so good before, and I’m not sure I’ll ever get enough.” 

      When I touch my lips to hers, I thrust in again, more gently this time. Slower and easier than before. This time I want to take my time and enjoy her heat wrapped around me. 

      “Does this mean we can do it again?” Her eyes widen, and I smile. 

      “This means we’re going to do it as many times as you can take it before I let you rest.” 

      “I guess it’s a good thing I’m not tired.” She smiles, and then I kiss her once more.
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      The way Curt stares at me across the dining room table has me blushing. I didn’t know someone could actually look at you with hunger in their eyes, but he does. I’ve never felt so wanted in my whole life, and it’s not only been about the sex. He held me close to him through the night and kept saying the sweetest things to me. No one has ever treated me the way Curt has. 

      I’m sure both Boone and Phoebe know what happened last night. The only reason we’d actually left the room this morning is because Curt insisted on feeding me. I would have been happy to lie in bed with him all day. 

      His hands hadn't left me until we came to the table for breakfast. I think he sat across the table from me so he could better control himself. Even now I can still feel him between my thighs. It’s not only the ache from him taking my virginity but from my thighs having been open for so long. There are tender muscles I didn’t know I had before this morning, and I also had no idea that an ache could be so sweet. 

      “So, any big plans for your birthday today?” Phoebe asks. 

      Her eyes bounce between Curt and me with a knowing smirk. I’m not sure why I’m blushing. Boone has Phoebe in his lap as she eats her breakfast. Every now and then he feeds her a bite himself, and she does the same to him. They are both so adorable together, and I never would have thought Boone would be this type of husband when I first met him. It goes to show you appearances mean nothing. 

      “I’m going to be taking Demi back home with me today. I have a few things planned.” He winks at me. 

      “Really? You don’t have to do anything, it’s so last minute.” He’s already done so much, but he never seems to stop. 

      “Of course I do. You’re my girl, and it’s your birthday, angel.” I think this might be the first birthday in a very long time that’s actually been celebrated. The last one I can recall is with my grandma before she passed. I was so little at the time that the memories are a bit fuzzy. 

      “Maybe we could go buy her a pretty dress for the occasion. I know a cute dress shop that’s not far from here.” 

      “I’m not so sure about that.” Boone wraps his arm around his wife and shoots Curt a glance. I’ve noticed the two of them can speak without words. 

      “Do you want to get a dress?” Curt asks. 

      “We can make a day of it. A dress and maybe get our nails done,” Phoebe pushes for more. 

      While all of this does sound wonderful, I’d be happy spending my day with Curt. I don’t need all that. 

      “The security guards are arriving in an hour.” Boone glances at his watch. 

      “Guards?” I whisper, suddenly remembering the mess I’m in. How could I forget? I’d gotten lost in my own little world with Curt there for a moment. “I don’t want to put anyone in danger.” Phoebe has already been through so much. She doesn’t need any more trouble. 

      “Honestly I don’t think anyone would try and find her in Hollow Oak,” Curt finally says after a long pause. I can tell he’s having an inner battle with himself. He is always trying to do what he thinks is the right thing as opposed to what he greedily wants. I enjoy his greediness over me, so I don’t mind one bit.

      “I suppose you’re right. It’s been quiet,” Boone responds, giving Curt another look. 

      “So we can go?” Phoebe perks up.

      “Do you want to go, angel?” 

      “I don’t want to cause any problems.” Part of me wants to, but another part doesn’t. I’m truly on the fence. It would be nice to get dolled up for Curt and get to know Phoebe more. If things go as Curt says, we’re going to be in each other's lives. Curt and Boone are clearly close. 

      “That’s not what I asked.” He stands up and comes around the table to me. “Come with me.” He offers me his hand, and I take it. He leads me back toward the bedroom we’ve been staying in and once inside, he locks the door behind us. 

      Before I can say anything, his mouth is on mine. My feet leave the floor as he pins me to the door, and I wrap my legs around him while I kiss him back. He kisses me like he hasn't seen me in months. When he told me that he’d never get enough of me, I thought it was only sweet words lovers say to each other in bed. I’m starting to believe them. Curt wasn’t lying when he said he would prove things to me. That I’d see he meant every word he’s given me. 

      Last night, he told me that I was far too trusting with him, but I’m not so sure that’s true. I think it’s more that I’m willing to lock on to anything he gives me, not caring that he might break my heart in the end. I know that I may be pathetic, and it’s why I didn’t admit that to him. 

      But the truth is that the thought of him walking away right now is terrifying, so there is nothing to lose. He’ll think I’m crazy if I tell him I might already be in love with him. I still have this fear that this all will be ripped away from me, but with each second I spend with him, the more I believe he won’t let me go. So maybe he’s right, and in time I’ll have full trust. 

      “Curt,” I moan when he releases my mouth and starts to trail kisses along my neck where he’s left a small love bite already. 

      “I want you to go and have fun, but thinking about you being away from me has me wanting to mark you all over again.” 

      “You can mark me all you want.” I dig my fingers into his short hair. 

      “You need time to heal.” He gives my neck one last nip before he lifts his head and his eyes lock with mine. 

      “But I soaked in the tub and took the Advil,” I remind him. 

      “You tempt me, but I won’t cave on this. I’m not going to put you in more unnecessary pain. I’m supposed to be taking care of you.” My heart flutters every time he mentions taking care of me. It makes me fall even harder for him, and he has no idea how much I crave something like that. I need it. I know I’m an adult now, but I’ve been an adult when I shouldn’t have been one. I want to relish this while I have it. 

      “Fine,” I huff. If I want him to take care of me, then I need to let him. 

      “You not being near a bed and out in a shop will help me keep my hands off you. For now.” He leans in and brushes his mouth against mine. 

      “It doesn't look like you need a bed right now.” He gives my ass a squeeze before he puts me down on my feet. 

      “You’re right. I know I could have you anywhere, but if people are around, I’ll be good. No one sees you naked or hears you cumming but me.” There is a warning in his tone. 

      “Good, because I feel the same.” 

      “I’m all yours, angel,” he responds, giving me the best birthday gift ever. 

      Him.
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      Part of the reason I’m not more upset about Demi going into town with Phoebe is the amount of security they’re taking with them, and also that we’re meeting with the Feds here this afternoon to discuss what the plan is about the Shapovals. 

      Boone and I say goodbye to them, and soon after, a couple of dark SUVs are pulling in after them. 

      “Didn’t think we’d see you again so soon,” the agent says to Boone as they shake hands. “But I hear you’ve got something for me.” 

      “That’s where my brother Curt comes in,” Boone says and introduces us. 

      Once we’re inside, I go through the whole story about Sherman trying to buy Demi from the Shapovals and how they’ve put out a bid to find her. As he listens, he takes notes, and when I’m finished he nods. 

      “We’ve got Sherman in custody after Boone’s tip, so we’ll follow up with him first.” He sighs as he places his notepad on the table in front of him. “The problem is going to be getting them to come out in the open. From what I’ve heard, they’ve gone underground.” 

      “My source says there’s an open contract on Demi’s head. They want her back, and they’re willing to pay for it.” 

      “What does she have that they want so badly?” the agent asks, and I look over at Boone. 

      He casually puts his hand in front of his mouth and I know he’s trying to hide a smile. 

      “It doesn’t matter, she doesn't have it anymore,” I answer, trying to steer him away from that questions. 

      “Well, where is it? Maybe we can get it and use it to make a deal.” 

      “Yeah, Curt, where is it?” Boone asks, and I swear I see his eyes nearly water as he tries to keep from laughing. 

      “Fuck off,” I whisper under my breath at him. 

      He leans in so only I can hear him. “You know I’m pretty sure that’s how she lost it.” 

      “Is there someone we can send to look for it?” the agent asks innocently, and I scowl at Boone as he chuckles. 

      “No.” I grind my teeth as my brother's shoulders shake. 

      “We’ve got lots of resources at our disposal.” The agent looks at me hopefully. “Maybe you’re not comfortable finding it on your own.” 

      “Oh, he found it.” Boone falls into peals of laughter, and I stand up. 

      “That’s enough.” I push back from the table to get up, but Boone holds up his hand. 

      “I’m sorry, I’ll be good.” He smirks, but I narrow my eyes at him, and he stops. 

      “She was purchased as an escort, I’m sure you can figure out exactly what Sherman was paying for.” I hate saying the words, but this needs to stop. 

      The agent nods as he makes another note, and thankfully he doesn’t say another word about it. “I think the best thing to do is to set up a meeting with them through our contacts and use her as bait.” 

      Boone glances at me, and I clench my fists at my side. This is exactly what I said I didn’t want to happen. “No, I won’t put her in harm's way.” 

      “It might be the only way to lure them out of hiding.” The agent looks at me and spreads his hands out on the table. “From what I’ve heard, the only thing they want is Miss Slater. I think we should give that to them.” When I go to interject, he holds his finger up to stop me. “But what about if you’re with her when we make the exchange? I’ll have my men waiting, and we can grab them before they have a chance to get their hands on her. And with you by her side, you’ll be there to make sure nothing happens to her.” 

      I think over his offer and try to figure out if this is the only way or if there’s something else we can do. “There’s too many scenarios that could go wrong. What if your men don’t get to her in time? What if they try to kill me to get to her?” I shake my head. “It’s too risky.” 

      “We have a small window of opportunity to flush these men out and put them behind bars for good. I haven’t had a shot at them as good as I do right now. I’m not sure we have a choice.” 

      “Curt,” Boone says from beside me. I hear the slight plea in his voice. 

      “What would you say if this was Phoebe?” He snaps his mouth shut, and I see his jaw tic. “Exactly.” 

      “Why don’t you talk to her about it and let her decide?” the agent suggests. 

      “It doesn’t matter what she wants.” I hear myself say the words even though I know I should give her the chance to turn this down. 

      Somewhere in the background I hear a phone ring, but I ignore it. I’m ready for this conversation to be over, but nothing has been resolved. I won’t put the woman I love in the line of fire. The thought is sobering because I didn’t really put it into words before now. I love her—that’s why I can’t stand the thought of losing her. 

      The phone rings again, and I see Boone look into the other room. “Can someone grab that? I keep forgetting Mrs. Birch is still in the hospital being treated for her injuries.” 

      A moment later, a man in uniform walks in holding out what looks like a burner cell phone. “Whose is that?” I ask Boone. 

      “No idea.” 

      “This was sitting on the front steps,” the security guard says and hands it to me. “They want to talk to you.” 

      “Me?” A shiver of cold dread shoots down my back as I take it from him and put it on speaker phone. 

      “Hello?” 

      “Curt, don’t—” Demi’s voice is cut off, and it’s silent before a man comes on the line. “If you want her back, it will cost you.” 

      “What have you done with her?” I don’t even recognize my own voice as a rage like I’ve never felt comes over me. 

      “I’m the one making the rules now, and if you want to see her alive again, you’ll do exactly as I say.”
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      I should have known because nothing ever lasts for me. If I didn’t have bad luck I’d have no luck at all. This time, though, I’d really let myself believe I could keep Curt. So much so I’d let all the girls talk me into trying on wedding dresses. No matter how badly I try to hang on to something, it’s always yanked away from me. Only this time it’s far worse than it’s ever been before. I’ve gone and pulled so many others into my mess. 

      I watch as the driver tosses the phone he called Curt from out the window. He speeds onto the highway to get out of Hollow Oak, taking me farther away from Curt and back to the world I actually belong in. 

      “I’m so sorry.” I swipe at my tear-covered cheeks with my bound hands. They duct taped them together in front of me. 

      “This isn’t your fault,” Gracie tries to reassure me, having no idea this is actually my fault. My decisions led to this. How Gracie manages to give me a smile as she says it, I’ll never know. 

      She’s been smiling since I met her at the bridal shop that her sister-in-law Val owns. Gracie, Val, Phoebe, and I had been hanging out together in the store. Val actually closed it for the rest of the day so we had it all to ourselves. 

      Thankfully, Val was in the back of the shop with Phoebe looking for a new dress that came in a few days ago when the Shapovals came rushing in. They forced Gracie and me out and into the back of their van. It happened so quickly and in broad daylight. I’m still dressed in a beautiful wedding gown, which makes this even more dramatic. 

      Val mentioned she is newly pregnant. It’s a miracle she hadn’t been in the front with us. I don’t want to think what could have happened if she’d been taken with us or the stress it would have put on her and the baby. The thought alone has me wanting to throw up. 

      “It is my fault.” My tears spill down my cheeks. “I’ll try and get them to let you go.” Gracie leans over to whisper into my ear. 

      “I’m the best person to be kidnapped with. My husband always knows where to find me.” She winks at me when she leans back. I have no idea what that even means, but she seems pretty dang confident. 

      “Shut up back there,” the man in the passenger seat shouts from the front of the van. 

      The driver says something in Russian as he takes a sharp turn, and I tumble into Gracie. I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from crying out when Gracie’s elbow gets me in the side. She gives me an apologetic look like she caused it. Could she be any sweeter? I know she means well, but my guilt keeps on growing. 

      I’m surprised when we get off the highway only a few exits later. We pull into a residential neighborhood and right into a driveway, and I notice a for sale sign posted out front. The passenger, whose name I think is Igor, jumps out and opens the garage door for the van to pull in. 

      My fear skyrockets when the garage door closes behind us, and then I hear Gracie suck in a shallow breath, showing the first sign of distress. 

      The back doors swing open, and Igor is standing there. 

      “Out,” he orders, and I scoot to the end of the van. It’s harder because I can’t use my hands to try and help me balance. Gracie does the same, and the second our feet hit the concrete, he’s shoving us toward the door to get into the house and down a hallway. “Ivan. Get that door.” 

      Ivan opens a door and turns on the light. “In,” he orders, pointing for us to go into the bathroom. We do as we’re told, and they close the door behind us, leaving us alone inside. I see quickly why they put us in here. There are no windows. 

      “This is good,” Gracie says, again trying to reassure me. Maybe she’s trying to reassure herself too. 

      “How is this good?” 

      “They’re leaving us alone.” No sooner the words are out of her mouth than the door flies open again. 

      “You’re stupid. You didn’t even check her!” Igor shouts as he makes a grab for Gracie. I scream, trying to jump between them, but he easily shoves me away. I fall backwards, crying out when my back hits part of the sink before I slide the rest of the way to the ground. There is no way to brace myself with my hands still tied. 

      “Leave her alone!” I beg when he starts grabbing at her and his hands go to her ass. “Take me!” 

      “Zamolchi,” he shouts, telling me to shut up. I don’t speak Russian, but I recognize some words from the neighborhood. He pulls a phone out of Gracie’s back jeans pocket. “Fuck.” He drops it on the ground and stomps on it. 

      “No one even knows the girl is gone. They wouldn't be tracking her,” Ivan rushes to say, looking a bit scared himself. 

      “You better pray.” Igor kicks the scraps of the phone back out into the hallway and grabs Gracie’s wrist. He looks at the diamond on her finger as he lifts her hand. “This real?” 

      “Do you think my husband would tell me if he got me a fake ring?” 

      “It is a big diamond. You must be a very good wife.” He pulls it from off her finger. “What’s your name?” 

      “Gracie Combs.” 

      “I’m guessing he will pay too.” 

      “He would,” she agrees before Igor turns his attention back to me, and I sit up on the floor. 

      “Are you still a virgin?” He licks his lips. I nod my head yes, thinking if he thinks I am, maybe he’ll keep his paws off me. “Call the doctor, Ivan.” 

      “Why? He’s buying her back.” 

      “In case he doesn’t come through. I want to know what we have.” 

      “All right.” Ivan pulls his phone out. “She’s not a virgin.”

      “Do what you’re told,” Igor snaps at him. “Don’t make me come back in here,” he warns before he steps back out of the bathroom, closing the door behind him. 

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Gracie ignores my apology. “Are you okay?” She drops to her knees beside me. 

      “I’m fine. He knocked the wind out of me more than anything.” 

      “Our men will come.” Gracie slips in next to me to lean against the sink counter. 

      “Your phone, is that how he would have tracked you?” I ask. I know Curt will come for me and pay or do whatever it is they are asking for. I have faith in that. I was only hoping that if Gracie’s husband is looking too, maybe they’ll find us sooner, and the Shapovals won’t see it coming. 

      “Nah.” She reaches inside of her shirt and pulls out a locket, showing it to me before she quickly puts it back under her shirt. “My husband is a retired FBI agent.” 

      Oh shit. 

      “Between yours and mine, these men are already on borrowed time.” She smirks. 

      I pray she is right.
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      We’re in a large SUV with eight of us packed in, and you can practically snap the tension in half. They all arrived at the house within a matter of minutes of me getting the call, and I jumped in. A man named Donovan, who looks like was on the wrong end of the fight, is leading the recovery plan. 

      “They’ve stopped here.” He touches the map on the screen in front of him and checks the tablet in his hand. “Her tracker is still on, so they haven’t found it yet. Her cell went out not long ago.” 

      “Tracker,” I hear Boone say. “That’s a smart idea.” He nods like that’s the first thing he’s doing when he gets home to Phoebe. 

      “Can this thing go any faster?” I look out the window, and panic feels like black ink crawling up my skin. I’m so close to losing it. 

      “I’ve got it on the floor,” Tidas says as his hands tighten on the steering wheel. 

      The rest of the SUV is packed with agents that are ready to jump into action. The whole ride has been tense, and all I can do is pray. The second I have Demi back in my arms, I’m going to tell her how much I love her. I’m going to marry her, put a baby in her, and damn it, I’m going to put a tracking device on her too. 

      “It’s just up ahead,” Donovan says. “Pull over here, and we’ll come in the back.” 

      “I know it’s not the time to make jokes, but that’s what she said,” Donovan says as he pulls over and behind the row of trees. 

      “Dumbass,” his brother hisses. 

      When we’re all out of the SUV, the agents suit up. Donovan looks at them and then at me. “Are you sure you want to do this? There’s no shame in hanging back.” 

      “If Demi is in there, then that’s where I’m going.” I take the gun he holds out to me, and he nods. 

      “All right, Tidas and Boone are staying with the vehicle.” Donovan nods to the men behind me. “We’re going in hot, safeties off.” 

      I check my gun and turn to my brother. “Be ready.” 

      He nods as he gives me a quick hug. “Be safe.” When he releases me, he looks into my eyes. “Get your girl and get the fuck out. Don’t be a hero.” 

      “She’s the only thing I’m after.” 

      “Let’s move,” Donovan says, and I see a glint in his eyes. 

      “How are you so calm?” I ask him as we circle through the woods. 

      The smile he gives me is chilling. “I was trained by the best on how to kill with my bare hands. It’s been a long time since I’ve had the practice.” He cracks his knuckles, and it’s then I notice he’s not holding a gun. “I’m going to enjoy this.” 

      In this moment, I realize that Donovan Combs is exactly the man you want on your side when going into a situation like this. His strength is giving me my own, and I’m ready to go in there and rip out someone’s throat. 

      “There.” Donovan crouches down, and we follow. He points to the back, and we see the light on. 

      “No blinds?” I look at the people walking around in the kitchen, and Donovan shakes his head. 

      “The house is empty; these dumbasses probably didn’t even check it first. This was a dump and dash plan from the start.” 

      “What do we do now? They’ll see us coming.” 

      “I’m going to the front to create a diversion. You four sneak in and get them. From the heat signals I’ve got, it looks like we’ve got two stationary bodies in the middle. Probably a closet or a bathroom.” 

      “Done,” one of the agents behind me says. 

      “Meet you in the middle,” Donovan says and winks at me before he’s gone. As he leaves, his footsteps are silent, and I can’t help but think I would never want to be on his bad side. 

      It doesn’t take long before we hear the sound of a horn blaring, but it’s not just a couple of times. It’s like someone sat a brick on the wheel, and it's a loud siren screeching through the quiet. 

      Just like Donovan planned, we see the men in the back of the house rush to the front to inspect. The four agents and I crouch down low as we quickly creep to the house, and one of them puts their hand on the door. They count to three, and I swing around, gun pointed ahead. There’s no one in this room, but I keep my gun straight ahead of me as I go through the kitchen and dining room to find the spot where Donovan got the heat signals. 

      In the distance, I hear a man shout and then cry out. His screams are cut off abruptly, and the sound of something crunching fills the almost pitch-black hallway. There’s a gunshot that sounds close, but I can’t focus on that right now. 

      When I turn the corner, I see a door and grab the handle. Slowly, I turn it open and when the door is cracked, I kick it open and point my gun straight ahead. 

      “Curt!” Demi shouts, and I’m both relieved and terrified at the same time. 

      She and Gracie are huddled together on the floor of the bathroom and I immediately go for them. Turning around, I look at the agents, but there’s only one left. 

      “Go help Donovan. I’m getting them out the back. 

      “I should stay with you,” he says. 

      “I know, but none of us will get out of here if you’re with me when you could be helping take those guys out.” 

      He nods, not wanting to argue with me. I’m not sure if this is the best idea; I just know I have to get them out of here. 

      “Come on, angel. We’ll untie your hands in the car.” I grab her face and look her over to make sure she’s not hurt. “Can you do that for me?” 

      “Yeah.” I see the tears in her eyes, but she doesn’t let them fall as she gets up from the floor with the help of Gracie and me. 

      I keep reminding myself that I’ll worry about everything later. I have to get her out of here first, and then I can worry about all that’s happened to her and how to help her. Right now, the only thing I can do is make sure she stays alive. 

      “Get behind me,” I say to Gracie as she wraps her arms around Demi. 

      With them tucked close behind my back, I take the gun, and we exit the bathroom. I look down both ends of the hallway and don’t see anyone. The sounds have gone quiet, but it could be because it’s happening outside. 

      Retracing my steps through the house, we make it back to the kitchen, and I’m relieved when no one is there. Just as we exit through the back door, I hear the sound of a gun being cocked. 

      “That’s far enough,” I hear someone say, and I turn to face the leader of the Shapoval mafia, Boris. 

      He’s the one the feds have been after all this time. He uses his men to do his dirty work while he hides in the shadows. 

      “Must have been an important exchange to bring you all the way out to the suburbs,” I say, stalling for time.

      “You took my crown jewel.” He glares behind me at Demi, and I move a little to cover her. 

      “She doesn’t belong to you.” 

      My hackles rise, and my hand on the gun tightens. I’d pull the trigger and shoot him right now, but I’m worried it wouldn’t be enough to take a big fucker like him down, and he’d get a shot off first. I can’t chance a bullet getting my Demi or Gracie either. I know how much Donovan loves his wife, and I would risk my life to protect her. 

      “I heard you spoiled her.” He sneers at me. “Don’t worry, there’s plenty of her left to be had.” The smile he gives me is greasy. 

      “When I kill you, I’m going to kick in what’s left of your teeth.” 

      He lets out a small laugh. “Kill me? I’m Boris Shapoval, and I won’t be killed by some nobody.” 

      “What about a trained assassin?” Donovan says as he sneaks up behind him and makes Boris flinch. 

      It’s enough of a distraction that I squeeze the trigger and hit him in the chest. He manages to fire off a round, but thankfully it misses. Donovan is there and knocks him to the ground as I run over and kick the gun away from him. I stare down at his dying body and he blinks up at me, trying to choke out something in Russian before he dies. 

      “Das vadanya,” I say before I raise my boot and bring it down hard on his mouth.
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      “I’m fine really,” I tell Curt for the millionth time. Three doctors at the hospital have told him this as well. Each have given the all-clear for me to go home, but it’s him pressing that maybe I should stay overnight. Never in all my life has anyone been so worried over me. If I wasn’t already madly in love with him, I’d be done for. 

      “There’s already a bruise forming.” 

      He’s got his hand inside the back of the hospital gown I’d put on when I first got here. His warm palm goes over the spot I'd hit on the bathroom counter. It isn’t bothering me, and I’d forgotten about it until Curt made me recount everything that happened. Then he made me promise to not leave out any details. I’d done so hoping it would put him at ease, and I think in some ways it did. 

      “I assure you, Mr. Adler, it’s only superficial. We’ve done scans and x-rays, and she’s fine. It will look far worse than it actually is. She’s a lucky girl,” Dr. Nora says, but she has no idea how lucky I truly am. “Plus, I’m sure your bed at home is better than a hospital bed.” 

      “It is,” I’m quick to add. “It’s the best I’ve ever slept in.” I lean into Curt’s touch. “I want to go home.” I run my hand up his chest, and he looks down at me. “Please,” I push. If anything, I’m worried about him. He shot a man today, not to mention the kick to the face he gave Boris. I’ll never forget that sound. 

      It really should have grossed me out, but it didn’t. I’d felt a barrage of emotions at the time, but the first was the feeling of being safe. It was nearly overwhelming to come to the realization that Curt would always protect me. No matter what, he would always come for me, and that is something I’ve never had before. I had no idea how much I needed that until it overwhelmed me with relief. I’d felt lighter and loved, which was all new to me.

      As scary as all of it was, the silver lining is the fact that the Shapoval family is done for. They can’t hurt innocent girls any longer. The only good thing those men ever did was lead Curt and me to each other. 

      “All right, I’ll take you home.” He leans down and kisses the top of my head.

      “I’ll get everything together, and if you need anything you can call me, day or night.” She pulls out a card and gives it to Curt. “Thank you for the generous donation as well. You didn’t have to do that, but the hospital will put it to good use.” 

      “Donation?” I ask when she leaves the room. “Really? I only hit my back.” 

      “Money well spent. This hospital is the closest to our home.” Warmth blooms in my chest when it calls it our home. “I’m sure it will come in handy in the future too.” He shrugs it off and grabs a bag someone brought up so I could change into clean clothes. 

      “I don’t have plans of getting kidnapped in the future. I swear,” I tease, trying to get him to lighten up. He lifts me off the bed and helps me to my feet before he pulls the gown off me. 

      “Babies,” he says far too easily as his hand brushes my stomach and he pulls a sweater down over my head. 

      “Babies?” I whisper in shock. Did I hear him right? 

      “It’s only a matter of time.” He shrugs again and acts like he’s talking about the weather or something that’s no big deal. “Brace your hands on me.” He drops to his knees in front of me, and I put my hands on his shoulder while I step into the black leggings. He pauses when his hands get to my sex. 

      “Curt.” I can’t help the small moan that comes from me. His face is right there. I push my hips forward absently. My body needs what only he can do to it. He pushes my sweater up and kisses the lips of my sex. His tongue slips out, stealing a taste, and a growl leaves him. He yanks my leggings the rest of the way up to hide the temptation, and I pout. 

      “I’ll take care of you when we get home,” he promises as he puts my socks and shoes on next. 

      “I love when you take care of me,” I say, meaning it in more ways than one. 

      Before today I wouldn’t have said that out loud, scared I was being too clingy and not wanting to overwhelm him or give him reasons to think I’m too much to deal with. I’m not going to hold back what I want to say anymore. You never know what each day might bring, and I don’t want to have regrets like I had today, things left unspoken that I wished I’d said. 

      “Good, because I’ll be doing it until I take my last breath.” He stands and tucks a piece of hair behind my ear. 

      “I want to take care of you too.” I wrap my arms around his neck, plastering myself to him. Since he found me, I haven’t let him get more than a few feet away. I bet if someone asked him he’d say he’s the one that hasn’t let me more than a few feet away. 

      With everything that happened, I was a bit surprised they hadn’t made Curt go down to the police station or something, but they let him go with me. He and his friends must know a lot of people in high places. I also think Gracie’s husband had a big hand in all of it. Even after everything that went down, she still had a smile on her face—one that worked wonders on her husband. He’d been ready to end all the Shapoval men, but she’d calmed him with a mere touch. I’m noticing I have that same ability with Curt. 

      “You take care of me by being with me.” He leans down, taking my lips in a long kiss. I moan into his mouth, trying to climb his giant body until a throat clears, breaking us from the moment. 

      “Judge Prescott is here,” Boone says. 

      My stomach tightens with worry. I know Curt shot that man while saving us, but still. They don’t know if he’s going to make it, but the FBI agents told us it didn’t matter either way. Curt was cleared of any wrongdoing. 

      “No one is going to separate us. I think I’ve proven that to you,” Curt tells me, sensing my worry. He’s right, and I need to let that go. 

      “Okay.” I rest my head on his chest, believing him. 

      “Did you get the paperwork done?” Curt asks his brother. 

      “This isn’t my first rodeo. I’ve got you covered.” Boone holds up a little box, and it takes me a second to realize it’s a ring box. He tosses it towards Curt, who catches it easily. 

      “Thanks, we’ll be right out.” Boone nods, stepping back and letting the door fall closed. 

      “What’s going on?” 

      “We’re getting married. We can plan a better wedding later, but I need this now.” He opens the box and pulls out the ring. He doesn't wait for me to hold my hand up for him as he grabs it in his own and pushes the giant rock onto my finger. 

      “This might weigh more than me,” I laugh, even as tears are forming in my eyes. 

      “Give me some time and I’ll change that.” 

      “Curt!” I giggle. “You’re not asking?” 

      “I told you that—” 

      “I know what you told me. I remember everything you say and do, Curt. I can’t help it because I’m a bit obsessed with you and madly in love. I think I’d agree to do anything for you. Except to share you.” 

      “I only want you. It’s you or no one for me, angel. You’ll be the only woman I’ll ever love.”

      “Curt.” Tears slip down my cheeks as I look into his eyes. “I don’t need a big wedding. I just want to get married to you and call you my husband.” 

      “Say it again. Tell me you love me,” he demands. 

      “I love you, Curt.”

      “Love you too, Demi.” He leans down to kiss me, but the door swings open again. 

      “Save it for the vows! The judge is waiting in the chapel,” Phoebe shouts. 

      “We’ve got a wedding to get to,” Val says from behind her with a white dress in her hands. Gracie is with her too, and I can see their husbands are looming in the background. 

      No, I don’t think I’ll ever need another wedding. This one is going to be perfect.
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        Thirteen Years Later… 

      

      

      “Stop being dramatic,” Demi says as she comes up behind me. I feel her small hands go around my waist and rest on my stomach. 

      “I don’t like it.” I scowl outside the window at the group of kids sitting around the firepit. 

      “It’s an innocent bonfire and s’mores night. Don’t go all crazy dad mode on her.” 

      “That’s not what I do.” I keep on scowling, and Demi’s silence is telling. “It’s not.” I try to defend myself but it’s no use. Letting out a long sigh, I turn away from the window. “Fine, I won’t stare at them, but I’ll still be dramatic.” 

      Our oldest daughter is outside with some of her friends having a bonfire and hanging out. When she asked, I said yes without even thinking about who she might be inviting. When I saw Donovan pull up and drop off the boys, I started to get suspicious. 

      “I thought they were all friends.” I glance over my shoulder, but Demi pats me on my chest to pull my attention away from it. 

      “They are.” She looks up at me like she’s talking to a five-year-old. “But she’s at that age where boys are finally cute and not gross.” Demi shrugs and takes me by the hand. “And why wouldn’t she fall in love with one of the Combs kids? They’re our best friends, and they’ve been inseparable since diapers.” 

      “They’re still boys.” I know I sound like an ass, but that’s my girl out there. 

      “They’re good young men, and I’d be proud if our daughters ended up with one of them.” 

      “I don’t like it.” 

      “Duly noted.” My wife’s smile is indulgent, and I narrow my eyes on her. 

      “You knew about this before tonight, didn’t you?” 

      She turns and walks away, giving me a little shrug. “Maybe.” 

      “Maybe? Oh, angel, you know better than that.” 

      She wiggles her ass as she darts off to the bedroom, and I’m hot on her heels. When we get to the top of the stairs, she squeals as I throw her over my shoulder, and I carry her the rest of the way, kicking the door closed behind us. 

      “You’re in for it now.” I slap a hand across her ass, and she giggles as she pushes her ass into it. 

      “Don’t tempt me with a good time.” 

      “You are pushing it.” I toss her in the middle of the bed, and she spreads her legs, showing me she’s not wearing any panties under her dress. “Angel, were you walking around all night without anything under that dress?”

      My hand jerks at the hem of my shirt until I tug it off and toss it to the ground. Then I hurriedly strip down and crawl onto the bed, pushing her legs apart. 

      “Oops.” She doesn’t look sorry at all as she spreads her knees. 

      “Give me that pussy.” I grab her ass and pull her closer as my mouth falls on her cunt. 

      “Curt!” she squeals and I smack her ass again. 

      My tongue slides between her lips, and I suck on her clit before my fingers curl inside her. She’s soaking wet, no doubt waiting all night to push my buttons and get me to react. I know she’s doing this to distract me right now, but I don’t care. It’s working. 

      “Right there, Daddy,” she moans, and I pull my mouth off of her. 

      “Fuck, do you want me to cum on myself?” With one quick move, I flip her over and jerk her hips back. “Ass up,” I order, reaching into my boxer briefs and pulling out my cock. 

      It’s hard and throbbing as I squeeze it a few times and then swipe it through her slick heat. With one hard plunge, I’m balls deep and she’s groaning almost as loud as I am. There’s no gentle teasing right now as I start to pound into her. She arches her back and pushes against me, silently begging for me to give her all of my frustration and passion. 

      My wife knows me better than I know myself, and after all these years, I still can’t get enough. 

      “More,” she moans, her hands gripping the sheets, and I feel her pussy clench around me. 

      “All of it,” I grunt as I reach around and rub her clit. “You’ll get every last drop.” After the first time she falls over the edge, I pull out and flip her on to her back. “Now I want you to look at me when you cum on my cock,” I demand, sliding back inside her tight silk. 

      “I love you,” she moans and digs her nails into my chest. 

      “Forever, angel. Forever.”

      

      
        
        THE END!
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      Daniel Black married the woman of his dreams in a whirlwind of love. She’s his entire world and sometimes he’s a little too obsessed with his wife. So when he discovers their marriage license has been deleted from the state’s records, he loses his mind. Someone in their lives is trying to sabotage his relationship with his one and only, and he’ll burn down the city to find out who it is. The only good thing about it is that now he can give his wife the wedding of her dreams. 

      Blakely loves her husband and everything about their lives. The one thing she can’t seem to make work is her relationship with her father and her stepmother. She tries her best but it’s not good enough, and when they find out that her marriage to Daniel is invalid they jump at the chance for her to finally be rid of him. If there’s one thing she won’t do, it’s give up the man who worships the ground she walks on. She’ll marry him all over again, but will they support her decision? 

      Warning: Look, it’s Christmas, so we went full-on cheese-fest. This hero is hands down one of the craziest we’ve ever written and he’s so obsessed it’s scary. But during the most wonderful time of the year, isn’t that just perfect? Light up a yule log and cuddle up with this precious quickie! 

    

  


  
    
      For everyone who is just trying to make it through the holidays without locking yourself in the bathroom and having a good cry.

      

      We’re here to help you out!
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          BLAKELY

        

      

    

    
      I sit next to my stepmother, Linda, trying to pay attention to what’s being said. It’s something about an upcoming event and what everyone is wearing. My mind drifts to my husband Daniel like it always does and I wonder what he’s doing right now.

      I discreetly look down at my watch to see the time. Our morning makeout session was cut short when Linda showed up two hours early to make sure I was properly dressed, but at that point I wasn’t dressed at all.

      If she hurries up, I can catch him before he’s finished with work. I love interrupting his work day more than I should. I can’t help myself. Even after being married a few years I love how I can still easily snag his attention from whatever he’s doing. It makes me feel sexy, but he made me feel that way from the moment he looked at me. I’d never felt truly wanted until that moment.

      It makes my heart flutter when I hear people mention how different he is with me. I didn’t know the cold Daniel others talk about because he was never that way with me. All he’s ever been is warm and sweet, but I guess that’s not how he is with everyone else. Even after our getting married, my father and stepmom still don’t care for Daniel. They pretend, but I can feel their tension and hear their quiet comments and it’s growing harder to ignore. My husband doesn’t give a shit what they say or think about him, but it bothers me.

      I hate that they don’t see him as I do. If anything they should be happy for me. The problem is that Daniel doesn't fit the mold they had in mind when thinking about who my future husband would be. Daniel has plenty of money, but he’s not educated like they would have liked. To be honest that’s part of the reason why I fell madly in love with him so quickly. He was different than everyone around me. I liked that he didn't care what anyone thought of him. He didn’t play by anyone else’s rules. He does what he wants and makes no apologies if you don’t like it. He is who he is, take it or leave it. Though I’m not sure he’d have that motto if I tried to leave it, and the thought makes me fight a smile.

      If he didn't want to wear a suit, he wouldn’t, and if he didn't like you, he wouldn’t be fake and make nice. Everyone knows exactly where they stand with him, and when I first met him it was so refreshing. With him I feel like I belong, unlike right now as I sit in a room with women around me carrying on about what they’re wearing to the next social event. I’ve never felt like I belong here and maybe it’s because I don’t.

      It wasn't until I lost my mom that I was introduced to a world I didn’t know was out there. I went from having no dad to having a father and stepmother. My mom was the only family I thought I had and she was gone from this world in the blink of an eye. I learned about losing someone I love early in life and how everything can be completely turned upside down.

      I went from having a mom who was a little wild and free with her parenting to a world filled with rules and structure. I’d heard my stepmother say not long after I came to live with them that she was trying to fix me and break the bad habits I developed in my old life. I let her because I wanted to feel like I fit somewhere. I was molded into what they wanted and it wasn't until Daniel came barreling into my life that I realized what I lost. I didn't even know who I was anymore and he showed me that. With him he let me find myself. There were no wrong answers or rules I had to follow, and it didn't matter what other people thought of us.

      I fight another smile thinking about the rules we do have and how they only come out when other men are getting too close to me. I love watching my husband get jealous. It’s adorable, but I wouldn't ever tell him. I also don’t think anyone else would call him adorable.

      My stepmother nudges me in the side, making me sit up straight. The movement brings me back to reality and out of the daydream I’d fallen into. I look over at her and she gives me a look that makes me feel like a naughty child. She’s always good at that.

      I give an apologetic smile to the woman who helped raise me. How she called my husband cold, I’ll never understand. She’s the one with the chill to her, even when I try to get close. She has her sweet moments every now and again, but for the most part it’s a chilled distance that separates us. It probably has something to do with the fact that she and my father have been married over thirty years, which is longer than I’ve been alive. I was clearly the product of an affair—a living, breathing mistake for everyone to see. I’m a blemish on their reputation and she’s tried her best to make me into one of them as a way to erase my father’s transgressions. I can't blame her if looking at me doesn't conjure the warmest affection, but how long am I meant to repay this emotional debt?

      I’m pretty sure she never wanted children herself, but she did take me in. I have to give her credit for doing her best with the situation. I get it. It would destroy me if I found out Daniel cheated on me and had a child with another woman. The thought alone makes my stomach tighten with nervous disgust.

      I peek over at Linda and then to my watch once more. There’s still time. When I hear my name I look up and try to pay attention.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I ask Carmela.

      She’s a few years older than me and is the queen bee of the group. I don't care who’s in charge because I’m only here for one reason and I’m failing at it. After all these years I’m still trying to have a relationship with Linda because I want everyone to be one big happy family.

      “I asked if you and Daniel will be joining us. You still haven't sent an RSVP to the invitation,” she says, smiling sweetly at me.

      I don’t know why she bothers, because we all know it’s fake. If Daniel were here it would make his jaw tighten and he might even answer for me with a “fuck no.” I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what he said when he opened the invitation and threw it in the trash. I just laughed and forgot about it until now.

      “Or course they are,” Linda answers as she tilts her head towards me and gives me a look.

      “Of course,” I add.

      I’ll pay for that one when I tell Daniel we’re going to the Vine event. He’ll have me on my back in the most delicious way, but he’ll come with me. He wouldn’t let me go alone and he never tells me no if I’m truly asking.

      “Good.” Carmela gives a small excited clap.

      She’s not excited that we’re coming but that my husband is coming. I’m pretty sure it’s not because she has a thing for him. It’s more that she wants his checkbook. It if wasn't for that, I’m sure we wouldn't be invited. It helps that while some might call him rude and lacking manners, the people who work with him love him. He’s straightforward and honest and that’s a rare trait in these circles.

      Having Carmela fawn all over him would annoy me if I didn't already know Daniel loathes her. Every time he meets her he introduces himself as if he doesn’t know who she is. Either he really forgets or he does it to piss her off. Neither would shock me, but I do love the irritated look she gets on her face when he does it.

      Luckily, after the guest list conversation is over the meeting breaks up.

      “I’m going to grab a cab, I need to go to Daniel’s office.” I straighten the blouse Linda picked out for me. I’m pretty sure the fabric irritates my skin.

      “The man is working, Blakely. Leave him be.” She shakes her head and doesn’t understand how we are. He wouldn’t want me to leave him be, nor do I want to. She and my father are nothing like us.

      It took me a moment to understand there’s nothing wrong with showing affection to your significant other once Daniel bulldozed through all of that. We still get head shakes from others when Daniel pulls me down into his lap. He openly kisses my neck and tells me he loves me. He doesn’t even care if he’s in the middle of a meeting or at a dinner table with other people. If he wants to kiss or touch me, he’s going to do it.

      “No, I really should. Plus, I have to tell him we’re going to the Vine event.” I add in the last part hoping that will work. She rolls her eyes at me but finally agrees. We part with air kisses to each cheek and I watch her slip into the back of her town car. I give Luke her driver a small wave as he shuts the door behind her.

      “Do you need a ride, Mrs. Black?” he asks.

      “I’m catching a cab,” I tell him, which earns me an eyebrow lift. “His office is five minutes away by car. I’ll be fine.”

      “Be careful, I don’t need your husband on my ass.”

      “I promise,” I say with a laugh as I signal for a cab.

      When one stops, I get in excitedly, more than ready to see my husband. The mood from the afternoon still bothers me and I’ve made no progress with my family. I know Daniel will be able to shake me out of my mood while I try to come up with another idea.
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